In the tempest...

Tempus shouted to Jihan, grabbed her armsin hishands: "Stop this; you can doit. Y our pride,
and his, are not worth so many lives." A lightning bolt struck earth beside hisfoot, so closeablue
gparkling after-charge nuzzled hisleg.

She jerked away, palmed her hair back, stood glaring a him with red flecksin her eyes. She
shouted something back, her lips curled in aflash of light, but the gods roaring blotted out her
words. Then she merely turned her back to him, raised her armsto heaven, and perhaps began to
pray.

He had no more time for her: the gods war washis...
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Book One:
WIZARD WEATHER

In the archmage's sumptuous purple bedroom, the woman astride him took two pins from her
dlver-shot hair. It was dark—his choice; and damp with cloying shadows—his romanticism. A
conjured moon in aspellbound sky was being swallowed by effigy-clouds where the vaulted roof
indubitably yet arced, even as he shuddered under the tutored and inexorable attentions of the girl
Lagtel had brought to his party. She had refused to tell him her name because he would not give his,
but had told him what she would do for him so € oquently with her eyes and her body that hed
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spent the entire evening figuring out away the two of them might dip up here unnoticed. Not that he
feared her escort's jed ousy—though the drug dedler might conceivably entertain such a
sentiment—L astel no longer had the courage (or the contractual protective wordings) to darea
reprisal against a Hazard-class mage.

Of dl the enchanters in wizard-ridden Sanctuary, only three were archmages, nameless adepts
beyond summoning or responsibility, and this Hazard was one. In fact, he wasthe very strongest of
those three. When he had been young, he had had aname, but he will forget it, and everything else,
quite promptly.

The domed and spired estuary of vendity which is Sanctuary, nadir of the empire called Ranke;
the unmitigated evil he had fielded for decades from his swamp-encircled mageguild fortress; the
compromises he had made to hold sway over curmudgeon, courtesan and crimina (so audacious
that even the bounds of magics and planeworlds had been eroded by his efforts, and hisfellow
adeptsfelled on occasion by demons roused from forbidden defilesto do hisbidding here at the
end of creation where no baance remains between logic and faith, law and nature, or heaven and
hell); the disingenuous methods through which hiswill was worked, plan by tortuous plan, upon a
town so hateful and immora that both the flaunted gods and magicians devils agreed that its
inhabitants deserved no less dastardly afate—all of this, and more, will fade from himin thetimeit
takesadtar to burn out, falling from the sky.

Now, the First Hazard glimpses her movement, though heis close to gaculation, sputtering with
sensationsthat for years he has assumed he had outgrown, or forgotten how to fedl. Senility creeps
upon the finest flesh when abody is maintained for millennia, and into the degpest mind, through
thousands of years. He doesn't ook his age, or tend to think of it. The years are his, mandated.
Only avery specid kind of enemy could defeet him, and those were few and far between. Smple
death, morbidity or the spells of his brothers were like gnats he kept away by the perfume of his
swest: merely the proper diet, herbs and spdls and consummeated will, had long ago vanquished
them asfar as he was concerned.

So strangeto lugt, to desire a particular woman; he was amused, joyous; he had not felt so good
inyears. A tiny thrill of caution had horripilated hisnape early on, when he noticed the silvering of
her nightblack hair, but thisgirl was not old enough to be—" Ahhh!" Her premeditated rippling takes
him over passion's edge, and heisfaling, place and provenance forgotten, not aterrible adept
wrenching the world about to suit hiswhim and comfort, but just aman.

In that instant, eyes defocused, he sees but does not note the diamond sparkle of the rods
poised above him; hisears arefilled with his own breathing; the song of entrgpment she Sings softly
has him before he thinksto think, or thinksto fear, or thinksto move.

By then, therods, their sharp fine points touching his arched throat, owned him. He could not
move; not hisbody nor his soul responded; his mind could not control histongue. Thinking bitterly
of theindignity of being frozen like arearing stalion, he hoped his flesh would dump once life had
fled. Ashefdt the points enter into his skin and begin to suck at the thread binding himto life, his
mortification marshaded histaents: he cleared hisvison, forced hiseyesto obey hismind's
command. Though he was agreat sorcerer, he was not omnipotent: he couldn't manage to make his
lipsframe acurseto cast upon her, just watched the free agent Cime—who had dipped, disguised,
into so many mages beds of late—sip thelife from him rdishingly. So dow shewas about it he had
time to be thankful she did not take him through his eyes. The song she sings has cost her much to
learn, and the death she staves off will not be so kind as his. Could he have spoken, then, resigned
toit, hewould have thanked her: it is no shame to be brought down by an opponent so worthy.
They paid their pricesto the same host. He set about composing his exit, seeking his meadow,
starshaped and evergreen, where he did hiswork when meditation whisked him into finer
awarenesses than flesh could ever share. If he could seat himself there, in his established place of



power, then his desth was nothing, hisflesh afingernail, overlong and ready to be pared.

He did manage that. Cime saw to it that he had thetime. It does not do to anger certain kinds of
powers, the sort which having dispensed with names, dispense with discorporation. Some awful
day, she would face this one, and others whom she had guided out of life, in an afterlife which she
had hel ped popul ate. Shades tended to be unforgiving.

When his chest neither rose nor fell, she did off him and ceased singing. Shelicked the tips of
her wands and wound them back up in her thick black hair. She soothed his body down, arranged
it decoroudy, donned her party clothes, and kissed him once on thetip of his nose before heading,
humming, back down the stairs to where Lastdl and the party still waited. As she passed the bar,
she snatched apiece of citrusand crushed it in her pams, dripping the juice upon her wrists,
smearing it behind her ears and in the hollow of her throat. Some of these folk might be clumsy
necromancers and thrice-cursed merchants with store-bought charms-to-ward-off-charms bleeding
them dry of soul and purse, but there was nothing wrong with their noses.

Lastd's bald head and wrestler's shoulders, impeccable in customed silk velvet, were easy to
gpot. He didn't even glance down at her, but continued chatting with one of the prince/ governor
Kadakithis functionaries, Molin Something-or-other, Vashankas officiad priest. It was New Year's
holiday, and the week was bursting with festivities which the Rankan overlords must observe, and
seem to sanction: since (though they had conquered and subjugated 11sig lands and I1sig peoples so
that some Rankans dared call llsigs "Wrigglies' to their faces) they had failed to suppressthe
worship of the god Us and his self-begotten pantheon, word had come down from the emperor
himsdlf that Rankans must endure with grace the Wrigglies celebration of Us crestion of theworld
and renewa of the year. Now, especidly, with Ranke pressed into awar of attrition in the north,
was no timeto alow dissension to develop on her flanks from so paltry amatter asthe perquisites
of obscure and weakling gods.

This uprisng among the buffer states on Upper Ranke's northernmost frontier and the inflated
rumors of daughter coming back from Wizardwall's mountainous skirtsall out of proportion to
reasonable numbers dominated Molin's monologue: "And what say you, esteemed lady? Could it be
that Nishis magicians have made their peace with Mygdon's barbarian lord, and found him a path
through Wizardwall'sfastness? Y ou are well-traveled, it isobvious... Could it be true that the
border insurrection is Mygdonias doing, and their hordes so fearsome as we have been led to
believe? Or isit the Rankan treasury that is suffering, and anorthern incursion the cure for our
economicills?"

Lagtel flickered puffy lids down at her from ravaged cheeks and histurgid arm went around her
waist. She smiled up at him reassuringly, then favored the priest: Y our Holiness, sadly | must
confessthat the Mygdonian threet is very red. | have studied realms and magics, in Ranke and
beyond. If you wish aconsultation, and Lastel permits—" she batted the thickest lashesin
Sanctuary "—I shal gladly attend you, some day when we both arefit for 'solemn’ discourse. But
now | am too filled with wine and revel, and must interrupt you—your pardon please—that my
escort bear me hometo bed." She cast her glance upon the ballroom floor, demure and
concentrating on her dippered feet poking out under amber skirts. "Lastd, | must have the night air,
or faint away. Whereis our host? We must thank him for amore complete hospitality than I'd
thought tofind..."

The habitudly pompous priest was s mpering with undisguised ddlight, causing Lastel toraisean
eyebrow (though Cime tugged coquettishly a hisdeeve) and inquire asto its source: "Lord Malin?'

"It isnothing, dear man, nothing. Just so long since | have heard court Rankene—and from the
mouth of areal lady..." The Rankan priest, knowing well that hiswife's reputation bore no
mitigation, chose to make sport of her, and of histown, before the foreign noblewoman did. And to



make it more clear to Lastdl that the joke was on them—the two Sanctuarites— and for the
amusement of the voluptuous gray-eyed woman, he bowed low, and never did answer her gentedl
query asto the whereabouts of the First Hazard.

By the time he had promised to give their thanks and regards to the absent host when he saw
him, the lady was gone, and Molin Torchholder was | eft wishing he knew what it was that she saw
in Lagtd. Certainly it was not the dogs he raised, or hisfortune, which was modest, or his
business... well, yes, it might have been just that. .. drugs. Some who knew said the best
krrf—black and Garonne-stamped—came from Lastel's connections. Molin sighed, hearing his
wifestwitter among the crowd's buzz. Where was that Hazard? The damn mage-guild was getting
too arrogant. No one could throw a bash as starstudded as this one and then walk away from it as
if the luminariesin attendance were nonentities. He was glad he hadn't prevailed on the prince to
comeaong... What awoman! And what was her name? He had been told, he was sure, but just
forgat...

Outgde, torchlit, their bresth steaming white through cold-sharpened night air, waiting for their
ivory-screened wagon, they giggled over the digtinction between "serious’ and "solemn™: the First
Hazard had been serious, Molin was solemn; Tempus the Hell Hound was serious, Prince
Kadakithis, solemn; the destabilization campaign they were undertaking in Sanctuary under the
auspices of aMygdonian-funded Nisibis witch (who had cometo Lastel, dias One-Thumb, in the
guise of acomely caravan mistress hawking Garonne drugs) was serious, the threat of northern
invasion, downcountry & the Empire's anus, was most solemn. As her laughter tinkled, he nuzzled
her: "Did you manageto... 7'

"Oh, yes. | had a perfectly lovely time. What awonderful ideaof yoursthiswas,”" she
whispered, still spesking court Rankene, adiadect she had been using exclusively in public ever snce
the two of them—the Maze-dweller One-Thumb and the escaped sorcerer-dayer Cime—had
decided that the best cover for them was that which her magic provided: they need not do more.
Her brother Tempus knew that Lastel was actualy One-Thumb, and that she waswith him, but he
would hestate to revea them: he had given hisslence, if not hisblessing, to their union. Within
reasonable limits, they considered themsalves safe to bargain lives and information to both sdesin
the coming crisis. Even now, with the war barely under way, they had aready started. Thisnight's
work was her pleasure and his profit. When they reached his modest east-side estate, she showed
him the portion of what she had done to the first Hazard which he would like best—and most
probably survive, if his heart was strong. For her service, she demanded a Rankan soldat's worth of
black krrf, before the act. When he had paid her, and watched her mdlt it with water over aflame,
coal it, and bring it to him on the bed, her fingers stirring the viscous liquid, he was glad he hadn't
argued about her price, or about her practice of ways charging one.

* % %

Wizard westher blew in off the sealater that night as quickly as one of the Sanctuary whores
could blow aclient akissor apair of Stepsons disperse an unruly crowd. Everyone in the suddenly
mist-enshrouded streets of the Maze ran for cover; adepts huddled under beds with their best
warding spells wrapped tighter than blankets around shivering shoulders, east-siders bade their
jesters perform and their musicians play louder; dogs howled; cats yowled; horses screamed in the
palace stables and tried to batter their stallboards down.

Some unlucky ones did not make it to safety before adry thunder roared and lightning flashed
and in the streets, the mist began to glitter, thicken, chill. It rolled head-high along byway and aley,
claws of ice scrabbling at shuttered windows, barred doors. Where it found life, it shredded bodies,
lacerating limbs, steding away warmth and souls and leaving only flayed carcassesfrozen in the
dreets.



A pair of Stepsons—mercenary specid forces whom the prince's marshal, Tempus,
commanded—was caught out in the storm, but it could not be said that the wesather killed one: the
team had been investigating uncorroborated reports that awarehouse conveniently situated at a
juncture of three major sewers was being used by an achemist to concoct and store incendiaries.
The surviving partner guessed that histeammate must have lit atorch, despite the cautions of
research: human wastes, flour, sulphur and more had gone in through those now-nonexistent doors.
Though the problem the team had been dispatched to investigate was solved by aconcussive
firebd| that threw the second Stepson, Nikodemos, through awindow into an intersection, sSngeing
his beard and brows and eyelashes, the young Sacred Band member relived the circumstances
leading to his partner's death repeatedly, agonizing over the possibility that hewasto blame
throughout the night, donein the pair's billet. So consumed was he with grief at the death of his
mate, he did not even redlize that hisfriend had saved hislife: thefirebal and ensuing conflagration
had blown back the mist and made an oven of the wharfsde; Wideway was freed from the vicious
fog for hdf itslength. He had ridden at adevil's pace out of Sanctuary home to the Stepsons
barracks, which once had been adaver's estate and thus had rooms enough for Tempusto alow
his hard-won mercenaries the luxury of privacy: ten pairs plusthirty sngle agents comprised the
team's core group—until thisevening past...

Sun wastrying to best back the night, Niko could seeit through hiswindow. He had not even
been able to return with abody. His beloved spirit-twin would be denied the honor of ahero'sfiery
bier. He couldn't cry; he smply sat, huddled, amputated, diminished and cold upon his bed,
watching asun-ray inch itsway toward one of his sandaled fedt.

Thus he did not see Tempus gpproaching with thefirst light of day haoing hisjust-bathed form
asif he were some god's own avatar, which at times—despite his better judgment—his curse, and
his battle with it, forced him to become. Thetal, autumnal figure stooped and peered in the
window, sun gilding hisyarrow-honey hair and hisvast bronze limbswhere they were free of his
army-issue woolen chiton. He wore no arms or armor, no cloak or shoes; furrows deepened on his
brow, and asere frown tightened hiswillful mouth. Sometimes, the expression in hislong, ditted
eyes grew readable: thiswas such atime. The pain he was about to face was apain he had known
too well, too often. It brought to features not brutal enough by half for their history or profession the
dight, defensve smile which would empty out his eyes. When he could, he knocked. Hearing no
reply, he called softly, "Niko?' And again...

Having let himsdlf in, he waited for the Stepson, who looked younger than the quarter-century
he claimed, to raise his head. He met a gaze as blank as his own and bared histeeth.

The youth nodded dowly, made to rise, sank back when Tempus motioned "stay™ and joined
him on hiswoodframed cot in blessed shadow. Both sat then, silent, as day filled up the room,
gedling away their hiding place. Elbows on knees, Niko thanked him for coming. Tempus suggested
that under the circumstances abier could still be made, and funerary games would not be out of
order. When he got no response, the mercenary's commander sighed rattlingly and alowed that he
himsalf would be honored to perform the rites. He knew how the Sacred Banders who had
adopted the war name " Stepsons' revered him. He didn't condone or encourage it, but since they
had given him their love and were probably doomed to the man for it—even astheir origina |eader,
Stepson, called Abarss, had been doomed—Tempus et responsible for them. Hisinstructions and
his curse had sent the gelded warrior-priest Abarsisto his death, and such fighters as these could
not offer loyaty to alesser man, to a pompous prince or an abstract cause. Sacred Bands were the
mercenaries dite; thisone's history under the Slaughter Priest's command was nearly mythicd;
Abards had brought his men to Tempus before committing suicide in amost honorable fashion,
leaving them as his parting gift—and as hisway of ensuring that Tempus could not just walk away
from the god Vashankas service: Abarsis had been Vashankas priest.



Of dl the mercenaries Rankan money had enabled Tempusto gather for Prince/Governor
Kadakithis, thisyoung recruit was the most singular. There was something remarkable about the
findy made date-haired fighter with hisquiet hazel eyes and his understated manner, something that
made it seem perfectly reasonable that this salf-effacing youngster with hiscleanlong limbsand his
quick canny smile had been the right-side partner of a Syrese legend twice his age for nine years.
Tempuswould rather have been doing anything e se than trying to give comfort to the bereaved
Stepson Nikodemos. Choosing alanguage appropriate to philosophy and grief (for Niko was fluent
in six tongues, ancient and modern), he asked the youth what wasin his heart.

"Gloom," Niko responded in the mercenary-argot, which admitted many tongues, but only the
bolder emotions: pride, anger, insult, declaratives, imperatives, absolutes.

"Gloom," Tempus agreed in the same linguigtic pagtiche, yet ventured: "Y oull surviveit. Wedl
do."

"Oh, Riddler... | know... Youdid, Abarssdid—twice," he took a shivering breath; "but it's not
easy. | fed so naked. Hewas... dwayson my left, if you understand me—where you are now."

"Congder me herefor the duration, then, Niko." Niko raised too-bright eyes, dowly shaking his
head. "In our spirits place of comfort, where trees and men and life are one, he is till there. How
can | rest, when my rest-place holds his ghost? Thereisno moat left for me... do you know the
word?"

Tempusdid: balance, equilibrium, the tendency of thingsto make a pattern, and that pattern to
be discernible, and therefore revivifying. He thought for amoment, gravely—not about Niko's
problem, but about ayouthful mercenary who spoke offhandedly of adept's refreshments and
archmagical meditations, who routindy transported his spirit into amystica redlm and was
accustomed to meeting another spirit there. Hesaid at last: "I don't reed it ill that your friend waits
there. Why isit bad, unless you make it so? Moat, if you have had it, you will find again. With him,
you are bound in spirit, not just in flesh. He would be hurt to hurt you, and to see you afraid of what
once you loved. His spirit will depart your place of relaxation when we put it formaly to rest. Yet
you must make a better peace with him and surmount your fear. It'swell to have afriendly soul
waiting at the gate when your time comes around. Surely you love him till?"

That broke the young Stepson, and Tempus left him curled up on his bed so that his sobs need
not be slent and he could heal upon his own.

Outside, leaning against the doorjamb, the planked door carefully closed, Tempus put hisfingers
to the bridge of his nose and rubbed his eyes. He had surprised himsdf aswell asthe boy, offering
Niko such far-reaching support. He wasn't sure he dared to mean it, but he had said it. Niko's team
had functioned as the Stepsons ad hoc liaisons, coordinating (but more usualy arbitrating disputes
among) the mercenaries and the Hell Hounds (the Rankan Imperid Elite Guards), the Ilsig regular
army and the militia Tempus was trying to covertly form out of some carefully-chosen street urchins,
dit purses, and deeves—thered rulers of this overblown dum and the only people who ever knew
what was going on in Sanctuary, atown which just might become a strategic staging areaif war did
come down from the north. Asliaisons, both teammates had come to him often for advice. Part of
Niko'sworkload had been the making of an adequate swordsman out of a certain I1sig thief named
Hanse, to whom Tempus had owed a debt he did not care to discharge personaly. But the young
backstreeter, emboldened by his easy early successes, had proved increasingly irascible and
contentious when Niko—aware that Tempus was indebted to Hanse and that Kadakithis
inexplicably favored the thief—endeavored to lead him far beyond dash-and-thrust infantry tactics
into the subtleties of Niko's own expertise: cavary srategies, guerillatactics, western fighting forms
that dispensed with weaponry by accenting surprise, precision, and meditation-honed instinct.
Though the thief recognized the value of what the Stepson offered, his pride made him sneer: he



couldn't admit his need to know, would not chance being found wanting, and hid hisfear of fallure
behind anger. After three months of justifying the val ue of methods and mechanics the Stepson felt
to be sdf-explanatory (black stomach blood, bright lung blood, or pink foam from the earsindicates
amortd strike; yarrow root shaved into awound quellsits pain; ginseng, chewed, renews staming
mandrake in an enemy’s stewpot incapacitates a company, monkshood decimates one; green or
moldy hay downs every horse on your opponents line; cheese wire, the right handhold, or aknife
from behind obviates the need for passwords, protracted dissembling, or forged papers) Niko had
turned to Tempus for adecision asto whether ingtruction must continue: Shadowspawn, called
Hanse, was anatura bladesman, as good as any man wishing to wield asword for aliving needed
to be—on the ground, Niko had said. Asfar as horsemanship, he had added amost sadly, niceties
could not be taught to a cocky novice who spent more time arguing that he'd never need to master
them than practicing what he was taught. Smilarly, so far astradecraft went, Hanseg's fear of being
labelled a Stepson-in-training or an apprentice Sacred Bander prevented him from fraternizing with
the squadron during the long evenings when shoptak and exploits flowed fredy, and every man
found much to learn. Niko had shrugged, spreading his hands to indicate an end to hisreport.
Throughout it (the longest speech Tempus had ever heard the Stepson make), Tempus could not fall
to mark the disgust so carefully masked, the frustration and the unwillingness to admit defeat which
had hidden in Nikodemos lowered eyes and blank face. Tempus decision to pronounce the student
Shadowspawn graduated, gift him with a horse, and go on to new business had dicited a subtle
inclination of head—an agreement, nothing less—from the youthful and eerily composed junior
mercenary. Since then, he hadn't seen him. And, upon seeing him, he had not asked any of the
things he had gone there to find out: not one question asto the exact circumstances of his partner's
death, or the nature of the mist which had ravaged the Maze, had passed hislips. Tempus blew out
anoisy breath, grunted, then pushed off from where he leaned againgt the whitewashed barracks
wall. Hewould go out to see what headway the band had made with the bier and the games, set for
sundown behind the walled estate. He did not need to question the boy further, only to listen to his
own heart.

He wasn't unaware of the ominous events of the preceding evening: deep was never his. He had
made amidnight creep through the sewage tunnelsinto Kadakithis most private gpartments,
demongtrating that the old palace was impossible to secure, in hopes that the boy-prince would stop
prattling about "winter paace/summer palace" and move hisretinue into the new fortress Tempus
had built for him on the eminently defensible spit near the lighthouse with that very end in mind. So it
wasthat he had heard firsthand from the prince (who al the while was making avdiant attempt not
to bury his nosein a scented handkerchief he was holding amost casually but had fumbled
desperately to find when first Tempus appeared, reeking of sewage, between two of his damask
bedroom hangings) about the killer mist and the dozen livesit claimed. Tempus had let hissilence
agree that the mages must be right, such athing wastotaly mystifying, though the "thunder without
ran" and itsresults had explained itsdlf to him quite clearly. Nothing is mysterious after three
centuries and more of exploring lifé'sriddles, except perhaps why gods alow men magic, or why
sorcerers dlow men gods.

Equally reticent was Tempus when Kadakithis, wringing hislacquer-nailed hands, told him of the
Firgt Hazard's unique demise, and wondered with disma sarcasm if the adepts would again try to
blamethefal of one of their number on Tempus alleged sister (here he glanced sidelong up at
Tempus from under his pale Imperia curls), the escaped mage-killer who, he was beginning to
think, was afigment of sorcerers nightmares. When they'd had this"person” in the pits, awaiting trid
and sentence, no two witnesses could agree on the description of the woman they saw; when she
had escaped, no one saw her go. It might be that the adepts were purging their Order again, and
didn't want anyone to know, didn't Tempus agree? In the face of Kadakithis carefully thought-out
policy statement, meant to protect the prince from involvement and the soldier from implication,



Tempus refrained from comment.

The First Hazard's death was awel come surprise to Tempus, who indulged in an active, if
surreptitious, bloodfeud with the mageguild. Sortilege of any nature he could not abide. He had
explored and discarded it al: philosophy, systems of persond discipline such as Niko employed,
magic, religion, the sort of eterna side-taking purveyed by the warrior-mages who wore the Blue
Star. The man who in his youth had proclaimed that those things which could be touched and
perceived were those which he preferred had not been changed by time, only hardened. Adepts
and sorcery disgusted him. He had faced wizards of true power in hisyouth, and his sorties upon
the bloody roads of life had been colored by those encounters. he yet bore the curse of one of their
number, and his hatred of them wasimmorta. He had thought that even should he die, his despite
would live on to harass them—he hoped that it were true. For to fight with enchanters of kill, the
same skills were needed, and he eschewed those arts. The price was too high. He would never
acknowledge power over freedom; eterna servitude of the spirit was too great acost for mastery in
life. Yet aman could not stand aone againgt witchfire hatred. To survive, he had been forced to
make a pact with the Storm God, Vashanka. He had been brought to collar like awild dog. He
hedled to Vashanka, these days, at the god's command. But he didn't likeit.

There were compensations, if such they could be called. He lived interminably, though he could
not deep at al; he wasimmune to smple, nasty war-magics, he had a sword which cut through
spdlls like cheese and glowed when the god took an interest. In battle he was more than twice as
fast asamorta man—uwhile they moved so dowly he could do as he willed upon a crowded field
whichwasameeeto dl but him and even extend his hyper speed to his mount, if the horse was of
acertain grain and tough congtitution. And wounds he took hedled quickly—insgtantly if the god
loved him that day, more dowly if they had been quarreling. Only once—when he and hisgod had
had a serious faling-out over whether or not to rape his sster—had Vashankatruly deserted him.
But even then, asif hisbody were smply accustomed to doing it, hisregenerative abilities
remained—much dowed, very painful, but there.

For these reasons, and many more, he had amystique, but no charisma. Only among
mercenaries could he look into eyes free from the glint of fear. He stayed much among hisown,
these daysin Sanctuary. Abarsis death had struck home harder than he cared to admit. It seemed,
sometimes, that one more soul laying down itslife for him and one more burden laid upon him
would surpass his capacity and he would crack apart into the dessicated dust he doubtless was.

Crossing the whitewashed court, passing the stables, his Tros horses stuck stedl-gray muzzles
over their haf-doors and whickered. He stopped and stroked them, speaking soft words of
comradeship and endearment, before he left to et himsalf out the back gate to the training ground, a
natura amphitheatre between hillocks where the Stepsons drilled the few furtive llsigs wishing to
quaify for the militia-reserves Kadakithis was funding.

He wasthinking, as he closed the gate behind him and squinted out over the arena (counting
heads and fitting names to them where men sat perched atop the fence or lounged againgt it or
raked sand or counted off paces for sunset's funerary games), that it was a good thing no one had
been able to determine the cause of the ranking Hazard's desth. He would have to do something
about hissster Cime, and soon—something substantive. He'd given her the latitude befitting a
probable sibling and childhood passion, and she had exceeded his forbearance. Hed been willing to
overlook the fact that he had been paying her debts with his soul ever since an archmage had cursed
him on her account, but he was not willing to ignore the fact that she refused to abstain from taking
down magicians. It might be her right, in genera, to day sorcerers, but it was not her right to do it
here, where he was pinned tight between law and morality asit was. The whole conundrum of how
he might successfully dedl with Cime was something he did not want to contemplate. So he did not,
just then, only walked, cold brown grass between histoes, to the near side of the chest-high



wooden fence behind which, on happier days, his men schooled 11sgs and each other. Today they
were making abier there, dragging dry branches from the brake beyond Vashankas altar, apile of
stones topping arise due east, where the charioteers worked their teams.

Sweat never stayed long enough to drip in the chill winter air, but breaths puffed white from
noses and mouthsin the taut pearly light, and grunts and taunts carried well on the crisp morning
breeze. Tempus ducked his head and rubbed his mouth to hide his mirth as a stream of scatological
invective sounded: one of the branch-draggers exhorting the loungersto get to work. Were curses
soldats, the Stepsons would al be men of ease. The fence-sitters, counter-cursing the work-boss
gamdly, dipped to the ground; the loungers gave up their wal. In front of him, they pretended to be
untouched by theill-omen of accidenta death. But he, too, was uneasy in the face of tragedy
without reason, bereft of the glory of death in thefidd. All of them feared accident, mindless
fortunes disfavor: they lived by luck, as much as by the god'sfavor. Asthe dozen men, more or less
in abody, headed toward the altar and the brake beyond, Tempusfdt the god rustling inside him
and took time to upbraid Vashankafor wasting an adherent. They were not on the best of terms,
the man and his god. His temper was hard-held these days, and the gloom of winter quartering was
making him fey—not to mention reports of the Mygdonians foul depredationsto the far north, the
quelling of which hewas not freetojoin...

First, he noticed that two people sauntering casualy down the dtar's hillock toward him were
not familiar; and then, that none of his Stepsons were moving: each was stockdtill. A cold overswept
him, like awind-driven wave, and rolled on toward the barracks. Above, the pale sky clouded
over; aslky dusk swalowed the day. Black clouds gathered; over Vashankas dtar two luminous,
red moons gppeared high up intheinky air, asif some huge night-cat lurked on alofty perch.
Watching the pair gpproaching (through unmoving men who didn't even know they stood now in
darkness), swathed in a pale nimbus which illuminated their path as the witch-cold had heralded
their coming, Tempus muttered under his breath. His hand went to his hip, where no wesgpon lay,
but only a knotted cord. Studying the strangers without |ooking at them straight-on, leaning back,
his arms outstretched along the fencetop, he waited.

Thered lights glowing above Vashanka's dtar winked out. The ground shuddered; the dltar
stones tumbled to the ground. Wonderful, he thought. Just great. Helet hiseyesdide over his
men, ad eep between blinks, and wondered how far the spell extended, whether they were
ensorceled in their bunks, or in the mess, or on their horses as they made their rounds in the country
or thetown.

Wel|, Vashanka? hetested. It's your altar they took down. But the god was silent.

Besides the two coming at measured pace across the ground rutted with chariot tracks, nothing
moved. No bird cried or insect chittered, no Stepson so much as snored. The companion of the
imposing man in thethick, fur mantle had him by the elbow. Who was helping whom, Tempus could
not at first determine. He tried to think where he had seen that austere face—soul-shriveling eyes so
sad, bones so fine and yet full of vitaity beneath the black, slver-starred hair—and then blew out a
shilant breath when he redlized what power approached over the rutted, Sanctuary ground. The
companion, whose lithe musculature and bare, tanned skin were counterpointed by an enameled
tunic of scale-armor and soft low boots, was either afemale or the prettiest eunuch Tempus had
ever seen—whichever, shelhe was trouble, coming in from some nonphysical redlm on the arm of
the entelechy of ashadow lord, master of the once-in-awhile archipelago that bore his name:
Askelon, lord of dreams.

When they reached him, Tempus nodded carefully and said, very quietly in anoncommittal way
that dmost passed for deference, " Sdutations, Ash. What brings you into so poor arealm?”

Askeon's proud lips parted; the skin around them wastoo pae. It was awoman who held his



arm; her hedlth made him seem the more palid, but when he spoke, hiswords were ringing basso
profundo: "Lifeto you, Riddler. What are you called here?’

"Spare me your curses, mage." To such apower, the title done was an insult. And the shadow
lord knew it well.

Around histemples, stars of slver floated, stirred by a breeze. His colorless eyes grew darker,
draining the angry clouds from the sky: ™Y ou have not answered me."

"Nor you. me."

The woman looked in dishdief upon Tempus. She opened her lips, but Askel on touched them
with agloved hand. From the gauntlet's cuff asingle drop of blood ran down hisleft arm to drip
upon the sand. Helooked at it somberly, then up at Tempus. "I seek your sister, what else? | will
not harm her."

"But will you cause her to harm hersdf?"

The shadow lord whom Tempus had caled Ash, so familiarly, rubbed the bloody trail from his
elbow back up to hiswrigt. "Surely you do not think you can protect her from me? Havel not
accomplished even this? Am | not real?' He held his gloved hands out, turned them over, let them
flap dbruptly down againgt histhighs. Niko, who had been roused from deep meditation in the
barracks by the cold which had spread deep over the waking, skidded to a halt and peered around
the curve of thefence, histeeth gritted hard to Stay their chatter.

"No." Tempus had replied to ASkd on's first question with that sengtivelittle smile which meant
he was considering commencing some incredible daughter; "Yes' to his second; "Y es, indeed” to
thethird.

"Andwould | be here," the dream lord continued, "in so ignominious agtate if not for the havoc
she haswrought?'

"l don't know what havoc she's wrought that could have touched you out there. But | take it that
last night's deadly mist was your harbinger. Why come to me. Ash? I'm not involved with her in any
way."

"Y ou connived to release her from imprisonment, Tempus— it is Tempus, so the dreams of the
Sanctuaritestell me. And they tell me other things, too. | am here, deepless one, to warn you:
though | cannot reach you through dreams, have no doubt: | can reach you. AH of these, you
condder yours..." Hewaved his hand to encompass the still men, frozen unknowing upon thefield.
"They a'eminenow. | can cdlamthem any time."

"What do you want, Ash?'

"l want you to refrain from interfering with mewhile | am here. | will see her, and settle ascore
with her, and if you are circumspect, when | leave, your viciouslittle band of cutthroatswill be
returned to you, unharmed, uncomprehending.”

"All that, to make sure of me?1 don't respond well to flattery. Y ou will force meto agesture by
trying to prevent one. | don't care what you do about Cime—whatever you do, you will be doing
me afavor. Release my people, and go about your quest.”

"| cannot trust you not to interfere. By noon | shdl be installed astemporary First Hazard of
your locad mage-guild—"

"Summing? Itshardly your syle."

"Syle?" he thundered so that his companion shuddered and Niko started, didodging a stone
which dicked, rolled, then lay Hill. " Syle! She came unto me with her evil and destroyed my



peace." His other hand cradled hiswrist. "l was lucky to receive areprieve from damnation. | have
only alimited dispensation: either | force her to renege on murdering me, or make her finish the job.
And you of dl men know what awaits a contractee such as myself when existenceis over. What
would you do in my place?'

"l didn't know how she got here, but now it comes clearer. She went to destroy you in your
place, and was spat out into thisworld from there? But how isit she has not succeeded?’ The
power, looking past Tempus with asquint, shrugged. " She was not certain, her will was not united
with her heart. | have a chance, now, to remedy it... bring back restful dreaming in its place, and
my domain withiit. I will not let anything stop me. Be warned, my friend. Y ou know what strengths |
can bring to bear."

"Release my people, if you want her, and we will think about how to satisfy you over breskfast.
From thelook of you, you could use something warm to drink. Y ou do drink, don't you? With the
form come the functions, surely even here.”

Askelon sghed fedingly; his shoulders dumped. "Y es, indeed, the entire packageis mineto tend
and lumber about in, somelittlewhilelonger... until after the mageguild'sféte thisevening, at the
very leadt... | am surprised, not to mention pleased, that you display some disposition to
compromise. It isfor everyone's benefit. Thisis Jihan." Heinclined his head toward his companion.
"Greet our host."

"It'smy pleasure to wish that things go exceedingly well with you," the woman said, and Niko
saw Tempus shiver, asubtle thing that went over him from head to toe—and almost bolted out to
help, thinking some additional, debilitating spell was being cast. He wasn't fooled by those polite
exchanges. bodies and timbres had been speaking more plainly of respectful opposition and
cautious hodtility. Distressed and overbaanced from long crouching without daring to lean or Sit, he
fdl forward, catching himsdlf too late to avoid making noise.

Niko heard Tempus remongirate, "L et him be, Askelon!" and felt asudden ennui, hiseydids
closng, adrift toward deep he fought—then heard the dream lord reply: "1 will take thisone asmy
hostage, and leave Jihan with you, afair trade. Then | will release these others, who remember
nothing—for the interim. When | am done here, if you have behaved well, you may have them back
permanently, free and unencumbered. We will see how good your faith can be said to be.”

Niko redized he could still hear, still see, sill move.
"Come here, Nikodemas," Tempus summoned him.

He obeyed. His commander's mien implored Niko to take dl thisin his stride, as his voice sent
him to see to breskfast for three. He was about to object that only by the accident of meditation
had he been untouched by the spell—which sought out waking minds and could not find hisin his
rest-place, and thus the cook and dl the menials must be spellbound, still— when men began to gtir
and finish sentences begun before Askdon's arriva, and Tempus waved him imperatively on his
way. Heleft on the double, ignoring the stares of those just coming out of limbo, whistling to cover
the wheeze of hisfear.

* % %

So it was that the Sacred Bander Nikodemos accompanied Askelon into Sanctuary on the
young Stepson's two best horses, his ears ringing with what he had heard and his eyes aching from
what he had seen and his heart clandestingly taking cautious begts in a condtricted chest.

Over breskfast, Askelon had remarked to Tempusthat it must be hell for one of his
temperament to languish under curse and god. "I've gotten used toit,” "I could grant you mortdity,
s0 smdl athing istill within my power.” "I'll limp dong as| am, thanks, Ash. If my curse denysme
love, it givesmefreedom.” "It would be good for you to have an dly." "Not onewho will unleash a



killing mist merely to make an entrance," Tempus had rgjoined, hisfingers steepled before him.
"Sorcery isyet beneath your contempt? Y ou are hardly non-adigned in the conflict brewing.” "I have
my philosophy.” "Oh? And what isthat?' "A single axiom, these days, is sufficient to my needs."
"Whichis?' "'Grab redlity by the balls and squeeze.™" "Wewill see how well it servesyou, when you
stand without your god.” "Areyou till afraid of me, Ash? | have never given you cause, never vied
with you for your place." "Who do you think to impress, Riddler? The boy?Y our potentid, and
dangerous proclivities, speak for themsalves. | will grant no further concessions..."”

Riding with the dream lord into Sanctuary in broad daylight was ardlief after the tension of his
commander's dining table. Being dismissed by Askelon before the highwalled mageguild on the
Street of Arcanawas areprieve he hadn't dared to hope for, though the entelechy of the seventh
sphere decreed that Nikodemos must return to the outer gates at sundown. He watched his best
horse disappear down the vine-hung way without even atwinge of regret. If he never saw that
particular horse and itsrider again, it would be too soon.

And he had his orders, which, when he'd received them, he had despaired of successfully
carrying out. When Askelon had been absorbed in making his farewells to the woman whose
fighting stature and muscle tone were so extraordinary, Tempus bade Niko warn certain partiesto
spread the word that a curfew must be kept, and some others not to attend the mageguild'sféte this
evening, and lastly find away to go doneto the Vulgar Unicorn, tavern of consummateill-reputein
this scabrous town, and perform a detailed series of actionsthere.

Niko had never been to the VVulgar Unicorn, though held been by it many times during histours
inthe Maze. The eastsde taverns like the Alekeep at the juncture of Promise Park and Governor's
Walk, and the Golden Oasis, outside the Maze, were more to hisliking, and he stopped at both to
fortify himsdlf for asortieinto 11sig filth and 11sg poverty. At the Alekeep, he managed to warn the
father of agirl he knew to keep hisfamily homethis evening lest the killing mist diminish his house
should it come again; at the Oasis, hefound aHell Hound and the I1Sg captain Wa egrin gaming
intently over awhite-bladed knife (afine prizeif it were the"hard sted” the blond-braided captain
claimed it was, ametd only fabled to exist), and so had gotten his message off to both the palace
and the garrison in good orde.

Yetinthe Maze, it seemed that hisluck deserted him as precipitately as his sense of direction
had fled- It should be easy to find the Serpentine—just head south by southwest... unlessthe
entelechy Askelon had hexed him! He rode tight in his saddle under a soapy, scum-covered sky
gone noncommittal, its sun nowhere to be seen, doubling back from Wideway and the gutted
wharfsde warehouses where serendipity had taken his partner's life as suddenly astheir charred
remains loomed before him out of apearly fog so thick he could barely see his horse's ears twitch.
Roalling in off the water, it was rank and fetid and hisfingers dipped on hisweeping reins. The chill it
brought was numbing, and lest it penetrate to his very soul, hefled into alight meditation, clearing
hismind and letting hisbody roll with his mount's gait whileits hoofbeats and his own breathing
grew loud and that mixed cadence lulled him.

In his expanded awareness, he could sense the folk behind their doors, just wisps of passion and
subterfuge leaking out beyond the featurel ess mudbrick facades from inner courts and wizened
hearts. When glances rested on him, he knew it, feding the tightening of focus and disturbance of
auras like roused bees or whispered insults. When his horse stopped with a disapproving snort a an
intersection, he had been sensing a steady attention on him, a presence pacing him which knew him
better than the occasiond street-denizen who turned watchful at the Sght of amercenary riding
through the Maze, or the whores haf-hidden in doorways with their
predatory/cautious/disappointed pinwhed s of assessment and dismissa. Still thoroughly disoriented,
he chose the leftward fork at random, as much to see whether the familiar pattern stalking him
would follow dong asin hopes that some landmark would pop up out of the fog to guide him—he



didn't know the Maze aswdll as he should, and his meditation-sensitized periphera perception
could tell him only how close the nearest walls were and a bit about who lurked behind them: he
was no adept, only awestern-trained fighter. But, being one, he. had shaken hisfear and his
foreboding, and waited to see if Shadowspawn, called Hanse, would announce himsdlf: should
Niko hail thethief prematurdly, Hanse would dmost certainly melt back into the dleyshe
commanded rather than own that Niko had perceived himself shadowed—and leave him lost
among the hovels and the damned.

Hed learned patience waiting for gods to speak to him on wind-whipped precipices while
heaving tides licked about histoesin anticipation. After atime, he began to see canopied stdlsand
hear muted haggling, and dismounted to lead his horse among the splintered crates and rotten fruit at
the bazaar's edge.

"Psst! Sealth!” Hanse called him by hiswar name, and dropped, soundless as a phantom, from
ashuttered balcony into his path. Startled, Niko's horse scrabbled backward, hind hooves kicking
over crates and stanchions so that arow ensued with the stall's enraged proprietor. When that was
done, the dark dumhawk ill waited, eyes glittering with unsaid words sharper than any of the
secreted blades he wore, atriumphant smile fierce as his scarl et sash fading to his more customary
dreet-hauteur as he turned figsin hisfingers, pronounced them unfit for human consumption, and
eased Niko'sway.

"l was out there thismorning,” Niko heard, bent down over his horsg's | eft hind hoof, checking
for splinters caught inits shoe; "heard your team lost amember, but not who. Pissassweird
wesgther, these days. Y ou know something | should know?" "Possibly.” Niko, putting down the
hoof, brushed dust from histhighs and stood up. "Once when | was wandering around the
backstreets of acoastal city—never mind which one— with an arrow in my gut and afraid to seek a
surgeon's hel p there was wesether like this. A man who took mein told meto stay off the streets at
night until the weather'd been clear afull day—something to do with dead adepts and soulsto pay
their way out of purgatory. Tell your friends, if you've got any. And do me afavor, fair exchange?'
He gathered up hisreins and took a handful of mane, about to swing up on his horse, and thus he
saw Hanse'sfingersflicker: stateit. So he did, admitting that he waslogt, quite baldly, and asking
thethief to guide him on hisway.

When they had walked far enough that Shadowspawn's laughter no longer echoed, the thief
said, "What'swrong? Like | said, | was out at the barracks. I've never seen him scared of anything,
but he's scared of that girl he'sgot in hisroom. And he's meaner than norma—told me | couldn't
stable my horse out there, and not to come around—" Shadowspawn broke off, having said what
he did not want to say, and kicked amelon in their path, which burst open, showing the teeming

maggotswithin.

"Maybe held like to keep you out of troubles that aren't any of your business. Or maybe he
estimates his debt to you ispaid in full—you can't keep coming around when it suits you and il be
badmouthing uslike any other llsg—"

A spurt of profanity contained some cogent directionsto the Vulgar Unicorn, and some other
suggestionsimpossible to follow. Niko didn't look up to see Hanse go. If he failed to take the
warning to heart, then hurt fedings would keep him away from Niko and his commander for a
while. It was enough.

Directionsor no, it took him longer than it should haveto find hisway. Findly, when hewas
eyeing the sky doubtfully, trying to estimate the lateness of the hour, he spied the Unicorn's
autoerotic Sgn creaking in the moist, stinking breeze blowing in off the harbor. Discounting Hanse,
since Niko had entered the close and ramshackle despair of the shantytown he had seen not one
friendly face. If held been jeered at once, held been cursed a score of times, aloud and with spit and



glare and handsign, and he had had more than hisfill of Sanctuary'sinfamous dum.

Within the Unicorn, the clientele did not look happy to see a Stepson. A silence asthick as
Rankan ale descended as he entered and took more time to disperse than he liked. He crossed to
the bar, scanning the room full of loca brawlers, grateful he had neglected to shave sincethe
previous morning. Perhaps he seemed more fearsome than he felt as he turned his back to the
aullen, hostile crowd just resuming their drinking and scheming and ordered a draught from the
bartender. The big, overmuscled man with a balding head dapped it down before him, growling that
it would bewell if he drank up and |eft before the crowd began to thicken, or the barkeep wouldn't
be responsible for the consequences, and Niko's "master" would get a bill for any damageto the
premises. Thelook in the big man's eyes was decidedly unfriendly. "Y ou're the one they cal Stedlth,
aren't you?' the barkeep accused him. "The one who told Shadowspawn that one of the best killsis
aknife from behind down beside the collarbone and, with a sword, cut up between your opponent's
legs, and in generd the object is never to have to engage your enemy, but dispatch him before he
has seen your face?'

Niko stared at him, fegling anger chase the disquiet from hislimbs. "I know you Ilsigsdon' like
us" hesaid quietly, "but I haven't time now to charm you into achange of mind. Where's
One-Thumb, barkeep?| have amessage for him that cannot wait."

"Right here," smirked the gproned mountain, tossing hisrag onto the barsink’s Chipped pottery
rim. "What is it, sonny?"

"He wants you to take me to the lady—you know the one." Actually, Tempus had instructed
Niko to tell One-Thumb about ASkelon'sintention to confront Cime, and wait for word as to what
the woman wanted Tempus to do. But he was resentful, and hewaslate. "I haveto be at the
mageguild by sundown. Let'smove."

"Y ou've got the wrong One-Thumb, and the wrong idea. Whao'sthis'he?"

"Bartender, | leave it on your conscience—" He pushed his mug away and took a step back
from the bar, then realized he couldn't leave without discharging his duty, and reached out to pick it

up again.
The big bartender's thumbless hand curled around hiswrist and jerked him against the bar. He
prayed for patience. "And he didn't tell you not to come in here, bold as brasstasselson a

witch-bitch whore? He is getting doppy, or he'sforgotten who hisfriends are. Why didn't you come
round the back? What do you expect meto do, leave with you in the middle of the day? 1—"

"l waslucky | found your pissholeat al, Wriggly. Let me go or you're going to lose the rest of
those fingers, sure as Lord Storm's anger rocks even this god-ridden garbage heap of a
peninsula—"

Someone stepped up to the bar and One-Thumb, with awrench of wrist, went to serve him,
meanwhile motioning close agirl whose breasts were mottled gray with dirt and pinkish white where
she had sweated it away, saying to her that Niko wasto be taken to the office.

Init, he watched the man caled One-Thumb through a oneway mirror, and fidgeted. Eventudly,
though he saw no reason why it happened, adoor he had thought to be a closet's opened behind
him, and awoman stepped in, clad in IIsg doeskin leggings. She said, "What word did my brother
send to me?' Hetold her, thinking, watching her, that her eyes were gray like ASkelon's, and her
hair was arrestingly black and slver, and that she did not in any way resemble Tempus. When he
was finished with his story and hiswarning that she not, under any circumstances, go out this
evening—not, upon her life, attend the mageguild féte—she laughed, a sweet tinkle so inappropriate
his spine chilled and he stiffened.

"Tell my brother not to be afraid. Y ou mustn't know him well, to take histerror of the adepts so



serioudy.” She moved close to him, and he drowned in her stormcloud eyes while her hand went to
his swordbelt and by it she pulled him close. "Have you money, Stepson? And sometimeto

pend?’

Niko best a hasty retreat with her mocking, throaty laughter chasing him down the stairs. She
caled after him that she only wanted to have him give her loveto Tempus. As he made the landing
near the bar, he heard the door a the stair'stop dam shut. He was out of there like atorqued
arrow—so fast he forgot to pay for hisdrink, and yet, when he remembered it, on the street where
his horse waited, no one had come chasing him. Looking up at the sky, he estimated he could just
make the mageguild intime, if he didn't get lost again.

* % %

Thinking back over the last ten months, Tempus redlized he should have expected something like
this. Vashankawas weakening steadily: something had removed the god's name from Kadakithis
palace dome; the state-cult's temple had proved unbuildable, its ground defiled and its priest a
defiler; theritud of the Tendaying had been interrupted by Cime and her fire, and he and Vashanka
had begotten amale child upon the First Consort which the god did not seem to want to claim;
Abarsis had been dlowed to throw hislife away without regard to the fact that he had been
Vashankas premier warrior-priest. Now the field dtar his mercenaries had built had been tumbled
to the ground before his eyes by one of Abarss teachers, an entelechy chosen specificaly to
bal ance the berserker influence of the god. And he, Tempus, was imprisoned in his own quarters by
aFroth Daughter in an all-too-human body intent on exacting from him recompense for what his
Sster had denied her.

Glumly hewondered if hisgod could be undergoing amid-life crigs, thenif he, too, was, Snce
Vashanka and he were linked by the Law of Consonance. Certainly, Jnan's proclamation of
intended rape had taken him aback. He had not been taken aback by anything in years. "Rapi,
they call you, and with good reason,”" she had said, reaching up under the scale-armor corselet to
wriggle out of her loinguard. "Wewill see how you likeit, in receipt of what you're used to giving
out." He couldn't stop her, or refrain from responding to her. Cime had interrupted Jhan's
scheduled tryst with Askelon, perhaps aborted it. The body which faced him had been chosen for a
woman's retribution. Later she said to him, rubbing the imprint of her scale-armor from hisloinswith
ahigh-veined hand: "Have you never heard of |etting the lady win?!

"No," hereplied, genuinely puzzled. "Jhan, are you saying | wasunfair?'

"Only arcane, weighting the scalesto your side. Love without feding, mind-caress,
spdl-excitation... | am new to flesh. | hope you are well-chastised and repentant,” she giggled, just
briefly, before hiswords found her ears. "I warn you, straight-out: those who love me, die of it, and
those | favor arefated to spurn me."

"Y ou are an arrogant man. Y ou think | care? | should have struck you morevicioudy." Her flat
hand dgpped, more than playfully, down upon hisbdly. "He—" she meant Askelon "—cannot
spare me any of hissubstance. | do thisfor him, that he not ook upon me hungry for aman and
know shame. Y ou saw hiswrist, where she skewered him..."

"l don't fancy agift from him, convenient or no." He was going to pull her up beside him, where
he might casudly get his hands around her fine, muscular throat. But she sat back and retorted,
"Youthink he would suggest this? Or even know of it?| take what | choose from men, and we do
not discussit. Itisdl | can do for him. And you owe me whatever price | care to name—your own
gster took from me my husband before ever hislips touched mine. When my father chose me from
my sistersto be sent to ease Askelon'sloneliness, | had a choice—yea or nay—and ayear to make
it. | studied him, and felt love enough to come to human flesh to claim it. To become human—you
concedethat | am, for argument's sake?"



He did that—her spectacular body, sheathed in muscle, taut and sensuous, was too powerful
and yet too shapely to be mortal, but even so, he did not critique her.

"Then," she continued, rising up, hands on her impossibly dimwalst, pacing as she pokeina
rustle of armor-scaes, "congder my plight. To become human for the love of ademiurge, and then
not to be ableto claim him...Itisdone, | havethisform, | cannot undo it until itstimeisup. And
since | cannot collect satisfaction from her—he has forbidden me that pleasure—all the powerson
the twelfth plane agree: | may have what | wish from you. And what | wish, | have made quite
plain." Her voice was degpening. She took a step toward him.

He objected, and she laughed, "Y ou should see your face."

"l canimagine. You areavery atractive... lady, and you come with impeccable credentias
from an unimpeachable source. So if you are inexperienced in the ways of the world, brash and
awkward and ineffective because of that, | suppose | must excuse you. Thus, | shal make
allowances." His one hand raised, gestured, scooped up her loinguard and tossed it at her. "Get
dressed, get out of here. Go back to your magter, familiar, and tell him | do not any longer pay my
Sser'sdebts.”

Then, findly, shecameat him: "Y ou mistake me. | am not asking you, | antdling you." She
reached him, crouched down, thighs together, hands on her knees, knees on what had once been
Jubal the Saver'sbed. "Thisisared debt, in lieu of payment for which, my patron and the
eementaswill exact—"

He clipped her exactly behind her right ear, and shefell across him, sensdess.

Other things she had said, earlier in passion, rang in his head: that should hein any way displease
her, her duty would then be plain: he and V ashanka could both be disciplined by way of the child
they had together begotten on one of Molin Torchholder's temple dancers.

Hewasn't sure how he fdt about that, as he was not sure how he fat about Askeon's offer of
mortality or Vashankas cowardice, or the positives and negatives of his sster's salf-engendered
fate

He gave the unconscious woman over to his Stepsons with ingtructions that made the three he
had hailed grin widdly. He couldn't estimate how long they would be able to hold her— however
long they managed it, it had better be long enough. The Stepson who had come from seeking Niko
in Sanctuary found him, garbed for business, saddling a Tros horse in the stables.

"Stedth said," the gruff, doe-eyed commando reported: " She said stay out of it, no need to
fear." He's staying with the archmage, or whatever it is. HE's going to the mageguild party and
suggestsyou try and drop by." A ferd grin stole over the mercenary's face. He knew something was
up. "Need anybody on your right for this, commander?*

Tempus amost said no, but changed his mind and told the Stepson to get afresh horse and his
best panoply and meet him at the mageguild's outer gate.

* % %

Therewasalittle mist in the streets by the time Tempus headed his Tros horse across the east
sde toward the mageguild—nothing daunting yet, just afetlock-high sseaminess asif the streets
were cobbled with dry ice. He had had no luck intercepting his Sister at Lagtd's estate: a servant
shouted through a grate, over the barking of dogs, that the master had aready |eft for the féte. Hed
stopped briefly at the mercenaries hostel before going there, to burn arag he had had for centuries
in the common room's hearth: he no longer needed to be reminded not to argue with warlocks, or
that love, for him, was always alosing game. With hissster's scarf, perhaps the problem of her
would waft away, changed like the ancient linen to smoke upon the air.



Before the mageguild's outer wall, an imprudent crowd had gathered to watch the luminaries
arriving in the ersatz-daylight of its ensorceled grounds. Pink clouds formed a glowing canopy to the
wall's edge—agodly pavilion; elsewhere, it was night. Where dark met light, the Stepson Janni
waited, one leg crooked over his saddlehorn, rolling asmoke, his best helmet dangling by hisknee
and hisfull-length dress-mantle draped over his horse's croup, while around his hipsthe ragged
crowd thronged and his horse, ears flattened, snapped at 11sigs who came too near.

Tempus gray rumbled agreeting to the bay; the curly-headed mercenary straightened upin his
saddle and saluted, grinning through his beard.

He wasn't smiling when the mageguild's ponderous doors enfolded them, and three junior
functionaries escorted them to the " changing rooms’ within the outer wall where they were expected
to dtrip and hand over their armaments to the solicitoudy smirking mages-in-training before donning
preferred "féte-clothes’ (gray silk chitonswith summer sandals) the wizards had thoughtfully
provided. Askelon wasn't taking any chances, Tempus thought but did not say, though Janni
wondered doud what use there was in checking their patry swords and daggers when enchanters
could not be made to check their spells.

Inside the mageguild's outer wals, it was summer. In its gardens—transformed from their usua
dank fetidness by artful conjure into awonderland of orchids and eucayptus and willows weeping
where before moss-hung swamp-giants had held sway over quickmires—Tempus saw Kadakithis,
resolutely imperiousin ablack robe oversewn with gemsinto amap of
Ranke-caught-in-the-web-of-the-world. The prince/governor's pregnant wife, ared gift-gown
splendid over her child-belly, leaned heavily on hisarm. Kittycat's gpproving glance was laced with
commiseration: yes, he, too, found it hard to smile here, but both of them knew it prudent to
observe the forms, especialy with wizards....

Tempus nodded and walked away.

Then he saw her, holding Lastel's hand, to which the prosthetic thumb of his disguise wasfirmly
attached. A signal bade Janni await him; he didn't have to look back to know that the Stepson

obeyed.

Cime was blond tonight, and golden-eyed, tal in her adept-chosen robe of iridescent green, but
he saw through theillusion to her familiar saf. And she knew it. Y ou come here without your
beloved armaments or even the god's amulet? The man | used to know would have pulled rank and
held on to hisweapons.”

"Nothing's going to happen here," he murmured, staring off over her head into the crowd looking
for Niko; "unless the message | recelved was in error, and we do have a problem?”

"We have no problem—" glowered Lastel/One-Thumb.

"One-Thumb, disappear, or I'll have Janni, over there, teach you how to imitate your bar'ssign.”
With areproachful look that Tempus would utter his aias here, the man who did not like to be
cdled One-Thumb outside the Maze lumbered off.

Then he had to look at her. Under the golden-eyed illusion, her char-and-smoke gaze accused
him, asit had chased him across the centuries and made him content to be accursed and
congtrained from other loves. God, he thought, | will never get through this without error. It was
the closest he had cometo asking Vashankato help him for ages. In the back of hisskull, adistant
whisper exhorted him to take his sster while he could. .. that bush on his right would be bower
enough. But more than advice the god could not give: " | have my own troubles, mortal, for
which you are partly responsible.” With the echo of Vashanka's last word, Tempus knew the god
was gone.

"IsLastd telling the truth, Cime? Are you content to face ASkelon'swrath, and your peril,



aone? Tell me how you cameto half-kill apersonage of that magnitude, and assure me that you
can rectify your mistake without my help.”

She reached up and touched histhroat, running her finger dong hisjaw until it found his mouth.
"Sah, ssh. You are abad liar, who proclaims he does not love me till. Have you not enough at risk,
presently? Yes, | erred with ASkelon. Hetricked me. | shall solveit, oneway or the other. My
heart saw him, and | could not then be the one who stood there watching him die. Hisworld
beguiled me, hisform enthralled me. Y ou know what punishment love could bring me... He begged
meleavehimto dieadone. And | believed him... because | feared for my life, should | cometo love
him while he died. We each bear our proper curse, that issure.” "Y ou think this disguise will fool
him?" She shook her head. "I need not; he will want ameeting. This," she ran her hands down over
her illusory youth and beauty, "was for the magelings, those children at the gates. Asfor you, stay
clear of thismatter, my brother. Thereisno timefor quailing or philosophical debates, now. You
never were competent to smply act, unencumbered by judgment or conscience. Don't try to
change, on my account. | will ded with the entelechy, and then | will drink even hisname dry of
meaning. Likethat!" She snapped her fingers, twirled on her hed, and flounced off in agood
imitation of ayoung woman offended by aforward soldier.

While he watched, Askelon appeared from the crowd to bar her path, a golden coin held out
before him like awand or awarding charm. That fast did he have her, too fast for Tempusto get
between them, smply by the mechanism of invoking her curse: for pay, she mugt give hersdlf to any
comer. He watched them flicker out of being with his ssomach rolling and an ache in histhroat. It
was somelittle while before he saw anything external, and then he saw Nikodemos showing off his
gift-cuirassto Janni.

Thetwo came up to him wondering why it was, when everyone else's armaments had been
taken from them, Niko, who'd arrived in shabby duty-gear, had been given better than ever he
could afford. Tempus drew dowly into his present, noting Molin Torchholder's overgaudy figure
nearby, and akohl-eyed lady who might easily be an infiltrator from the Mygdonian Alliance talking
toLagtd.

He asked his Stepsons to make her acquaintance: " She might just be smuggling drugsinto
Sanctuary with Lastel's help, but don't arrest her for trifles. If she is aspy, perhaps shewill try to
recruit a Stepson disaffected enough with hislot. Either of you—asingle agent or haf abroken
pair—could fit that description.”

"At the least, we must plumb her body's secrets, Stedlth,” Janni rumbled to Niko asthe two
strutted her way, looking virile and predatory.

With a scowl of concern for the Stepson to whom he was bound by ill-considered words, he
sought out Torchholder, recdling, as he did with murmured greetings and apol ogies through
socidites and Hazard-class adepts, Niko's blank and steady eyes: the boy knew his danger, and
trusted Tempus, as a Sacred Bander must, to see him through it. No remonstrance or doubt had
shown in thefighter caled Stedlth's open countenance, that Tempus would come here againgt
Askeion'swishes, and risk a Stepson'slife. It was war, the boy's calm said, what they both did and
what they both knew. Later, perhaps there would be explanations—or not. Tempus knew that
Niko, should he survive, would never broach the subject.

"Torchholder, | think you ought to go seeto the First Consort's baby," he said as his hand came
down heavily on the palace-priest's bebaubled shoulder. Torchholder was dready pulling on his
beard, his mouth curled with anger, when he turned. Assessing Tempus demeanor, hisfacedid a
dance which ended in amien of knowing caution. "Ah, yes, | did mean to look in on Seylahaand
her babe. Thank you for reminding me, Hell Hound."

"Stay with her," Tempos whispered sotto voce as Molin sought to brush by him, "or get them



both to a safer place—"
"We got your message, this afternoon, Hound," the privy priest hissed, and he was gone.

Tempest wasjust thinking that it waswell Féte Week only came once yearly, when above him,
in the pink, tented clouds, winter gloom began to spread; and beside him, ahand closed upon his
left arm with anumbingly painful grip: Jnan had arrived.

* % %

Askelon of Meridian, entelechy of the seventh sphere, lord of dream and shadow, faced his
would-be n little strengthened. The Hazards of Sanctuary had given what they could of
power to him, but mortal strength and mortals magic could not replace what he had lost. His
compass onate eyes had sunken deep under lined and arching brows; his skin was palid; his cheeks
hosted deep hollows like his colossus whereit guarded an unknown sea, so fierce that folk there
who had never heard of Sanctuary swore that in those stony caverns demons raised their broods.

It had cost him much to take flesh and make chase. It cost him more to remove Cimeto the
mageguild'sinnermost sanctum before the disturbance broke out above the cel ébrants on the lawn.
But he had doneit.

He said to her, "Y our intention, free agent, was not clear. Y our resolve was not firm. | am
neither dead nor aive, because of you. Release me from thistorture. | saw in your eyesyou did not
truly wish my demise, nor the madness that must come upon the world entire from the destruction of
the place of salving dreams. Y ou have lived awhile, now, in aworld where dreams cannot solve
problems, or to be used to chart the future, or to heal or renew. What say you? Y ou can changeit,
bring sanity back among the planes, and loveto your aching heart. | will make you lady of Meridian.
Our quayswill once again rise crystd, streetswill glitter gold, and my people will finish the
wel coming paean they were singing when you shattered my heart.” As he spoke, he pulled from his
vestmentsakerchief and held it out, unfolded, in hisright hand. There on snowy linen glittered the
shards of the Heart of ASkelon, the obsidian talisman which her rods had destroyed when he wore
it on hiswrig.

She had them out by then, taken down from her hair, and she twirled them, blue-white and
ominous, in her fingers.

He did not shrink from her, nor eye her weapons. He met her glance with his, and held, willing
to take elther outcome— anything but go on the way he was.

Then he heard the hardness of her laugh, and prepared himsdlf to face the tithe-collectorswho
held the mortgage on his soul.

Her aspect of blond youthfulnessfell away with her laughter, and she stepped near him, saying,
"Love, you offer me?'Y ou know my curse, do you not?'

"I canliftit, if you but spend one year with me."

"You can lift it? Why should | believe you, father of magic? Not even gods must tell the truth,
and you, | own, are beyond even the congtraints of right and wrong which gods obey."

"Will you not help me, and help yourself?'Y our beauty will not fade; | can give youth unending,
and hedl your heart, if you but heal mine" Hishand, outstretched to her, quivered. Hiseyes
sparkled with unshed tears. " Shall you spend eternity asamurderer and awhore, for no reason?
Take sdvation, now it is offered. Takeit for us both. Neither of us could claim such aboon from
eternity again.”

Cime shrugged, and the woman's eyes so much older than the three decades her body showed
impaled him. "Somekill politicians, some generds, foot soldiersin thefield. Asfor me, | think the



mages are the problem, twisting times and worlds about like children play with string. And asfor
help, what makes you think either you or | deserveit? How many have you aided, without
commensurate gain? When old Four-Eyes-Spitting-Fire-And-Four-M ouths-Spitting-Curses came
after me, no one did anything, not my parents, or our priests or seers. They al just looked at their
feet, asif the key to my sdvation was written in Azehur's sand. But it was not! And oh, did | learn
from my wizard! More than he thought to teach me, since he crumbled into dust on my account,
and that issure”

Y et, she stopped the rods twirling, and she did not start to sing.

They stared atime longer at each other, and while they saw themsalvesin one another, Cime
began to cry, who had not wept in thrice ahundred years. And in time she turned her rods about,
and buttsfirgt, she touched them to the shards of the obsidian he held in atrembling palm.

When the rods made contact, a blinding flare of blue commenced to shinein hishand, and she
heard him say, "1 will make thingsright with us," asthe room in which they stood began to fade
away, and she heard algpping sea and sSnging children and finger cymbal stinkling while luteswere
strummed and pipes began to play.

* * %

All hell breaking loose could not have caused more pandemonium than Jinan's father's blood-red
orbs peering down through shredded clouds upon the mageguild's grounds. Thefury of the father of
ajilted bride was met by Vashankain hisfull manifestation, so that folk thrown to the ground lay
dlent, staring up at the battle in the sky with their fingers dug deep into chilling, spongy earth.

Vashanka's two feet were widespread, one upon histemple, due west, one upon the
mageguild'swall. Hislightning bolts rocked the heavens, his golden locks whipped by his
adversary's black winds. Howls from the foreign Stormbringer's cloudy throat pummeled eardrums,
peoplerolled to their somachs and buried their headsin their arms as the inconceivable cloud
creature enveloped their god, and blackness reigned. Thunder bellowed; the black cloud pulsed
gpasmodicaly, lit fromwithin.

In the tempest, Tempus shouted to Jihan, grabbed her armsin his hands. "Stop this, you can do
it. Your pride, and his, are not worth so many lives." A lightning bolt struck earth beside hisfoot, so
close ablue sparkling aftercharge nuzzled hisleg.

Shejerked away, pamed her hair back, stood glaring at him with red flecksin her eyes. She
shouted something back, her lips curled in aflash of light, but the gods roaring blotted out her
words. Then she merely turned her back to him, raised her armsto heaven, and perhaps began to
pray.

He had no moretimefor her; the gods war was his; he felt the claw-cold blows Stormbringer
landed, felt Vashanka's substance leeching away. Y et he set off running, dodging cowerers upon the
ground, adepts and nobles with their cloaks wrapped about their heads, seeking his Stepsons: he
knew what he must do.

Hedid not stop for arms or horses, when he found Niko and Janni, but set off through the raging
din toward the Avenue of Temples, where the child the man and god had begotten upon the First
Consort was kept.

Handsigns got them through until speech was useful, when they had run west through the lawvns
and dleys, coming to Vashanka's temple grounds from the back. Inside the shrine's chancery, it was
quieter, shielded from the sky that heaved with light and dark.

Niko shared hisweapons, those Askelon had given him: adirk to Tempus, the sword to Janni.
"But you have nothing left,” Janni protested in the urgent undertone they were al employing inthe



shadowed corridors of their embattled god's earthly home. "'l havethis," Niko replied, and tapped
hisarmored chest.

Whether he meant the cuirass ASkelon had given him, the heart underneath, or his mental skills,
Tempus did not ask, just tossed the dirk contemptuoudly back, and dashed out into the murky
temple hdl.

They smdlled sorcery before they saw the sick green light or felt the curdling cold. Outside the
door under which wizard-sign leaked like sulphur from ayelow spring, Janni muttered blackly.
Niko'slipswere drawn back in agrin: "After you, commander?"

Tempus wrenched the doors apart, once Janni had cut the leather strap where it had been
drawn within to secure the laich, and beheld Molin Torchholder in the midst of witchfire, wrestling
with more than Tempus would have thought he could handle, and holding his own.

On thefloor in the corner ahoney-haired northern dancer hugged a man-child to her breast, her
mouth an "ooh" of relief, asif now that Tempus was here, she was surely saved.

Hetook timeto grimace politdy at the girl, who indgsted on mistaking him for hisgod...his senses
were speeding much faster than even the green, stinking whirlwind in the middle of theroom. He
wasn't S0 sure that anything was salvageable, here, or even if he cared if girl or priest or child or
town... or god... wereto be saved. But then he looked behind him, and saw his Stepsons, Niko
on the left and Janni with sword drawn, both ready to advance on hell itsdlf, would he but bid them,
and heraised ahand and led them into the lightfight, eyes squinted nearly shut and al his body
tingling as his preternatura abilities cameinto play.

Molin's ouster was uppermost in his mind; he picked the glareblind priest up bodily and threw
him, wrenching the god's golden icon from hisfrozen fist. He heard agrunt, a sngpping-in of breeth,
behind, but did not look around to seeredity fade away. He wasfighting by himsdlf, now, ina
higher, colder place full of day held at bay and V ashanka's potent breath in hisright ear. "1t iswell
you have come, manchild; | can use your help thisday." Theleft isthe place of attack inteam
battle; a shield-holding line driftsright, each trying to protect his open side. He had VVashanka on his
right, to support him, and ashidld, full-length and awful, came to be upon hisown left arm. Thething
he fought here, the Stormbringer's shape, was part cat, part manlike, and its sword cut ashard as
an avalanche. Itsclaws chilled his bregth away. Behind, black and gray was split with sunrise
colors, Vashankas blazon snapping on aflag, of sky. Hethrust at the clouds and was parried with
cold that ran up his sword and seared the skin of hispalm o that his sweet frozeto ice and layers
of hisflesh bonded to asharkskin hilt... That gave him pause, for it was his own sword, come from
wherever the mages secreted it, which moved in his hand. Pink glowed that blade, as dwayswhen
his god sanctified His servant'slabor. His right was untenanted, suddenly, but Vashankas strength
wasin him, and it must be enough.

He fought it unto exhaustion, he fought it to adraw. The adversaries stood in clouds,
typhoon-breaths rasping, both seeking strength to fight on. And then he had to say it: "Let thisdight
go, Stormbringer. Vengeanceis disappointing, dways. Y ou soil yoursdf, having to care. Let her
stay where sheis, Weather-Gods Father; amorta sojourn will do her good. The parent is not
responsible for the errors of the child. Nor the child for the parent.” And ddliberately, he put down
the shidld the god had given him and peeled the sticky swordhilt from a skinless pam, laying his
weapon atop the shidd. "Or surmount me, and have done with it. I will not die of exhaustion for a
god too craven to fight by my side. And | will not stand aside and let you have the babe. Y ou seg, it
isme you must punish, not my god. | led Askelon to Cime, and disposed her toward him. It ismy
transgression, not Vashankas. And | am not going to makeit easy for you: you will haveto
daughter me, which | would much prefer to being the puppet of yet another omnipotent force.”

And with agrowl that was long and seared hisinner ear and set histeeth on edge, the clouds



began to dissolve around him, and the darkness to fade away .

He blinked, and rubbed his eyes, which were smarting with underworld cold, and when he took
his hands away he found himsdf standing in aseared circle of gtinking fumeswith two coughing
Stepsons, both of whom were breathing heavily, but neither of whom looked to have suffered any
enduring harm. Janni was supporting Niko, who had discarded the gift-cuirass, and it glowed asif
cooling from aforger's heat between hisfeet. The dirk and sword, too, lay on the smudged
flagstones, and Tempus sword atop the heap.

There passed an interva of soft exchanges, which did not explain either where Tempus had
disappeared to, or why Niko's gear had turned white-hot againgt the Stormbringer's whirlpool cold,
and of assessing damages (none, beyond frosthite, blisters, scrapes and Tempus flayed swordhand)
and suggestions as to where they might recoup their strength.

Thetearful First Consort was camed, and Torchholder's people (no one could locate the priest)
told to watch her well.

Outsde the temple, they saw that the mist had |et go of the Streets; an easy night lay chill and
brisk upon the town. The three walked back to the mageguild at aleisurely pace, to reclam their
panoplies and their horses. When they got there they found that the Second and Third Hazards had
clamed the evening's confrontation to be of their making, acosmologica mordity play, their most
humbly offered entertainment which the guests had taken too much to heart. Did not Vashanka
triumph? Was not the cloud of evil vanquished? Had not the wondrous tent of pink-and-lemon
summer Ky returned to illuminate the mageguild's fé&e?

Janni snarled and flushed with rage a the adepts dissembling, threstening to go turn Torchholder
(who had preceded them back among the celebrants, disheveled, loudmouthed, but none the worse
for wear) upside down to seeif any truth might fal out, but Niko cautioned him to et fools believe
what fools believe, and to make hisfarewd s brief and polite—whatever they felt about the mages,
they had to live with them.

When at last they rode out of the Street of Arcanatoward the Alekeep to quench their
well-earned thirsts where Niko could check on the faring of agirl who mattered to him, he was
ponying the extra horse he had lent Askelon, since neither the dream lord nor his companion Jhan
had been anywhere to be found among gueststrying grimly to recapture at least a semblance of
revery.

For Niko, the dow ride through mercifully dark streets was a godsend, the degp midnight sky a
mask he desperately needed to keep between him and the world awhile. Inits cover, he could
afford to et hiscomposure, dipping away inexorably of itsown weight, fall from him atogether. As
it happened, because of the riderless horse, he was bringing up the rear. That, too, suited him, as
did their tortuous progress through the ways and intersections thronging intermittently with
upper-class (if there was such adistinction to be made here) [Isigs ushering in the new year.
Persondly, he didn't like the start of it: the events of the last twenty-four hours he considered
somewhat |ess than auspicious. He fingered the enameled cuirass with itstwining snakes and glyphs
which the entelechy Askelon had given him, touched the dirk a hiswaist, the matching sword Sung
at hiship. The hilts of both were worked as befitted weapons bound for ason of the armies, with
the lightning and the lions and the bulls which were, the world over, the Sgnatures of its Storm
Gods, the gods of war and death. But the workmanship was foreign, and the raised demons on
both scabbards belonged to the prima deities of an earlier age, whose sway was misty, everywhere
but among the western idands where Niko had gone to strive for initiation into his chosen mystery
and mastery over body and soul. The most appropriate legends graced these opulent arms that a
shadow lord had given him; in the old ways and the elder gods and in the disciplines of transcendent
perception, Niko sought perfection, a mystic calm. The weapons were perfect, save for two



blemishes: they were fashioned from precious metas, and made nearly priceless by the antiquity of
their style; they were charmed, warm to the touch, capable of meeting infernal forces and doing
damage upon icy whirlwinds sent from unnamed gods. Nikodemos favored unarmed kills, minimal
effort, precison. He judged himself doppy should it become necessary to parry an opponent's
stroke more than once. The temple-dancing exhibitions of proud swordsmen who "tested each
other's mettle€" and had timeto indulge in style and disputatious dialogue repelled him: onegot in,
madethekill, and got out, hopefully leaving the enemy unknowing; if not, confused.

He no more coveted blades that would bring acquisitive men down upon him hoping to acquire
them in combat than he looked forward to needing ensorceled swords for battles that could not be
joined intheway he liked. The cuirass he wore kept off supernd evil—should it prove impregnable
to mortal arms, that knowledge would eat away at his self-discipline, perhaps erode his control,
make him careless. In the lightfight, when Tempus had flickered out of being ascompletdly asa
doused torch, he had felt an inexplicable dation, leading point into Chaos with Janni steady on his
right hand. He had imagined he was indomitable, fated, chosen by the gods and thusinviolate. The
Steadying fear that should have been there, in hismind, assessive and baancing, wasmissng... his
moat, as he'd told Tempusin that moment of discomfitting candor, was gone from him. No trick
panoply could replaceit, no arrogance or battle-lust could substitute for it. Without equilibrium, the
quiet heart he strove for could never be his. He was not like Tempus, preternatural, twice a man,
living forever in extended anguish to which he had become accustomed. He did not aspire to more
than what his studies whispered aman had right to claim. Seeing Tempusin action, he now believed
what before, though he'd heard the tales, he had discounted. He thought hard about the Riddler,
and the offer he had made him, and wondered if he was bound by it, and the weapons Askelon had
given him no more than omensfit for daysto come. And he shivered, upon hishorse, wishing his
partner were there up ahead instead of Janni, and that his moat was within him, and that they rode
Syrese byways or the Azehuran plain, where magic did not vie with gods for mortd alegiance, or
take soulsintithe.

When they dismounted at the Alekeep, hed come to a negotiated settlement within himsdf: he
would wait to seeif what Tempus said wastrue, if his moat would return to him once his
teammate's sirit ascended to heaven on apillar of flame. He was not unaware of the rhythmic
nature of enlightenment through the precession of events. He had come to Ranke with his partner at
Abarss urging: he remembered the Saughter Priest from his early days of ritua and war, and had
made his own decision, not followed blindly because his|eft-side leader wished to teach Rankans
the glory of hisname. When the elder fighter had put it to him, hisfriend had said that it might be
time for Nikodemosto lead his own team—after Ranke, without doubt, the older man would lay
down his sword. He had been dreaming, he'd said, of mother's milk and waving crops and
snot-nosed brats with wooden shields, a sure sign aman is done with damp camps and bloody
dead stripped in thefield.

So it would have happened, thisyear, or the next, that he would be one. He must cometo
termswith it; not whine silently like an abandoned child, or seek anew and stronger arm to lean on.
Meditation should have helped him, though he recalled a parchment grin and atoothless mouth
ingtructing him that what is needed is never to be had without price.

The price of the thick brown ae in which the Alekeep specialized was doubled for the holiday's
night-long vigil, but they paid not one coin, drinking, instead, in aprivate room in back where the
grateful owner led them: held heard about the manifestation at the mageguild, and had been glad he
had taken Niko's advice and kept hisgirlsingde. "Can | et them out, then?' he said with atwinkling
eye. "Now that you are here? Would the Lord Marsha and his distinguished Stepsons care for
some gentle companionship, thisjolly eve?!

Tempus, flexing his open hand on which the clear serum glistened asit thickened into scabby



skin, told him to keep his children locked up until dawn, and sent him away so brusquely Janni eyed
Niko askance.

Their commander sat with his back againgt the wall opposite the door through which the tavern's
owner had disappeared. "We werefollowed here. I'd like to think you both realized it on your
owvn."

The placement of their seats, backs generoudy offered to any who might enter, spoke so clearly
of their faillure that neither said aword, only moved their chairsto the single table's narrow sides.
When next the door swung open, One-Thumb, not their host, stood there, and Tempus chuckled
hoarsdly in the hulking wrestler'sface. "Only you, Lastel? | own you had meworried.”

"Whereis she, Tempus? What have you done with her?' Lastel ssomped forward, put both
ham-hands flat upon the table, histhick neck thrust forward, bulging with veins.

"Areyou tired of living, One-Thumb? Go back to your hidey-hole. Maybe she'sthere, maybe
not. If not... easy come, easy go."

Lastersface purpled; hiswords rode on afroth of spray so that Janni reached for his dagger and
Niko had to kick him.

"Y our sister's disgppeared and you don't care?"

"l let Cime snuggle up with you in your thieves shanty. If | had 'cared,” would | have done that?
And did | care, | would have to say to you that you aspire beyond your station, with her. Stick to
whoremistresses and street urchins, in future. Or go talk to the mageguild, or your godsif you have
the ears of any. Perhaps you can reclaim her for some well-bartered treachery or ablock of
Caronne krrf. Meanwhile, you who are about to become 'No-Thumbs," mark thesetwo—" He
gestured to either side, to Niko and Janni. "They'll be around to see you in the next few days, and |
caution you to treat them with the utmost deference. They can be very temperamenta. Asfor
myself, I've had easer days, and so am willing to estimate for you your chances of walking out of
here with al appendages yet attached and in working order, though your odds are lessening with
every breath | have to watch you take..." Tempuswasrising as he spoke. Lastel gave back, his
flushed face paling visibly as Tempus proposed anew repository for his prosthetic thumb, then
retreated with surprising aacrity toward the half-open door in which the tavern's owner now stood
uncertainly, now disappeared.

But Lastel was not fast enough; Tempus had him by the throat. Holding him off the ground, he
made One-Thumb mouth civil farewellsto both the Stepsons before he dropped him and let him
dash away.

* % %

At sundown the next day (a perfectly natural sundown without ahint of wizard weather about it),
Niko's partner's long-delayed funera was held before the repiled stones of Vashankasfield dtar,
out behind the arenawhere once had been adaver'sgirl-run. A hawk heading home flew over, right
to left, most auspicious of bird omina, and when it had gone, the men swore, Abarss ghost
materidized to guide the falen mercenary's spirit up to heaven. These two favorable omenswere
attributed by most to the fact that Niko had sacrificed the enchanted cuirass Askelon had given him
to thefire of hisleft-man'shier.

Then Niko released Tempus from hisvow of pairbond, demurring that Nikodemos himsalf had
never accepted, explaining that it wastimefor him to be aleft-side fighter, which, with Tempus, he
could never be. And Janni stood close by, looking uncomfortable and sheepish, not redizing that in
thisway Tempuswas freed from worrying that harm might come to Niko on account of Tempus
curse.



Seeing Abarsis shade, wizard-haired and wise, tawny skin quite tranducent yet upswept eyes
the same, smiling out love upon the Stepsons and their commander, Tempus amost wept. Instead
he raised his hand in greeting, and the elegant ghost blew him akiss.

When the ceremony was done, he sent Niko and Janni into Sanctuary to makeit clear to
One-Thumb that the only way to protect hisdua identity was to make himsdlf very hdpful inthe
increasingly difficult task of keeping track of Mygdonias Nisibis spies. Asan immediate show of
good faith, he wasto begin helping Niko and Janni infiltrate them.

When the last of the men had wandered off to game or drink or duty, he had Stayed at the shrine
awhile, consdering Vashankaand the god's habit of leaving him to fight both their battles asbest he
could.

So it wasthat he heard a soft sound, haf hiccough and haf sniffle, from the dtar'sfar Sde, asthe
dusk cloaked him close.

When he went to see what it was, he saw Jihan, sitting dumped againgt arough-hewn plinth,
tearing brown grasses to shreds between her fingers. He squatted down there, to determine whether
aFroth Daughter could shed human tears.

Dusk was hisfavorite time, when the sun had fled and the night was luminous with memory.
Sometimes, his thoughtswould follow the light, fading, and the man who never dept would find
himsdf dozing, at rest.

Thisevening, it was hot deep he sought to chasein his private witching hour: he touched her
scaed, enameled armor, its gray/green/copper pattern just dappled shadow in the deepening dark.
"This does come off?* he asked her.

"Oh, yes. Likes0."

"Cometothink of it," he remarked after astrenuous but rewarding interva, "it's not so bad that
you are stranded here. Y our father's pique will ease eventualy. Meanwhile, | have an extraTrés
horse. Having two of them to tend has been hard on me. Y ou could take over the care of one. And,
too, if you are going to wait the year out asamorta, perhaps you would consider staying onin
Sanctuary. We are sore in need of fighting women this season.”

She clutched hisarm; hewinced. "Do not offer me asinecure," shesaid. "And, consider: | will
have you, too, should | stay."

Promise or threat, he was not certain, but he was reasonably sure that he could deal with her,
ather way.

Book Two:
HIGH MOON



Just south of Caravan Square and the bridge over the White Fod River, the Nisbis witch had
settled in. She had leased the i solated complex—one three-storied "manor house" and its
outbuildings—as much because its grounds extended to the White Fod's edge (rivers covered a
multitude of disposal problems) asfor its proximity to her businessinterestsin the Wide-way
warehouse digtrict and its convenience to her caravan master, who must visit the Square at al hours.

The caravan disguised their operations. The drugs they'd smuggled in were no more pertinent to
her purposes than the dilapidated manor at the end of the bridge's south-running cart track or the
goods her men bought and stored in Wideway's most pilferproof holds, though they Iubricated her
dedlings with thelocas and eased her troubled nights. It was dl subterfuge, aweb of lies, plausible
lesser evilsto which she could own if the Rankan army caught her or the palace marsha Tempuss
Stepsons (mercenary shock troops and "specid agents') rousted her minions and flunkies or even
brought her up on charges.

Lately, apair of Stepsons had been her particular concern. And Jagat—her firdt lieutenant in
espionage—was no lessworried. Even ther 11sig contact, the unflappable Lastel who had lived a
dozen yearsin Sanctuary, cesspool of the Rankan empire into which al lesser sewersfed, and
managed al that time to keep hisdud identity as east side entrepreneur and Maze-dwelling barman
uncompromised, was distrssed by the attention the pair of Stepsons were paying her.

She had thought her alies overcautious at first, when it seemed she would be here only long
enough to see to the "death” of the Rankan war god, V ashanka. Discrediting the state-cult's power
icon was the purpose for which the Nisibis witch, Roxane, had come down from Wizardwall's
fastness, down from her shrouded keep of black marble on its unscalable peak, down among the
morta and the damned. They weredl in thistogether: the mages of Nishis, Lacan Ajami (warlord
of Mygdon and the known world north of Wizardwall) with whom they had made pact; and the
whole Mygdonian Alliance which he controlled.

Or s0 her lord and lover had explained it when he decreed that Roxane must come. She had not
argued—one pays one's way among sorcerers; she had not worked hard for a decade nor faced
danger intwice aslong. And if one did not serve Mygdon—only one—all would suffer. The
Alliance was too strong to thwart. So she was here, drawn here with othersfit for better, asif some
power more than magica waswhipping up atropica storm to cleanse theland and using them to
glditseye.

She should have been home by now; she would have been, but for the hundred shipsfrom
Beysib which had come to port and skewed dl plans. Word had come from Mygdon, capital of
Mygdonia, through the Nishis network, that she must stay.

And so it had become crucia that the Stepsons who sniffed round her skirts be kept at bay—or
ensnared, or bought, or endaved. Or, if not, destroyed. But carefully, so carefully. For Tempus,
who had been her enemy three decades ago when he fought the Defender'swars on Wizardwall's
steppes, was a dozen Storm Gods avatar; no army he sanctified could know defeat; no war he
fought could not be won. Combat was life to him; he fought like the gods themsalves, likean
entelechy from a higher sphere—and even had friends among those powers not corpored or
vulnerableto sortilege of the quotidian sort a human might employ.

And now it was being decreed in Mygdonias tents that he must be removed from the
field—taken out of play in this southern theater, maneuvered north where the warl ocks could
neutralize him. Such wasthe word her lover/lord had sent her: move him north, or make him
impotent where he stayed. The god he served here had been easier to rout. But she doubted that
would incapacitate him; there were other Storm Gods, and Tempus, who under a score of names
had fought in more dimensions than she had ever visited, knew them dl. V ashankas denouement
might scare the Rankans and give the 11sigs hope, but more than rumors and manipulation of



theomachy by even the finest witch would be needed to make Tempusfold his hand or bow his
head. To make him run, then, was an impossibility. To lure him north, she hoped, was not. For this
was no place for Roxane. Her nose was offended by the stench which blew east from Downwind
and north from Fisherman's Row and west from the Maze and south from either the daughterhouses
or the palace—shed not decided which.

So she had called amesting, itsalf an audacious move, with her kind where they dwelled on
Wizardwall's high pesks. When it was done, she was much weakened—it isno small fest to project
one's soul so far—and unsatisfied. But she had submitted her strategy and gotten approval, after a
fashion, though it pained her to haveto ask.

Having gotten it, she was about to set her plan in motion. To begin it, she had called upon
Lastel/One-Thumb and cried foul: "Tempuss sister, Cime the free agent, was part of our bargain,
llsig. If you cannot produce her, then she cannot aid me, and | am paying you far too much for a
third-rate crimind's paltry talents.”

The huge wrestler adjusted his deceptively soft gut. His east Side house was commodious; dogs
barked in their pens and favorite curs lounged about their feet, under the samovar, upon riotous silk
prayer rugs, in the embrace of comely krrf-drugged daves—not her idea of entertainment, but
Lagtd's, his swesting forehead and heavy breathing proclaimed as he watched the bestial event a
dozen other guests found fetching.

The dusky llsigs saw nothing wrong in endaving their own race. Nisibis had more pride. It was
well that these were comfortable with davery—they would know it far more intimately, by and by.

But her words had jogged her host, and Lastel came up on one elbow, his cushions suddenly
askew. He, too, had been partaking of krrf—not smoking it, aswasthe Ilsg custom, but mixing it
with other drugs which made it snk into the blood directly through the skin. The effects were
greater, and less predictable.

As she had hoped, her words had the power of krrf behind them. Fear showed in the jowled
mountain's eyes. He knew what she was, the fear was her due. Any of these were helpless before
her, should she decide awithered soul or two might amuse her. Their essences could lighten her
load askrrf lightened theirs.

The gross man spoke quickly, awhine of excuses: the woman had "disappeared. .. taken by
Askdon, thevery lord of dreams. All a the mageguild's féte where the god was vanquished saw it.
Y ou need not take my word—witnesses are legion.”

She fixed him with her pae sare. IIsgswere caled Wrigglies, and Lagtel's craven self wasa
good examplewhy. She fdt disgust and stared longer.

The man before her dropped his eyes, mumbling that their agreement had not hinged on the
mage-killer Cime, that he was doing more than his share asit was, for little enough profit, that the
risks weretoo high.

And to proveto her hewas still her creature, he warned her again of the Stepsons. "That pair of
Whoresons Tempus sicced on you should concern us, not money—which neither of uswill bedive
to spend if—" One of the daves cried out, whether in pleasure or pain Roxane could not be certain;
Lagtel did not evenlook up, but continued: "—Tempusfinds out weve thirty stone of krrf in—"

Sheinterrupted him, not letting him name the hiding place. "Then do thisthat | ask of you,
without question. We will berid of the problem they cause, thereafter, and have our own sources
whol'l tell uswhat Tempus does and does not know."

A dave serving mulled wine approached, and both took e ectrum goblets. For Roxane, the
liquor was an advantage: looking into its depths, she could see what few cogent thoughts ran



through the fat drug dedler's mind.

He thought of her, and she saw her own beauty: wizard hair like ebony and wavy; her sanguine
skin like velvet: he dreamed her naked, with his dogs. She cast a curse without word or effort,
reflexively, giving him asocia disease no Sanctuary mage or barber-surgeon could cure, complete
with running sores upon lips and member, and avirusin control of it which buried itself inthe
brainstem and came out when it chose. She hardly took note of it; it was a small show of temper,
likefor like: let him exhibit the condition of his soul, she had decreed.

To banish her leggy nakedness from the surface of her wine, she said straight out: ™Y ou know
the other bar owners. The Alekeep's proprietor hasagirl about to graduate from school. Arrange
to host her party, let it be known that you will sdll those children krrf—Tamzen isthe child | mean.
Then have your flunky lead her down to Shambles Cross. Leave them there—up to haf adozen
youngsters, it may be—lost in the drug and the dum.”

"That will tame two vicious Stepsons? Y ou do know the men | mean? Janni? And Stedlth? They
bugger each other, Stepsons. Girls are beside the point. And Stealth—he's a fuzz-buster —I've
seen him with no woman old enough for breasts. Surely—"

"Surely,” she cut in smoothly, "you don't want to know more than that—in case it goes awry.
Protection in these mattersliesin ignorance.” She would not tell him more—not that Stedlth, called
Nikodemos, had come out of Azehur, where held earned hiswar name and worked hisway toward
Syr in search of a Trés horse viaMygdonia, hiring on as a caravan guard and genera roustabout, or
that adispute over aconsignment lost to mountain bandits had made him bondservant for ayear to
aNishbis mage—her lover-lord. There was a string on Nikodemos, ready to be pulled.

And when hefdt it, it would be too late, and she would be at the end of it.

* % %

Tempus had dlowed Niko to breed his sorrel mare to his own Trés stalion to quell mutters
among knowledgeable Stepsons that assigning Niko and Janni to hazardous duty in the town was
their commander'sway of punishing the date-haired fighter who had declined Tempuss offered
pairbond in favor of Janni's and subsequently quit their ranks.

Now the mare was pregnant and Tempus was curious as to what kind of fod the union might
produce, but rumors of foul play still abounded.

Critias, Tempus's second in command, had paused in his dour report and now stirred his posset
of cooling wine and barley and goat's cheese with afinger, then wiped the finger on his bossed
cuirass, burnished from years of use. They were meeting in the mercenaries guild hogtd, inits
common room, dark as congealing blood and safe as agrave, where Tempus had bade the veteran
mercenary lodge—an operations officer charged with secret actions could be no part of the
Stepsons barracks cohort. They met covertly, on occasion; most times, coded messages brought
by unwitting couriers were enough.

Crit, too, it seemed, thought Tempus wrong in sending Janni, aguileless cavalryman, and Niko,
the youngest of the Stepsons, to spy upon the witch: clandestine schemes were Grit's province, and
Tempus had usurped, overstepped the bounds of their agreement. Tempus had allowed that Crit
might take over management of the fielded team and Crit had grunted wryly, saying hed run them
but not take the blame if they lost both men to the witch'swiles.

Tempus had agreed with the pleasant-looking Syrese agent and they had gone on to other
business: Prince/Governor Kadakithis was ingstent upon contacting Jubd, the daver whose estate
the Stepsons sacked and made their home. "But when we had the black bastard, you said to let him
crawl avay.”



"Kadakithis expressed no interest.” Tempus shrugged. "He has changed hismind, perhapsin
light of the appearance of these mysterious death squads your people haven't been able to identify
or gpprehend. If your teams can't deliver Jubd or turn up ahawkmask who isin contact with him,
I'll find another way."

"Ischade, the vampire woman who livesin Shambles Cross, is sill our best hope. Weve sent
dave-bait to her and lost it. Like acanny carp, she takes the bait and leaves the hook." Grit'slips
were pursed asif hiswine had turned to vinegar; his patrician nose drew down with hisfrown. He
ran ahand through his short, feathery hair. "And our joint venture with the Rankan garrison is
impeding rather than aiding success. Army Intelligenceisacontradictionin terms, like the
Mygdonian Alliance or the Sanctuary pacification program. The cutthroats I've got on our payroll
are surethe god is dead and dl the Rankans soon to follow. The witch—or some witch—floats
rumors of Mygdonian liberators and 11sg freedom and the gullible believe. That snotty thief you
befriended is either an enemy agent or apawn of Nisibis propaganda—telling everyonethat he's
been told by the I1sg gods themselves that Vashankawas routed. .. I'd liketo silence him
permanently.” Grit's eyes met Tempus then, and held.

"No," hereplied, to al of it, then added: "Gods don't die; men die. Boys diein multitudes. The
thief, Shadowspawn, isno threeat to us, just misguided, semiliterate, and vain, like dl boys. Bring me
aconduit to Jubal, or the daver himsdf. Contact Niko and have him report—if the witch needsa
lesson, | mysdlf will undertake to teach it. And keep your watch upon the fish-eyed folk from the
ships—I'm not sure yet that they're as harmless as they seem.”

Having given Crit enough to do to keep his mind off the rumors of the god Vashankas
troubles—and hence, his own— heroseto leave. " Some results, by week's end, would be
welcome." The officer toasted him cynicaly as Tempuswalked away.

Outside, his Trés horse whinnied joyfully. He stroked its mist-dappled neck and felt the swesat
there. The weather was close, an early heatwave as unwel come as the late frosts which had frozen
the winter crops aweek before their harvest and killed the young sets just planted in anticipation of
abounteousfall.

He mounted up and headed south by the granaries toward the palace's north wall where agate,
nowhere as peopled or public asthe Gate of the Gods, was st into thewall by the cisterns. He
would tak to Prince Kittycat, then tour the Maze on hisway home to the barracks.

But the prince wasn't receiving, and Tempuss mood was ill—just aswell; he had been going to
confront the young popinjay, as once or twice amonth he was sure he must do, without courtesy or
appropriate deference. If Kadakithis was holed up in conference with the blond-haired, fish-eyed
folk from the ships and had not called upon him to join them, then it was not surprising: sncethe
gods had battled in the sky above the mageguild, al things had become confused, worse had come
toworgt, and Tempus curse had falen on him once again with itsfull force.

Perhaps the god was dead—certainly, Vashankas voice in his ear was absent. Hed gone out
raping once or twiceto seeif the Lord of Pillage could be roused to take part in His favorite sport.
But the god had not rustled around in his head since New Y ear's day; the resultant fear of harm to
those who loved him by the curse that denied him love had made a solitary man withdraw even
further into himsdf; only the Froth Daughter Jhan, hardly human, though woman in form, kept him
company now.

And that, as much as anything, irked the Stepsons. Theirs was a closed fraternity, open only to
the paired lovers of the Sacred Band and distinguished single mercenaries culled from a score of
nations and diverted, by Tempus service and Kittycat's gold, from the northern insurrection they'd
drifted through Sanctuary en routeto join.



He, too, ached to war, to fight a declared enemy, to lead his cohort north. But there was his
word to a Rankan faction to do his best for a petty prince, and there was this thrice-cursed fleet of
merchant warriors come to harbor talking " peaceful trade’ while their vessals rode too low inthe
water to befilled with grain or cloth or spices—if not barter, hisingtinct told him, the Burek faction
of Beysib would settle for conquest.

Hewas past caring; thingsin Sanctuary were too confuted for one man, even one
near-immorta, god-ridden avatar of aman, to set aright. He would take Jihan and go north, with or
without the Stepsons—his accursed presence among them and the love they bore him would kill
themif helet it continue: if the god wastruly gone, then he must follow. Beyond Sanctuary's
borders, other Storm Gods held sway, other names were hallowed. The primal Lord Storm (Enlil)
whom Niko venerated had heard a petition from Tempus for aclearing of his path and his heart: he
wanted to know what status hislife, his curse, and his god-bond had, these days. He awaited only a
dgn.

Once, long ago, when he went abroad as a philosopher and sought acamer lifein acamer
world, he had said that to gods all things are beautiful and good and just, but men have supposed
somethingsto be unjust, othersjust. If the god had died, or been banished, though it didn't seem
that this could be so, then it was meet that this occurred. But those who thought it so did not redlize
that one could not escape the intdligible light: the notice of that which never sets. the gpprehension
of the elder gods. So he had asked, and so he waited.

He had no doubt that the answer would be forthcoming, as he had no doubt that he would not
mistake it when it came.

On hisway to the Maze he brooded over his curse, which kept him unloved by the living and
spurned by any hefavored if they be mortd. In heaven he had abrace of lovers, ghostslike the
origina Stepson, Abarss. But to heaven he could not repair: his flesh regenerated itself
immemoridly; to make sure thiswas il the case, last night he had goneto the river and dit both
wrigts. By the time he'd counted to fifty the blood had ceased to follow and healing had begun. That
gift of heding—if gift it was—dlill remained his, and since it was god-given, some power more than
mortd "loved" him ill.

It was whim that made him stop by the weapons shop the mercenaries favored. Three horses
tethered out front were known to him; one was Niko's stalion, a big black with pointslike rust and
ajughead on thickening neck perpetudly sweatbanded with sheegpskin to keep itsjowls modest.
The horse, as mean as it was ugly, snorted achalenge to Tempus Trés—the black resented that
the Trés had climbed Niko's mare.

Hetethered it at the far end of the line and went ingde, among the crossbows, the flying wings,
the steel and wooden quarrels and the swords.

Only awoman sat behind the counter, pulchritudinous and vain, her neck hung with awedlth of
baubles, her flesh perfumed. She knew him, and in seconds his nose detected acrid, nervous swedt,
and the defensive musk awoman can exude.

"Marc's out with the boysin back, sighting-in the high-torque bows. Shall 1 get him, Lord
Marsha? Or may | help you? What's heresyours, my lord, on tria or asour gift—' Her arm
spread wide, banglestinkling, indicating the racked wesgpons.

"I'll take alook out back, madam, don't disturb yourself.”
She settled back, not calm, but bidden to remain and obedient.

In the ochre-walled yard ten men were gathered behind the log fence that marked the range; a
hundred yards away three oxhides had been fastened to the encircling wall, targets painted red upon
them; between the hides, three cuirasses of four-ply hardened |leather armored with bronze plates



were propped and filled with straw.

The smith was down on his knees, a crossbow fixed in avise with its owner hovering close by.
The smith hammered the sights twice more, put down hisfile, grunted and said, "Y ou try it, Straton;
it should shoot true. | got a hand-breadth group with it this morning; it's your eye I've got to
metch..."

The large-headed, raw-boned smith sporting a beard which evened arough complexion rose
with exaggerated effort and turned to another customer, just stepping up to thefiring line. "No,
Stedth, not likethat, or, if you mugt, I'll change the tenson—" Marc moved in, telling Niko to throw
the bow up to his shoulder and fire from there, then saw Tempus and | eft the group, hands
Spreading on his apron.

Bolts spat and thunked from five shooters when the morning's range officer hollered " Clear” and
"Fire" then "Hold," sothat al could go to the wall to check their aim and the depthsto which the
shafts had sunk.

Shaking his head, the smith confided: " Straton's got a problem | can't solve. I've had it truly
sghted—perfect for me— three times, but when he shoots, it'sasif he'saming two feet low.”

"For the bow, the nameislife, but the work is desth. In combat it will shoot true for him; here,
he'sworried how they judge his prowess. He's not thinking enough of hisweapon, too much of his
friends”

The smith's keen eyes shifted; he rubbed his smile with agreasy hand. "Aye, and that's the truth.

And for you, Lord Tempus? We've the new hard-stedl, though why they're al so hot to pay twice
the price when men're soft as clay and even wood will pierce the boldest belly, | can't say.”

"No sted, just acase of iron-tipped short flights, when you can.”

"I'll select them mysdlf. Come and watch them, now? Well see what their nerve'slike, if you cal
score..."

"A moment or two, Marc. Go back to your work, I'll sniff around on my own."

And s0 he approached Niko, on pretense of admiring the Stepson's new bow, and saw the
shadowed eyes, blank as ever but velled like the beginning beard that masked hisjaw: "How goes
it, Niko? Has your moat returned to you?'

"Not likely," the young fighter said, cranking the spring and lever so abolt notched and triggered
the quarrd which whispered straight and true to center histarget. "Did Crit send you? I'm fine,
commander. He worries too much. We can handle her, no matter how it seems. It'sjust time we
need... she's suspicious, wants usto prove our faith. Shdl I, by whatever means?'

"Ancther week on thisisdl | can give you. Use discretion, your judgment's fine with me. What
you think she'sworth, shesworth. If Critias questionsthat, your orders came from me and you may
tel him s0."

"1 will, and with pleasure. I'm not histo wetnurse; he can't keep that in hishead.”
"And Janni?"

"It's hard on him, pretending to be... what we're pretending to be. The men talk to him about
coming back out to the barracks, about forgetting what's past and resuming his duties. But well
westher it. HES man enough.”

Niko's hazd eyesflicked back and forth, judging the other men: who watched; who pretended
he did not, but listened hard. He loosed another bolt, athird, and said quietly that he had to collect
hisflights. Tempus eased away, heard the range officer call "Clear" and watched Niko go retrieve



his grouped quarrels.
If this one could not breach the witch's defenses, then she was unbreachable.

Content, he left then, and found Jihan, his de facto right-side partner, waiting astride his other
Tros horse, her more than human strength and beauty brightening Smith Street's ramshackl e facade
asif red gold lay besde fool's gold in adusty pan.

Though one of the matters estranging him from his Stepsons was his pairing with thisforeign
"woman," only Niko knew her to be the daughter of a power who spawned al contentious gods
and even the concept of divinity; hefdt the cool her flesh gave off, cutting the midday heet likewind

from a snowcapped peak.

"Lifetoyou, Tempus." Her voice wasthick asae, and heredlized he wasthirsty. Promise Park
and the Alekeep, an east side establishment considered upper class by those who could tell classes
of 1lsgs, wereright around the corner, ablock up the Street of Gold from where they met. He
proposed to take her therefor lunch. She was delighted—all things mortal were new to her; the
whole business of being in flesh and attending to it was yet novel. A novice & life, Jinan was hungry
for thewholeof it.

For him, she served a specid purpose: her loveplay was rough and her congtitution hardier than
his Tros horses—he could not couple gently; with her, he did not inflict permanent harm on his
partner; she was bom of violence inchoate and savored what would kill or cripple mortals.

At the Alekeep, they were welcome. In aback and private room, they talked of the god's
absence and what could be made of it, and the owner served them himself, an avuncular sort till
grateful that Tempus men had kept his daughters safe when wizard weather roamed the streets.
"My girl's graduating school today, Lord Marshal—my youngest. Welve aféte set, and you and
your companion would be most welcome guests.”

Jnan touched his arm as he began to decline, her stormy eyes flecked red and glowing.
"... ah, perhapswe will drop by, then, if business permits.”

But they didn't, having found pressing matters of lust to attend to, and al thingsthat happened
then might have been avoided if they hadn't been out of touch with the Stepsons, unreachable down
by the creek that ran north of the barracks when sorcery met machination and al things went awry.

On their way to work, Niko and Janni stopped at the VVulgur Unicorn to wait for the moon to
rise. The moon would be full this evening, ablessing since anonymous death squads roamed the
town—whether they were Rankan army regulars, Jubal's scattered hawkmasks, fish-eyed Beysib
spailers, or Nisibis assassins, none could say.

The one thing that could be said of them for certain was that they weren't Stepsons or Sacred
Banders or nondigned mercenaries from the guild hostel. But there was no convincing the terrorized
populace of that.

And Niko and Janni—under the guise of disaffected mercenarieswho had quit the Stepsons,
been thrown out of the guild hostel for unspeakable acts, and were currently degenerating
Sanctuary-stylein thefilthy streets of the town—thought that they were close to identifying the degth
squads leader. Hopefully, this evening or the next, they would be asked to join the murderersin
their squalid sport.

Not that murder was uncommon in Sanctuary, or squaor. The Maze, now that Niko knew it
like hishorses needs or Janni's limits, was not the town's true nadir, only the multi-tiered dum's
upper echelon. Worse than the Maze was Shambles Cross, filled with the weak and the meek;
worse than the Shambles was Downwind, where nothing moved in the light of day and at night
hellish sounds rode the stench on the prevailing east wind across the White Fodl. A tri-level hell,



then, filled with murderers, sold souls and succubi, began herein the Maze.

If the deeth squads had confined themselves to Maze, Shambles, and Downwind, no one would
have known about them. Bodies in those streets were nothing new; neither Stepsons nor Rankan
soldiers bothered counting them; near the daughterhouses cheap crematoriums flourished; for those
too poor even for that, there was the White Fod, taking ambiguous dross to the sea without
complaint. But the squads ventured uptown, to the east Sde and the center of Sanctuary itsef where
the pal ace hierophants and the merchants lived and looked away from downtown, scented
pomandersto their noses.

The Unicorn crowd no longer turned quiet when Niko and Janni entered; their scruffy faces and
shabby gear and bleary eyes proclaimed them no threat to the mendicants or the whores.
Compstition, they were now considered, and it had been hard to float the legend, harder to liveit.
Or to liveit down, since none of the Stepsons but their task force leader, Crit (who himself had
never moved among the barracks ranks, proud and shining with oil and fine wegpons and finer
idedls) knew that they had not quit but only worked shrouded in subterfuge on Tempus ordersto
flushthe Nishig witch.

But the emergence of the death squads had raised the pitch, the ante, given the matter anew
urgency. Some said it was because Shadowspawn, the thief, was right: the god Vashanka had died,
and the Rankans would suffer their due. Their due or not, traders, paliticians, and
moneylenders—the " oppressors'—were nightly dragged out into the Streets, whole families
daughtered or burned dive in their houses, or hacked to piecesin their festooned wagons.

The agents ordered draughts from One-Thumb's new girl and she came back, cowering but
determined, saying that One-Thumb must see their money first. They had started this venture with
the barman's help; he knew their provenance; they knew his secret.

"Let'skill the swillmonger, Stedth,” Janni growled. They had little cash—a few soldats and some
Machadi coppers— and couldn't draw their pay until their work was done.

"Steady, Janni. I'll talk to him. Girl, fetch two Rankan des or you won't be able to close your
legsfor aweek."

He pushed back his bench and strode to the bar, aware that he was only half joking, that
Sanctuary was rubbing him raw. Was the god dead? Was Tempusin thrall to the Froth Daughter
who kept his company? Was Sanctuary the honeypot of chaos? A hell from which no man
emerged? He pushed athreesome of young puds aside and whistled piercingly when he reached the
bar. The big bartender looked around el aborately, raised a scar-crossed eyebrow, and ignored him.
Stedlth counted to ten and then methodically began emptying other patrons drinks onto the counter.
Men were few here; gpproximations cursed him and backed away; one went for a beltknife but
Stedth had adirk in his hand that gave him pause. Niko's gear was dirty, but better than any of
these had. And he was ready to clean his soiled blade in any one of them. They sensed it; his
periphera perception read their moods, though he couldn't read their minds. Where his maat—his
balance—once had been was a cold, sick anger. In Sanctuary he had learned despair and futility,
and these had introduced him to fury. Options he once had considered last resorts, off the
battlefield, came easily to mind now. Son of the armies, he was learning adifferent kind of war in
Sanctuary, and learning to love the havoc his own right arm could wreak. It was not a subgtitute for
the equilibrium held lost when hisleft-side leader died down by the docks, but if his partner needed
soulsto buy abetter place in heaven, Niko would gladly send him double his comfort's price.

The ploy brought One-Thumb down to stop him. " Stedlth, 1've had enough of you."
One-Thumb's mouth was swollen, his upper lip crusted with sores, but his ponderous bulk loomed
large; from the corner of hiseye Niko could see the Unicorn's bouncer leave his post and Janni
intercept him.



Niko reached out and grabbed One-Thumb by the throat, even as the man's paw reached under
the bar, where awegpon might lie. He pulled him close: "What you've had isn't even a shadow of
what you're going to get, Turn-Turn, if you don't mind your tongue. Turn back into the
well-mannered little troll we both know and love, or you won't have abar to hide behind by
morning.” Then, sotto voce: "What's up?"

"She wantsyou," the barkeep gasped, hisface purpling, "to go to her place by the White Fod at
high moon. If it's convenient, of course, my lord."

Niko let him go before his eyes popped out of hishead. ™Y oull put thison our tab?!

"Just this one more time, beggar boy. Y our Whoreson bugger-buddieswon't lift aleg to help
you; your thregts are as empty as your purse.”

"Careto bet onit?"

They carried on abit more, for the crowd's benefit, Janni and the bouncer engaged in agtaring
match the while. "Cdl your cur off, then, and welll forget about this—this once.” Niko turned, neck
aprickle, and headed back toward his seat, hoping that it wouldn't go any further. Not one of the
four— bouncer, bar owner, Stepsons—was entirely playing to the crowd.

When held reached his door-facing table, Lastel/One-Thumb called his bruiser off, and Janni
backed toward Niko, white-faced and trembling with eagerness. "L et me geld one of them, Stedlth.
It'll do our reputations no end of good.”

"Saveit for the witch-bitch."

Janni brightened, straddling his seet, both arms on the table, digging fiercely with hisdirk into the
wood: "Y ou've got arendezvous?'

"Tonight, high moon. Don't drink too much.” It wasn't the drink that skewed them, but the knf
they snorted, little piles poured into clenched fists where thumb muscles made awdl. Still, the drug
would keep them dert: it was along time until high moon, and they had to patrol for marauders
while seeming to be marauding themselves. It was dmost more than Niko could bear. HEd
infiltrated a score of camps, lines and palaces on reconnai ssance sorties with his deceased partner,
but those were cleaner, quicker actionsthan this protracted infiltration of Sanctuary, bunghole of the
known world. If this evening made an end to it and he could wash and shave and stable his horses
better, he'd make asacrifice to Enlil which the god Would not soon forget.

An hour later, mounted, they set off on ther tour of the Maze, Niko thinking that not snce the
affair with the archmage Askelon and Tempuss sster Cime had hisgut rolled up into abal with this
feding of unmitigated dread. The Nisibis witch might know him—she might have known him al
aong. Hed been interrogated by Nisbis before, and he would fall upon his sword rather than
endure it again now, when his dead teammate's ghost il haunted his menta refuge and meditation
could not offer him shelter asit once had.

A boy came running up caling his name, and his jughead black tossed its rust nose high and
snorted, ears back, waiting for acommand to kill or maim.

"By Vashankas sulfurous balls, what now?" Janni wondered.

They sat their mountsin the narrow street; the moon was just rising over the shantytops; people
dammed their shutterstight and bolted their doors. Niko could catch wisps of fear and loathing
from behind the houses facades; two mounted men in these streets meant trouble, no matter whose
they were.

The youth trotted up, breathing hard. "Niko! Niko! The master's so upset. Thank Us|'ve found
you..." The ddicate eunuch'slisp identified him: a servant of the Alekeegp's owner, one of thefew



men Niko thought of asafriend here.
"What's wrong, then?' He leaned down in his saddle.

The boy raised a hand, and the black snaked his head around fast to biteit. Niko clouted the
horse between the ears as the boy scrambled back out of range. "Come on, come here. He won't
try it again. Now, what's your master's message?"

"Tamzen! Tamzen's gone out without her bodyguard, with—" The boy named six of the richest
Sanctuary families fast-living youngsters. "They said they'd be right back, but they didn't come. It's
her party shesmissing. The master's beside himsdf. He said if you can't help him, hell haveto cal
the Hell Hounds—the paace guard, or go out to the Stepsons barracks. But there's no time, no
time!" thefrall eunuch wailed.

"Cam down, pud. Well find her. Tdl her father to send word to Tempus anyway; it can't hurt to
dert the authorities. And say exactly this: that I'll helpif I can, but he knows I'm not empowered to
do more than any citizen. Say it back, now."

Once the eunuch had repeated the words and run off, Janni said: "How're you going to bein two
places at once, Stealth? Why'd you tell him that? It'sajob for theregulars, not for us. We can't miss
this mest, not after dl the bedbugs I've let chomp on mefor this-..."

"Seh!" Theword meant offd in the Nis tongue. "WEell round her and her friends up in short
order. They'rejust blowing off steam—it's the hest and school'send. Come on, lef's start at
Promise Park."

When they got there, the moon showed round and preter-naturally large above the palace, and
the wind had died. Thoughts of the witch he must meet till troubled Niko, and Janni's grousing
buzzedinhisears. ... we should check in with Crit, |et the girl meet her fate—ourswill be worse if
we're snared by enchantment and no backup alerted to where or how."

"Well send word or stop by the Shambles drop, stop worrying." But Janni was not about to
stop, and Niko's attempts to cam himsdlf, to find transcendent perception in hisrest-place and pick
up the girl'strail by the heattrack sheld left and the things she'd said and done here were made more
difficult by Janni'sworries, which jarred him back to concerns he must put aside, and Janni‘'s words,
which gtartled him, over-loud and disruptive, every time he got himsdlf camed enough to sense
Tamzen'senergy trail among so many otherslike red/yellow/pink yarn twined among chiaroscuro
trees.

Tamzen, thirteen and beautiful, pure and full of fun, who loved him with al her heart and had
made him promiseto "wait" for her: Hed had her, athing hed never meant to do, and had her with
her father's knowledge, confronted by the concerned man one night when Niko, arm around the
girl'swaist, had walked her through the park. "Isthis how you repay afriend's kindness, Stedth?"
the father'd asked. "Better me than any of thistrash, my friend. I'll do it right. She'sready, and it
wouldn't belong, in any case" held replied while the girl looked between the soldier, twelve years
older, and her father, with uncomprehending eyes. He had to find her.

Janni, asif inreceipt of the perceptive pirit Niko tried now to reclaim, swore and mentioned
that Niko'd had no business getting involved with her, achild.

“I'mnot your type, and asfor women, | drink from no other man'stainted cup.” So Niko
broached an uneasy subject: Janni was no Sacred Bander; his camaraderie had limits; Niko's need
for touch and love the other man knew but could not fill; they had an attenuated pairbond, not
complete as Sacred Banders knew it, and Janni was uncomfortable with the innuendo and
assumptions of the other singles, and Niko's unsated needs as well.

The silence come between them then gave Stedlth his chance to find the girl's red time-shadow,



ahot ghogt-trail to follow southwest through the Maze...

Asthe moon climbed high itslight shone brighter, giving Maze and then Shambles shape and
teasing light; color was almost present among the streets, so bright it shone, areddish cast like
blood upon itsface, so that when common Sanctuary horrorslay reveded at intersections, they
seemed worse even than they were. Janni saw two whores fight for a client; he saw blood run black
in gutters from thugs and just incautious folk. Their horses hoofbegats cleared their path, though, and
Maze was left behind, aswilling to let them go asthey to leaveit, dthough Janni muttered at every
vile encounter their presence interrupted, wishing they could intervene.

Once he thought they'd glimpsed a death squad, and urged Stedlth to come dert, but the strange
young fighter shook his head and hushed him, douched loose upon his horse asif entranced,
following sometrail that neither Janni nor any mortal man with God's good fear of magic should
have seen. Janni's heart was troubled by this boy who was too good at craft, who had a charmed
sword and dagger given him by the entelechy of dreams, yet left them in the barracks, decrying
magic's price. But what wasthis, if not sorcery? Janni watched Niko watch the night and take them
deep into shadowed aleyswith dl the confidence amage would flout. The youth had offered to
teach him "controls' of mind, to take him "up through the planes and get your guide and your
twelfth-plane name." But Janni was no connoisseur of witcheraft; like boy-loving, heleft it to the
Sacred Banders and the priests. Hed gotten into thiswith Niko for worldly advantage; the youth
ten years hisjunior was pure geniusin afight; hed seen him work at Jubd's and marveled eveniin
the melee of the sack. Niko's reputation for prowessin the field was matched only by Straton's, and
the storiestold of Niko's past. The boy had trained among Successors, the Nisibis's bane, wild
guerrillas, mountain commandos who let none through Wizardwdl's defileswithout gold or lifein
tithe, who'd sworn to reclaim their mountains from the mages and the warlocks and held out,
outlaws, countering sorcery with swords. In acampaign such as the northern one coming, Niko's
skillsand languages and friends might prove inva uable. Janni, from Maenad, had no lovefor
Rankans, but it was said Niko served despite a blood hatred: Rankans had sacked histown
nameless; hisfather had died fighting Rankan expansion when the boy wasfive. Y et hed come
south on Abarsis venture, and stayed when Tempus inherited the band.

When they crossed the Street of Shingles and headed into Shambles Cross, the pragmatic Janni
spoke a soldier's safe-conduct prayer and touched hiswarding charm. A confusion of turnswithin
the ways high-grown with hovelswhich cut off view and sky, they heard commoation, shouting men
and running feet.

They spurred their horses and careened round corners, forgetful of their pose as independent
reavers, for they'd heard Stepsons calling maneuver codes. So it wasthat they came, diding their
horses down on haunches so hard sparks flew from iron-shod hooves, cutting off the retreat of
three running on foot from Stepsons and vaulted down to the cobbles to lend ahand.

Niko's horse, itsdf, took it inits mind to help, and charged past them, reins dragging, head held
high, to back afugitive against amudbrick wal. " Seh! Run, Vid" they heard, and morein atongue
Janni thought might be Nig, for the exclamation was,

By then Niko had one by the collar and two quarrels shot by close to Janni's ear. He hollered
out hisidentity and called to the shootersto cease their fire before he was skewered like the second
fugitive, pinned by two bolts against the wall. The third quarry struggled now between thetwo
on-duty Stepsons, one of whom called out to Janni to hold the second. It was Straton's voice, Janni
redized, and Straton's quarrels pinning the indigent by cape and crotch against the wall. Lucky for
the dlinquent it had been: Straton's bolts had pierced no vital spot, just clothing.

It was not till then that Janni redlized that Niko wastalking to the first fugitive, the one hishorse
had pinned, in Nis, and the other answering back, fast and low, his eyes upon the vicious horse,



quivering and covered with phosphorescent from, who stood watchful by his master, hoping still that
Niko would let him pound the quarry into gory mud.

Straton and his partner, dragging the third unfortunate between them, came up, full of thanks and
victory: "... findly got one, dive. Janni, how'syours?'

The one he held at crossbow-point was quiet, submissve, a Sanctuarite, he thought, until
Straton lit atorch. Then they saw adave'sface, dark and arch like Nisibisswere, and Straton's
partner spoke for thefirg time: "That's Haught, the dave-bait." Critias moved forward, torchin
hand. "Hello, pretty. Wed thought you'd run or died. Wevelotsto ask you, puppy, and nothing
we'd rather do tonight..." As Crit moved in and Janni stepped back, Janni was conscious that Niko
and his prisoner had falen silent.

Thethe dave, amazingly, sraightened up and raised its head, reaching within itsjerkin. Janni
levered his bow, but the hand came out with a.crumpled paper init, and this he held forth, saying:
"Shefreed me. She said thissays so. Please... | know nothing, but that she's freed me..."

Crit snatched the feathered parchment from him, held it squinting in the torch'slight. " That'sright,
that'swhat it says here." He rubbed his jaw, then stepped forward. The dave flinched, his
handsome face turned away. Crit pulled out the bolts that held him pinned, grunting; no blood
followed; the dave crouched down, unscathed but incapacitated by hisfear. "Come asafree man,
then, and talk to us. We won't hurt you, boy. Talk and you can go."

Niko, then, intruded, his prisoner beside him, hishorse following close behind. "L et them go,
Crit."

"What? Niko, forget the game, tonight. They'll not liveto tell you helped us. Weve been needing
this advantage too long—"

"Let them go, Crit." Beside him his prisoner cursed or hissed or intoned aspdll, but did not
break to run. Niko stepped close to histask force leader, whispering: " This one's an ex-commando,
afighter from Wizardwall come upon hard times. Do him aservice, as| mug, for services done.”

"Nisbis? More's the reason, then, to take them and break them—"

"No. He's on the other side from warlocks; hell do us more good free in the streets. Won't you,
Vis?'

The foreign-looking ruffian agreed, his voice thick with an accent detectable evenin histhree
clipped sylladles.

Niko nodded. "See, Crit? ThisisVis. Vis, thisis Crit. I'll be the contact for his reports. Go on,
now. Y ou, too, freedman, go. Run!™

And the two, taking Niko at hisword, dashed away before Crit could object.

Thethird, in Straton's grasp, writhed wildly. Thiswas afailed hawkmask, very likdly, in
Straton's estimation the prize of the three and one no word from Niko could make the mercenary
loose.

Niko agreed that hed not try to save any of Juba's minions, and that wasthat... amost. They
had to keep their meeting brief; anyone could be peeking out from windowsl| or shadowed door,
but as they mounted up to ride away, Janni saw a cowled figure rising from apool of darkness
occluding the intersection. It stood, full up, momentarily, and moonrays struck its face. Janni
shuddered; it was aface with hellish eyes, too far to be so big or so frightening, yet their met glance
shocked him likeicy water and made hislimbsto shake.

"Sedth! Did you seethat?'



"What?" Niko snapped, defensive over interfering in Grit's operation. " See what?'

"That—thing..." Nothing was there, where he had seen it. "Nothing...I'm seeing things." Crit and
Straton had reached their horses; they heard hoofbesats receding in the night.

"Show mewhere, and tdl mewhat."

Janni sivung up on his mount and led the way; when they got there, they found a crumpled body,
ayouth with bloated tongue outstuck and rolled up eyes asif afit had taken him, dead as Abargsin
the street. "Oh, no..." Niko, dismounted, rolled the corpse. "It's one of Tamzen'sfriends." The
slk-and-linened body came clearer as Janni's eyes accustomed themsalves to moonlight after the
glare of the torch. They heaved the corpse up upon Janni's horse who snorted to bear adead thing
but forbore to refuse outright. "L et's take it somewhere, Stedlth. We can't carry it about dl night.”
Only then did Janni remember they'd failed to report to Crit their evening's plan.

At hisinsstence, Niko agreed to ride by the Shambles Cross safe haven, caulked and shuttered
iniron, where Stepsons and street men and |1sig/Rankan garrison personnel, engaged in chasing
hawkmasks and other covert enterprise, made their dum reports in situ.

They managed to |leave the body there, but not to alert the task force leader; Crit had taken the
hawkmask wherever he thought the catch would serve them best; nothing was in the room but the
interrogation whed and bags of limeto tie on unlucky noses and truncheons of sailcloth filled with
gravel and iron filings to change the most steadfast heart. They left anote, carefully coded, and
hurried back onto the street. Niko's brow was furrowed, and Janni, too, wasin ahurry to seeif
they might find Tamzen and her friends asaliving group, not one by one, cold corpsesin the guiter.

The witch Roxane had house snakes, apair brought down from Nisibis, green and six feet long,
each one. She brought them into her study and set their baskets by the hearth. Then, bowl of water
by her side, she spoke the words that turned them into men. The facsimiles aped apair of Stepsons;
she got them clothes and sent them off. Then she took the water bowl and stirred it with her finger
until awhirlpool sucked and writhed. This she spoke over, and out to sea beyond the harbor alike
disturbance began to rage. She took from her table six carven shipswith Beysib sails, small and
filled with wax miniatures of men. These shelaunched into the basin with its whirlpool and spun and
spun her finger round until the flagships of the fleet foundered, then were sunk and sucked to lie a
last upon the bottom of the bowl. Even after she withdrew her finger the water raged awhile. The
witch looked camly into her maelstrom and nodded once, content. The diverson would betimely;
the moon, outsde her window, was nearly high, scant hours from its zenith.

Then it was time to take Jagat's report and send the death squads—or dead squads, for none of
those who served in them had life of their own to lead—into town.

* % %

Tamzen's heart was pounding, her mouth dry and her lungs burning. They had run along way.
They werelogt, and al six knew it; Phryne was weeping and her sister was shaking and crying she
couldn't run, her kneeswouldn't hold her; the three boys left were talking loud and telling al how
they'd get home if they just stayed in a group—the girls had no need to fear. More krrf was shared,
though it made things worse, not better, so that a toothless crone who tapped her stick and
smacked her gums sent them flying through the streets.

No one talked about Mehtasfate; they'd seen him with the dark-clad whore, seen him
mesmerized, seen him take her hand. They'd hid until the pair walked on, then followed— the group
had sworn to stay together, wicked adventure on their minds; al were officidly adults now; none
could keep them from the forbidden pleasures of men and women—to seeif Mehtawould redly lay
the whore, thinking they'd regroup right after, and find out what fun hed had.

They'd seen him fall, and gag, and die once held raised her skirts and had her, his buttocks



thrusting hard as he pinned her to the dley wall. They'd seen her bend down over him and raise her
head and the glowing twin hdlls there had sent them pell-méll, fleeing what they knew was no human
whore.

Now they'd calmed, but they were deep in the Shambles, near its end where Caravan Square
began. There was light there, from midnight merchants engaged in double dealing; it was not safe
there, one of the boys said: daveswere made thisway: children taken, sold north and never seen

again.

"It'ssafe here, then?' Tamzen blurted, her teeth chattering but the knf making her bold and
angry. She strode ahead, not waiting to see them follow; they would; she knew this bunch better
than their mothers. The thing to do, she was sure, was to stride bravely on until they came upon the
Square and found the streets home, or came upon some Hell Hounds, paace soldiers, or Stepsons.
Niko'sfriends would ride them home on horseback if they found some; Tamzen's acquaintance
among the men of iron was her fondest prize.

Niko... If he were here, shed have no fear, nor need to pretend to vaor... Her eyesfilled with
tears, thinking what held say when he heard. She was never going to convince him she was grown if
all her atemptsto do so made her seem the more achild. A child's error, this, for sure... and one
dead on her account. Her father would beat her rump to blue and he'd keep her in her room for a
month. She began to fret— the knf's doing, though she wastoo far gone in the drug's sway to
tell—and saw an dley from which torchlight shone. She took it; the others followed, she heard them
close behind. They had money aplenty; they would hire an escort, perhaps with awagon, to take
them home. All taverns had men looking for hirein them; if they chanced Caravan Square, and fell
afoul of davers, sheld never see her poppaor Niko or her room filled with stuffed toys and ruffles

again.

Theinnwas caled the Sow's Ear, and it was foul. In its doorway, one of the boys, panting,
caught her arm and jerked her back. " Show money in that place, and you'l get dl our throats dit
quick."

Hewasright. They huddled in the street and sniffed more knf and shook and argued. Phryne
began to wail aloud and her sister stopped her mouth with a clapped hand. Just asthetwo girls,
terrified and defeated, crouched down in the street and one of the boys, his bladder loosed by fear,
sought a corner wal, awoman appeared before them, her hood thrown back, her face hidden by a
trick of light. But the voice was a gentlewoman's voice and the words were compassionate. "L ogt,
children? There, there, it'sal right now, just come with me. Well have mulled wine and pastries and
I'll have my man form an escort to see you home. Y ou're the Alekeep owner's daughter, if I'm right?
Ah, good, then; your father'safriend of my husband... surely you remember me?"

She gave aname and Tamzen, her sense svimming in drugs and her heart filled with relief and
the sweet taste of salvation, lied and said she did. AH six went along with the woman, skirting the
square until they came to a curious house behind ahigh gate, well lit and gardened and full of
chaotic splendor. At itsrear, the rush of the White Foal could be heard.

"Now, sit, git, little ones. Who needs to wash off the street grime? Who needsapot?’ The
rooms were shadowed, no longer well lit; the woman's eyes were comforting, caming like sedative
draughtsfor deepless nights. They sat among the slks and the carven chairs and they drank what
she offered and began to giggle. Phryne went and washed, and her Sster and Tamzen followed.
When they came back, the boys were nowhere in sight. Tamzen was just going to ask about that
when the woman offered fruit, and somehow she forgot the words on her tongue-tip, and even that
the boys had been there at dl, so fine was the krrf the woman smoked with them. She knew sheld
remember in abit, though, whatever it was she'd forgot...

* % %



When Crit and Straton arrived with the hawkmask they'd captured at the Foaside home of
Ischade, the vampire woman, dl itslightswere on, it seemed, yet little of that radiance cut the
gloom.

"By the god's four months, Crit, | till don't understand why you let those others go. And for
Niko. What—?"

"Don't ask me, Straton, what hisreasons are; | don't know. Something about the one being of
that Successors band, revolutionaries who want Wizardwall back from the Nishis mages—there's
moreto Nisbisthan the warlocks. If that Vis was one, then he'san outlaw asfar asNisibis law
goes, and maybe afighter. So welet him go, do him afavor, seeif maybe helll cometo us, do usa
sarvicein histurn. But asfor the other—you saw Ischade's writ of freedom—we gave him to her
and shelet him go. If wewant to use her... if shell ever help usfind Jubd...and she does know
where heis; thisfreeing of the dave was amessage: she'stelling us weve got to up the ante—we've
got to honor her wishes asfar asthisdave-bait goes.”

"But this... coming here ourselves? Y ou know what she can do to aman...”

"Maybe well likeit; maybeit'stimeto die. | don't know. | do know we can't leaveit to the
garrison—every timethey find us a hawkmask he'stoo damaged to tell us anything. Well never
recruit what'sleft of them if the army keepskilling them dowly, and we take the blame. And aso,"
Crit paused, dismounted his horse, pulled the trussed and gagged hawkmask he had dung over his
saddle like a haunch of meat down after him, so that the prisoner fell heavily to the ground, "weve
been told by the garrison'sintelligence liaison that the army thinks Stepsons fear thiswoman.”

"Anybody with adram of common sense would." Straton, rubbing his eyes, dismounted aso,
notched crossbow held at the ready as soon as his feet touched the ground.

"They don't mean that. Y ou know what they mean; they can't tell a Sacred Bander from a
sraight mercenary. They think we're al sodomizers and sneer at usfor that.”

"Let 'em. I'd rather be dive and misunderstood than dead and respected.” Straton blinked,
trying to clear hisblurred vision. It was remarkable that Critias would undertake this action on his
own; he wasn't supposed to take part in field actions, but command them. Tempus had been to see
him, though, and since then the task force leader had been more taciturn and even more impatient
than usud. Straton knew there was no use in arguing with Critias, but he was one of the few who
could clam the privilege of voicing his opinion to the leader, even when they disagreed.

They'd interrogated the hawkmask briefly; it didn't take long; Straton was aspecidist in exactly
that. He was a pretty one, and substantively undamaged. The vampire was discerning, loved beauty;
sheld taken to this one, the few bruises on him might well make him more attractive to a creature
such as she: not only would she have him in her power but it would bein her power to save him
from amuch worse death than that shed give. By thelook of thetdll, lithe hawkmask, by his clothes
and his pinched face in which sensitive, liquid eyes roamed furtively, a pleasant death would be
welcome. Hisilk were hunted by more factionsin Sanctuary than any but Nisibis spies.

Crit sad, "Ready, Strat?"
"l own I'm not, but I'll pretend if you do. If you get through thisand | don't, my horsesare
yours."

"And mine, yours." Crit bared histeeth. "But | don't expect that to happen. She's reasonable,
I'm wagering. She couldn't have turned that dave loose that way if she wasn't in control of her lust.
And she's smart—smarter than Kadakithis so-called ‘intelligence staff," or Hell Hounds, we've seen
that for afact.”

So, despite sane cautions, they unlatched the gate, their horses drop-tied behind them, cut the



hawkmask's ankle bonds and walked him to the door. His eyes went wide above his gag, pupils
gigantic in the torchlight on her threshold, then squeezed shut as I schade herself cameto greet them
when, after knocking thrice and waiting long, they were about to turn away, convinced she wasn't
home after dll.

Shelooked them up and down, her eyes haf-lidded. Straton, for once, was grateful for the
shimmer in hisvison, the blur he couldn't blink away. The hawkmask shivered and lurched
backward in their grasp as Crit spokefirst:

"Good evening, madam. We thought the time had come to meet, face to face. We've brought
you this gift, atoken of our good will." He spoke blandly, matter-of-factly, Ietting her know they
knew al about her and didn't really care what she did to the unwary or the unfortunate. Straton's
mouth dried and his tongue stuck to the roof of it. None was colder than Crit, or more tenacious
when work was under way.

The woman, Ischade, dusky-skinned but not the ruddy tone of Nisibis, an olive cast that made
the whites of her teeth and eyes very bright, bade them enter. "Bring him in, then, and welll see what
can be seen.”

"No, no. Well leave him—an article of faith. Wed like to know what you hear of Jubd, or his
band—whereabouits, that sort of thing. If you cometo think of any such information, you can find
me at the mercenaries hostd."

"Or inyour hidey-holein Shambles Cross?

"Sometimes." Crit stood firm. Straton, hisrelief aflood, now that he knew they weren't going in
there, gave the hawk-mask a shove. "Go on, boy, go to your mistress.”

"A dave, then, isthisone?' she asked Strat and that glance chilled his soul when it fixed on him.
He'd seen butcherslook at sheep like that. He half expected her to reach out and tweak his biceps.

Hesad: "What you wish, heis.
Shesad: "And you?'
Crit said: "Forbearance hasitslimits."

Shereplied: "Y ours, perhaps, not mine. Take him with you; | want him not. What you Stepsons
think of me, | shall not even ask. But cheap, | shdl never come.”

Crit loosed his hold on the youth, who wriggled then, but Straton held him, thinking that |schade
was without doubt the most beautiful woman held ever seen, and the hawkmask was luckier than
modt. If death was the gateway to heaven, she was the sort of gatekeep held like to admit him,
when histime came.

She remarked, though he had not spoken aoud, that such could easily be arranged.

Crit, at that, looked between them, then shook his head. "Go wait with the horses, Straton. |
thought | heard them, just now."

So Straton never did find out exactly what was—or was not—arranged between his task force
leader and the vampire woman, but when he reached the horses, he had his hands full caming them,
asif hisown had scented Niko's black, whom his gray detested above dl other suds. When they'd
both been stabled in the same barn, the din had been terrible, and stall-boards shattered as regularly
as stalls were mucked, from those two trying to get at each other. Horses, like men, love and hate,
and those two stallions wanted a piece of each other the way Strat wanted a chance at the garrison
commander or Vashankaat the Wrigglies Ds.

Soon after, Crit came sauntering down the walk, unscathed, alone, and silent.



Straton wanted to ask, but did not, what had been arranged: hisleader's sour expression
warned him off. And an hour later, at the Shambles Cross safe haven, when one of the street men
came running in saying there was a disturbance and Tempus could not be found, so Crit would have
to come, it wastoo late.

What they could do about waterspouts and whirlpoolsin the harbor was unclear.

* % %

When Straton and Crit had ridden away, Niko eased his black out from hiding. The spirit-track
he'd followed had led them here; Tamzen and the others were inside. The spoor met up with the
pale blue traces of the house's owner near the Sow's Ear and did not separate thereafter. Blue was
no human's color, unless that human was an enchanter, awitch, accursed or charmed. Both Niko
and Janni knew whose house thiswas, but what Crit and Straton were doing here, neither wanted
to guess or say.

"We can't rush the place, Stealth. Y ou know what sheis."
"l know."
"Why didn't you let me hail them? Four would be better than two, for this problem's solving.”

"Whatever they're doing here, | don't want to know about. And we've broken cover asit is
tonight." Niko crooked aleg over hishorse's neck, cavary style. Janni rolled a smoke and offered
him one; hetook it and lit it with aflint from hisbelt pouch just as two men with awagon came
driving up from Downwind, whedls and hooves thundering across the White Foa's bridge.

"Too much traffic,” Janni muttered, asthey pulled their horses back into shadows and watched
the men stop their team before the odd home's door; the wagon was screened and curtained; if
someonewas within, it wasimpossbleto tell.

The men went in and when they came out they had three smallish people with them swathed in
robes and hooded. These were put into the carriage, and it then drove away, turning onto the
cart-track leading south from the bridge—there was nothing down there but swamp and wasteland,
and at theend of it, Fisherman's Row and the sea. .. nothing, that is, but the witch Roxane'sfortified
edtate.

"Do you think—Stedth, was that them?"

"Quiet, curseyou; I'mtrying to tdl.” It might have been; his heart was far from quiet, and the
passengers, he sensed, were drugged and nearly somnambulent.

But from the house, he could no longer sense the girlish trailswhich had been there, among the
blue/archmagical/ anguished ones of its owner and those of men. Boys auras till remained there, he
thought, but quiet, weaker, perhaps dying, maybe dead. It could be the fellow Crit had |eft there,
and not the young scions of east Sde homes.

The moon, above Niko's head, was near a zenith. Seeing him look up, Janni anticipated what
he was going to say: "Well, Stealth, we've got to go down there anyway; let's follow the wagon.
Mayhap well catch it. Perchance well find out whom they've got there, if we do. And wevelittle
timeto lose— girlsor no, weve awitch to attend to."

"Aye." Niko reined his horse around and set it at alope after the wagon, not fast enough to
catch it too soon, but fast enough to keep it in earshot. When Janni's horse came up beside his, the
other mercenary called: ""Convenience of this magnitude makes me nervous, you'd think thewitch
sent that wagon, even snared those children, to be sure we'd have to come.”

Janni wasright; Niko said nothing; they were committed; there was nothing to do but follow;
whatever was going to happen waswell upon them, now.



* % %

A dozen riders materidized out of the wasteland near the swamp and surrounded the two
Stepsons; none had faces; al had glowing pure-white eyes. They fought as best they could with
mortal weapons, but ropes of spitting power came round them, and blue sparks bit them, and their
flesh szzled through their linen chitons, and, unhorsed, they were dragged aong behind theriders
until they no longer knew where they were or what was happening to them or even fet the pain. The
last thing Niko remembered, before he awoke bound to atree in some featureless grove, wasthe
wagon ahead, stopping, and his horse, on its own trying to win the day. The big black had climbed
the mount of the rider who dragged Niko on atether, and he'd seen the vaiant beast's thick jowls
pierced through by arrows glowing blue with magic, seen his horsefdter, jaws gaping, thenfdl as
he was dragged away.

Now he struggled, helplessin hisbonds, trying to clear hisvison and will hispain away.

Before him he saw figures, abonfire limning silhouettes. Among them, as consciousness came
full upon him and he began to wish hed never waked, was Tamzen, struggling in gridy embraces
and wailing out his name, and the other girls, and Janni, Sporeadeagled, staked out on the ground, his
mouth open, screaming at the sky.

"Ah," he heard, "Nikodemos. So kind of you to join us."

Then awoman's face swam before him, beautiful, though that just made it worse. It wasthe
Nisbig witch, and she was smiling, itself an awful sign. A score of minionsringed her, creatures
roused from graves, and two with ophidian eyes and lipless mouths whose skins had a greenish
cad.

She began to tell him softly the things she wished to know. For atime he only shook his head
and closed hisears and tried to flee hisflesh. If he could retire hismind to his rest-place, he could
ignoreit al; the pain, the screams which split the night; he would know none of what occurred here,
and die without the shame of capitulation: sheld kill him anyway, when she was done. So he counted
determinedly backward, eyes squeezed shut, envisioning the runes which would save him. But
Tamzen's screams, her sobsto him for help, and Janni's animal anguish, kept interfering, and he
could not reach the quiet place and stay: he kept being dragged back by the sounds.

Still, when she asked him questions, he only stared back at her in sllence: Tempus plansand
state of mind were things he knew little of; he couldn't have stopped thisif held wanted to; he didn't
know enough. But when at length, knowing it, he closed his eyes again, she came up close and
pried them open, impaling hislids with wooden splinters so that he would see what made Janni cry.

They had staked the Stepson over awild creature's burrow— a badger, he later saw, when it
had gnawed and clawed itsway to freedom—and were smoking the rodent out by setting fireto its
tunnel. When Janni's ssomach began to show the outline of the anima within, Niko, capitulating, told
all he knew and made up more besides.

By then the girls had long since been slenced.

All he heard was the witch's voice; dl he remembered wasthe horror of her eyesand the
message she bade him give to Tempus, and that when he had repegted it, she pulled the splinters
from hislids... The darkness she allowed him became complete, and he found adanker rest-place
than meditation's quiet cave.

* % %

In Roxane's "manor house' commotion raged; daves went running, and men cried orders, and in
the court the caravan was being readied to make away.

She hersdlf sat petulant and wroth, among the brocades of her study and the implements of her



craft: water and fire and earth and air, and minerals and plants, and a globe sculpted from high
peaks clay with precious stones inset.

A wave of hand would serve to load these in her wagon. The house spells undoing would take
much less than that—a finger'swave, aword unsaid, and al would be no more than it appeared:
rickety and threadbare. Bu the evening's errors and dl the work she'd done to amend them had
drained her strength.

She sat, and Niko, in acorner, propped up but not awake, breathed raspingly: another
error—those damn snakes took everything too literaly, aswell as being incapable of following
smple ordersto their completion.

The snakes sheld sent out, charmed to look like Stepsons, should have found the childrenin the
sreets; as Niko and Janni, their disguises were complete. But avampire bitch, a cursed and
accursed third-rater possessed of meager spells, had chanced upon the quarry and taken it home.
Then sheld had to change dl plans and make the wagon and send the snakesto retrieve the
bait—the girls aone, the boys were expendable—and snakes were not up to fooling women grown
and knowledgeable of splls. Ischade had given up her female prizes, rather than confront Nisibis
magic, pretending for her own sake that she believed the " Stepsons’ who cameto claim Tamzen
and her friends.

Had Roxane not been leaving town this evening, she'd have had to wipe the vampire's soul—or
at least her memory— away.

So shetook the snakes out once more from their baskets and held their heads up to her face.
Tongues darted out and reptilian eyes pled mercy, but Roxane had forgotten mercy long ago. And
strength was what she needed, which in part these had helped to drain away. Holding them high she
picked herself up and speaking words of power took them both and cast them in the blazing hearth.
The flames roared up and snakes writhed in agony, and roasted. When they were done she fetched
them out with slver tongs and ate their tails and heads.

Thusfortified, she turned to Niko, till hiding mind and soul in his precious menta refuge, a
verson of it sheld atered when her magic saw it. This place of peace and perfect relaxation, acave
behind the meadow of hismind, had aghost iniit, afriend who loved him. In its guise she'dd spoken
long to him and gained his spirit'strust. He was hers, now, as her lover-lord had promised; al things
he learned she'd know as soon as he. None of it hed remember, just go about his business of war
and death. Through him she'd herd Tempus whither she willed, and through him she'd know the
Riddler'severy plan.

For Nikodemos, the Nisibis bondservant, had never shed his brand or dipped hischans
though her lover had freed hisbody, deep within his soul astring wastied. Any time, her lord could
pull it; and she, too, now, had it twined around her pinky.

He remembered none of what occurred after hisinterrogation in the grove; herecalled just what
she pleased and nothing more. Oh, he'd think he'd dreamed ddlirious nightmares, as he swested
now to fedl her touch.

She woke him with atap upon his eyes and told him what he was: her pawn, her tool, even that
he would not recdl their little talk or coming here. And she warned him of undeads, and shriveled
his soul when she showed him, in her mirror-eyes, what Tamzen and her friend could be, should he
even remember what passed between them here.

Then she put her pleasure by and touched the bruised and battered face: one more thing she
took from him, to show his spirit who was dave and who was master. She had him service her and
took strength from his swollen mouth and then, with alaugh, made him forget it al.

Then she sent her servant forth, unwitting, the extra satisfaction—gleaned from knowing that his



spirit knew, and deegp within him cried and struggled—giving the whole endeavor spice.

Jagat's men would see him to the road out near the Stepsons barracks; they took his sagging
weight in bravny arms.

And Roxane, for atime, was free to quit this scroful ous town and wend her way northward: she
might be back, but for the nonce the journey to her lord's embrace was dl she craved. They'd leave
atral wdl marked in place and plane for Tempus, sheld liein high-peaks splendor, with her
lover-lord well pleased by what sheld brought him: some Stepsons, and a Froth Daughter, and a
man the godsimmortalized.

* % %

Intook until nearly dawn to cam the fish-faceswho'd lost their five best ships;, "lucky” for
everyone that the Burek faction's nobility had been enjoying Kadakithiss hospitality, ensconced in
the summer palace on the lighthouse spit and not aboard when the ships snapped anchor and
headed like creatures with wills of their own toward the maelstrom that had opened at the harbor's
mouth.

Crit, through al, was taciturn; he was not supposed to surface; Tempus, when found, would not
be pleased. But Kadakithis needed counsdl badly; the young prince would give away hisImperia
curlsfor "harmonious rdations with our fellowsfrom acrossthe sea”

Nobody could prove that this was other than anatural disaster; an "act of gods' wasthe
unfortunate turn of phrase.

When at last Crit and Strat had done with the dicey process of standing around looking
inconsequentia whilein fact, by handsign and courier, they mitigated Kadakithiss bent to
compromise (for which there was no need except in the Beysib matriarch’'s mind), they retired from
the dockside.

Crit wanted to get drunk, as drunk as humanly possible: helping the mageguild defend its
innocence, when like as not some mage or other had called the storm, was more than distasteful; it
was counterproductive. Asfar as Critias was concerned, the newly eected First Hazard ought to
step forward and take respongbility for his guild's maevolent mischief. When frogsfdl from the sky,
Straton prognosticated, such would be the case.

They'd done some good there: they'd conscripted Wrigglies and deputized fishermen and bullied
the garrison duty officer into sending some of his men out with the long boats and Beysib dinghies
and dave-powered tenders which searched shoals and coastline for survivors. But with the
confusion of healers and thrill-seeking civilians and boat owners and Beysibs on the docks, they'd
had to call in dl the Stepsons and troops from road patrols and country postsin case the Beysibs
took their loss too much to heart and turned upon the townsfolk.

On every corner, now, a mounted pair stood watch; beyond, the roads were desol ate,
unguarded. Crit worried that if diversion were some culprit's purpose, it had worked all too well: an
army headed south would be upon them with no warning. If held not known that yesterday thered
been no sign of southward troop movement, he confided to Straton, he'd be sure some such evil
was afoot.

To make things worse, when they found an open bar it wasthe Alekeep, and its owner was
wringing his handsin a corner with five other upscale fathers. Their sons and daughters had been out
al night; word to Tempus at the Stepsons barracks had brought no answer; the skeleton crew a
the garrison had more urgent things to do than attend to demands for search partieswhen
manpower was suddenly at a premium; the fathers sat awaiting their own men'sreturn and thus had
kept the Alekeep's graveyard shift from closing.



They got out of there as soon as palitic, weary asther horses and squinting in the lightening
dark.

The only place where peace and quiet could be had now that the town was waking, Crit said
sourly, was the Shambles drop. They rode there and fastened the iron shutters down against the
dawn, thinking to get an hour or so of deep, and found Niko's coded note.

"Why wouldn't the old barkeep have told usthat he'd set them on his daughter'strail?' Strat
sghed, rubbing hiseyeswith hispams.

"Niko'slegend says he's defected to the dums, remember?' Crit was shrugging into his chiton,
which held just tugged off and thrown upon the floor.

"WEé're not going back out.”
"l am."
"Tolook for Niko? Where?'

"Niko and Janni. And | don't know where. But if that pair hasn't turned up those youngsters
yet, it's no smple adolescent prank or graduation romp. Let's hopeit'sjust that their meet with
Roxane took precedence and it's inopportune for them to leave her." Crit stood.

Straton didn't.
"Coming?' Crit asked.

"Somebody should be where authority is expected to be found. Y ou should be here or a the
hostdl, not chasing after someone who might be chasing after you."

Sointhe end, Straton won that battle and they went up to the hostel, stopping, since the sun had
risen, at Marc'sto pick up Straton's case of flights dong the way.

The shop's door was gar, though the opening hour painted on it hadn't come yet. Insde, the
smith was hunched over amug of tea, a crosshow's trigger mechanism dismantled beforehim ona
split of suede, scowling at the crossbow's guts spread upon his counter asif at areca citrant child.

He looked up when they entered, wished them a better morning than held had so far this day,
and went to get Straton's case of flights.

Behind the counter an assortment of high-torque bows was hung.

When Marc returned with the wooden case, Straton pointed: "That's Niko's, isn't it—or are my
eyesthat bad?"

"I'm holding it for him, until he pays" explained the smith with the unflinching gaze.
"WEéll pay for it now, and he can pick it up from me," Crit said.

"l don't know if held..." Marc, haf into someone else's business, stepped back out of it with a
nod of head: "All right, then, if you want. I'll tell him you've got it. That's four soldats, three... I've
donealot of work onit for him. Shall | tell him to seek you at the guild hostd ?*

"Theresbouts"

Taking it down from thewall, the smith wound and levered, then dry-fired the crossbow, its
mechanism to hisear. A smile came over hisface at what he heard. "Good enough, then,” he
declared and wrapped it in its case of padded hide.

Thisway, Straton redlized, Niko would come direct to Crit and report when Marc told him
what they'd done.



By the time dawn had cracked the world's egg, Tempus aswell as Jihan was sated, even tired.
For aman who chased deep like other men chased power or women, it was wondrous that this
was s0. For abeing only recently become woman, it was atriumph. They walked back toward the
Stepsons barracks, following the creekbed, al pink and gold in sunrise, content and even playful,
his chuckle and her occasiond laugh startling deepy squirrels and flushing birds from their nests.

He'd been morose, but sheld cured it, convincing him that life might take a better turn, if hed just
let it. They'd spoken of her father, called Stormbringer in lieu of name, and arcane matters of then-
joint preoccupation: whether humanity had inherent value, whether gods could die or merdly lie,
whether V ashanka was hiding out somewhere, petulant in godhead, only waiting for generous
sacrifices and heartfelt prayersto coax him back among his Rankan people—or, twelfth plane
powers forfend, redly "dead.”

He'd spoken openly to her of hisaffliction, reminding her that those who loved him died by
violence, and those he loved were bound to spurn him, and what that could mean in the case of his
Stepsons, and hersdlf, if Vashankas power did not return to mitigate his curse. He'd told her of his
pleato Enlil, an ancient deity of universal scope, and that he awaited godsign.

Sheld been relieved at that, afraid, she admitted, that the lord of dreams might tempt him from
her sde. For when Askelon the dream lord had come to take Tempus sister off to his metaphysica
kingdom of delights, he'd offered the brother the boon of mortdity. Now that sheld just found him,
Jhan had added throatily, she could not beer it if he choseto die.

And sheldd spent that evening proving to Tempusthat it might be well to stay dive with her, who
loved life the more for having only just begun it, and yet could not succumb to morta degth or be
placed in morta danger by his curse, his strength, or whatever he might do.

The high moon had laved them, and her legs had embraced him, and her red-glowing eyeslike
her father's had transfixed him while her cool flesh enflamed him. Y es, with Jihan beside him, held
swalow his pride and his pique and give even Sanctuary's Kadakithis the benefit of the doubt—hed
stay though his heart tugged him northward, athough held thought, when he took her to their
creekbed bower, to chase her away.

When they'd dipped into his barracks quarters from the back, he was no longer so certain. He
heard from alieutenant al about the waterspouts and whirlpools, thinking while the man talked that
thiswas his godsign, however obscure its meaning, and then he regretted having made an
accommodeation with the Froth Daughter: al hisangst came back upon him, and he wished hed
hugged hisresolve firmly to his breast and driven Jhan hence.

But when the disturbance a the outer gates penetrated to the daver's old gpartments which he
had made his own, rousting them out to seek its cause, he was glad enough she'd remained.

The two of them had to shoulder their way through the gathered crowd of Stepsons, astir with
bitter mutters, no one made way for them; none had come to their commander's billet with news of
what had been brought up to the gatehouse in the dawn.

He heard a harsh whisper from a Stepson too angry to be careful, wondering if Tempus had sent
Janni's team deliberately to destruction because Stedlth had regected the Riddler's offered pairbond.

One who knew better answered sagely that thiswas a Mygdonian message, aNisibis warning
of some antiquity, and he had heard it straight from Stealth's broken lips.

"What did that?" Jihan moaned, bending low over Janni's remains. Tempus did not answer her
but said generdly: "And Niko?" and followed aman who headed off toward the whitewashed
barracks, hearing as he went a voice choked with grief explaining to Jhan what happens when you
tie aman spread-eagled over an animd's burrow and smoke the creature out.



The Stepson guiding him to where Niko lay said that the man who'd brought them wished to
speak to Tempus. "Let him wait for hisreward,” Tempus snapped, and questioned the mercenary
about the Samaritan who'd delivered the two Stepsons home. But the Sacred Bander had gotten
nothing from the stranger who'd rapped upon the gates and braved the angry sentrieswho almost
killed him when they saw what burden held brought in. The stranger would say only that he must
walit for Tempus.

The Stepsons commander stood around helplesdy with three others, friends of Niko's, until the
barber-surgeon had finished with needle and gut, then chased them dl away, shuttering windows,
barring doors. Cup in hand, then, he gave the battered, beaten youth his painkilling draught in
dlence, only stting and letting Niko sip while he assessed the Stepson'sinjuries and made black
guesses as to how the boy had come by green and purple blood-filled bruises, rope burns at wrist
and neck, and aface like doom.

Quite soon he heard from Nikodemos, concisdly but through adur that comes when teeth have
been loosed or broken in adidocated jaw, what had transpired: they had gone seeking the Alekeep
owner's daughter, deep into Shambles where drug dens and cheap whores promise dreamless
nights, found them at | schade's, seen them hustled into awagon and driven away toward Roxane's.
Following, for they were due to see the witch a high moonin her lair in any case, they'd been
accosted, surprised by a death squad armed with magic and visaged like the dead, roped and
dragged from their horses. The next lucid interval Niko recalled was one of being propped against
densetrees, tied to one whilethe Nisbig witch used children's plights and spellsand finaly Janni's
tortured drawn-out death to extract from him what little he knew of Tempus intentions and Rankan
drategies of defense for the lower land. "Was | wrong to try-not to tell them?' Niko asked, eyes
swollen haf-shut but filled with hurt. "I thought they'd kill usal, whatever. Then | thought | could
hold out... Tamzen and the other girlswere past help... but Janni—" He shook hishead. "Then
they... thought | waslying, when | couldn't answer... questionsthey should have asked of you—
Then | did lie, to please them, but she... thewitch knew..."

"Never mind. Was One-Thumb a party to this?* A twitch of lips meant "no" or "I don't know."
Then Niko found the strength to add: "If | hadn't tried to keep my silence— I've been interrogated
beforeby Nishbig... | hidin my rest-place. .. until Janni— They killed him to get to me."

Tempus saw bright tears threatening to spill and changed the subject: ™Y our rest-place? So your
maat returned to you?"

He whispered, "After afashion... | don't care about that now. Going to need dl my anger... no
time for balance anymore.

Tempus blew out a breath and set down Niko's cup and |ooked between hislegs at the packed
clay floor. "I'm going north, tomorrow. I'll leave sortie assgnments and schedules with Critias—helll
be in command here—and arendezvous for those who want to join in settling up. Did you
recognize any llsigsin her company? A servant, amenid, anyonea al?"

"No, they dl look dike... Someonefound us, got usto the gates. Some trainees of ours,
maybe—they knew my name. The witch said come ahead and die upcountry. Each reprisal of ours,
they'll match fourfold.”

"Areyoutdling menot to go?'

Niko struggled to sit up, cursed, fell back with blood 0ozing from between histeeth, Tempus
made no moveto help him. They stared at each other until Stealth said, "It will seem that you've
been driven from Sanctuary, that you'vefailed here..."

"Let it seem 50, it may well betrue.”

"Wait, then, until | can accompany—"



"Y ou know better. | will leave ingructionsfor you." He got up and left quickly, before his
temper got the best of him where the boy could see.

The Samaritan who had brought their wounded and their dead was waiting outside Tempus
quarters. Hisname was Vis, and though helooked Nisibis he clamed he had amessage from
Jubd. Because of hisskin and his accent Tempus dmost took him prisoner, thinking to give himto
Straton, for whom al manner of men bare their souls, but he marshaled his anger and sent the young
man away with apocket full of soldats and instructions to convey Jubals messageto Critias. Crit
would bein charge of the Stepsons henceforth; what Juba and Crit might arrange was up to them.
The reward was for bringing home the casualties, dead and living, afavor cheap at the price.

Then Tempus went to find Jhan. When he did, he asked her to put him in touch with Askelon,
dream lord, if she could.

"So that you can punish yoursalf with mortality? Thisisnot your fault.”
"A kind, if unsound, opinion. Mortdity will bresk the curse. Can you help me?’

"I will not, not now, when you arelikethis," she replied, concern knitting her browsin the harsh
morning light. "But | will accompany you north. Perhaps another day, when you are camer..."

He cursed her for acting like awoman and set about scheduling sorties and sketching maps, so
that each of hismen would have worked out his debt to Kadakithis and be in good standing with
the mercenaries guild when and if they joined him in Tyse, at the very foot of Wizardwall.

It took no longer to draft his resignation and Critias appointment in his stead and send them of f
to Kadakithisthan it took to clear his actions with the Rankan representatives of the mercenaries
guild: histask here (assessing Kadakithis for a Rankan faction desirous of achange in emperors)
was accomplished; he could honestly say that neither town or townspeople nor effete prince was
worth straggling to ennoble. For good measure he was willing to throw into the stewpot of disgust
boiling in him both Vashanka and the child he had co-fathered with the god, by means of whom
certain interests thought to hold him here: he didiked children, as a class, and even Vashanka had
turned his back on thisone.

Still, there were things he had to do. He went and found Crit in the guild hostel's common room
and told him dl that had transpired. If Crit had refused the appointment outright, Tempus would
have had to tarry, but Critias only smiled cynicdly, saying that hed be along with hisbest fighters as
soon as matters here dlowed. He left One-Thumb's case in Critiass hands; they both knew that
Straton could determine the degree of the barkeep's complicity quickly enough.

Crit asked, as Tempus was leaving the dark and comforting common room for the last time,
whether any children's bodies had been found—three girls and boys sill were missing; one young
corpse had turned up cold in Shambles Cross.

"No," Tempus said, and thought no more about it. "Lifeto you, Critias."
"Andto you, Riddler. And everlasting glory.”
Outside, Jihan waswaiting on one Trés horse, the other's reinsin her hand.

They went first southwest to see if perhaps the witch or her agents might be found at home, but
the manor house and its surrounds were deserted, the yard crisscrossed with cart-tracks from
heavily laden wagons whedls.

The caravan'strack was easy to follow.

Riding north without a backward glance on his Trés horse, Jinan swaying in her saddle on his
right, he had one last impulse: he ripped the problematical Storm God's amulet from around his
throat, dropped it into a quaggy marsh. Where he was going, V ashankas name was meaningless.



Other names were halowed, and other attributes given to the weather gods.

When he was sure he had successfully cast it aside, and the god's voice had not comeringing
with awful laughter in hisear (for dl gods are tricksters, and war gods worst of any), herelaxed in
his saddle. The omensfor this venture were good: they'd completed their preparationsin haf the
time held anticipated, so that he could start it while the day was young.

* % %

Crit sat long at his customary table in the common room after Tempus had gone. By rightsit
should have been Straton or some Sacred Band pair who succeeded Tempus, someone... anyone
but him. After atime he pulled out his pouch and emptied its contents onto the plank table: threetiny
meta figures, afishhook made from an eagle's claw and abaone shell, asingledie, an old field
decoration won in Azehur while the Slaughter Priest led the originad Sacred Band.

He scooped them up and threw them as aman might throw in wager: the little gold Storm God
fell beneath the lead figurine of afighter, propping the man upright; the fishhook embraced the die,
which cameto rest with one dot facing up—Strat's war namewas Ace. Thethird figure, asilver
rider mounted, sat square atop the field ssar—Abarsis had dipped it over his head so long ago the
ribbon had crumbled away.

Content with the omens his private prognosticators gave, he collected them and put them away.
He'd wanted Tempusto ask him to join him, not hand him fifty men'slivesto yeaor nay. Hetook
such work too much to heart; it lay heavy on him, worse than the task force's weight had been, and
he'd only just begun. But that was why Tempus picked him—he was conscientious to afaullt.

He sighed and rose and quit the hostd, riding amlesdy through the fetid streets. Damned town
was apit, abubo, asore that wouldn't hed. He couldn't trust his task force to some subordinate,
though how he was going to run them while ssomping around vainly trying to fill Tempus sandds, he
couldn't say.

His horse, picking hisroute, took him by the Vulgar Unicorn where Straton would soon be
"discussing sendtive matters' with One-Thumb.

By rights he should go up to the palace, pay acal on Kadakithis, "make nice’ (as Straton said)
to Vashanka's priest-of-record Molin, visit the mageguild... He shook his head and spat over his
horse's shoulder. He hated politics.

And what Tempus had told him about Niko's misfortune and Janni's death il rankled. He
remembered the foreign fighter Niko had made him turn loose—Vis. Vis, who'd cometo Tempus,
bearing hurt and dain, with amessage from Jubal. That, and what Straton had gotten from the
hawkmask they'd given Ischade, plus the vampire woman's own hints, dlowed him to triangulate
Juba's position like asailor navigating by the stars. Vis was supposed to come to him, though. Hed
wait. If hishunch wasright, he could put Juba and his hawkmasksto work for Kadakithis without
ether knowing—or at least having to admit—that was the case.

If s0, held be free to take the band north—what they wanted, expected, and would now fret to
do with Tempus gone. Only Tempuss mystique had kept them thislong; Crit would have amutiny,
or empty barracks, if he couldn't meet their expectation of war to come. They weren't baby Sitters,
dum police, or palace praetorians, they collected exploits, not soldats. He began to form aplan,
shape up ascenario, answer questions sure to be asked him later, rehearsing repliesin hismind.

Unguided, his horseled him dumward—a barn-rat, it was taking the quickest, straightest way
home. When he looked up and out, rather than down and in, he was dmost through the Shambles,
near White Foal Bridge and the vampire's house, quiet now, unprepossessing in thelight of day. Did
she deep in the day? He didn't think she was that kind of vampire; there had been no bloodless, no
punctures on the boy stiff againgt the drop's back door when one of the street men found it. But



what did she do, then, to her victims? He thought of Straton, the way held looked at the vampire,
the exchange between the two held overheard and partly understood. He'd have to keep those two
quite separate, even if 1schade was putatively willing to work with, rather than againg, them. He
spurred his horse on by.

Acrossthe bridge, he rode southwest, skirting the thick of Downwind. When he sighted the
Stepsons barracks, he fill didn't know if he could succeed in leading Stepsons. He rehearsed it
wryly in hismind: "Lifeto al. Most of you don't know me but by reputation, but I'm here to ask you
to bet your lives on me, not once, but as amatter of course over the next months..."

Still, someone had to do it. And he'd have no trouble with the Sacred Band teams, who knew
him in the old days, when held had aright-side partner, before that vulnerability was made painfully
clear, and he gave up loving the death-seekers—or anything €lse which could disgppoint him.

It mattered not awhit, he decided, if hewon or if helogt, if they let him advise them or deserted
post and duty to follow Tempus north, as he would have doneif the dy old soldier hadn't bound him
here with promise and responsibility.

He'd brought Niko's bow. Thefirgt thing he did—after leaving the stables, where he saw to his
horse and checked on Niko's pregnant mare—was seek the wounded fighter.

The young officer peered at him through swollen, blackened eyes, saw the bow and nodded,
unlaced its case and stroked the wood recurve when Critiaslaid it on the bed. Half adozen men
were there when he'd knocked and entered—three teams who'd come with Niko and his partner
down to Ranke on Sacred Band business. They left, warning softly that Crit mustn't tire him—they'd
just got him back.

"He's left me the command,” Crit said, though held thought to talk of hawkmasks and death
squads and Nishis—awitch and one named Vis.

"Gilgamesh sat by Enkidu seven days, until amaggot fell from hisnose." It wasthe oldest legend
the fighters shared, one from Enlil'stime when the Lord Storm and Enid (Lord Earth) ruled the
world, and afighter and hisfriend roamed far.

Crit shrugged and ran a spread hand through feathery hair.
"Enkidu was dead; you're not. Tempus hasjust gone ahead to prepare our way."

Niko rolled his head, propped against the whitewashed wall, until he could see Crit clearly: "He
followed godsign; | know that look."

"Or witchsign." Crit squinted, though the light was good, three windows wide and afternoon sun
raying the room. "Areyou al right—beyond the obvious, | mean?'

"| lost two partners, too closeintime. I'll mend.”

Let's hope, Crit thought but didn't say, watching Niko's expressionless eyes. "l saw to your
mare."

"My thanks. And for the bow. Janni's bier is set for morning. Will you help mewith it? Say the
words?

Crit rose; the operator in him till couldn't bear to officiate in public, yet if he didn't, hed never
hold these men. "With pleasure. Lifeto you, Stepson.”

"And to you, commander."
And that wasthat. Hisfirst test, passed; Niko and Tempus had shared a specia bond.

That night, he called them out behind the barracks, ordering afeast to be served on thetraining
field, awooden amphitheatre of sorts. By then Straton had come out to join him, and Strat wasn't



bashful with the mess saff or the hired help.

Maybe it would work out; maybe together they could make haf alempus, which wasthe least
this endeavor needed, though Crit would never pair again...

He put it to them when al werewell disposed from wine and roasted pig and lamb, standing and
flatly telling them Tempus had l€ft, putting them in his charge. Therefell asilenceandinit he could
hear his heart pound. Hed been camer ringed with Tysian hillmen, or aone, his partner dain,
againgt a Rankan squadron.

"Now, weve got each other, and for good and fair, | say to you, the quicker we quit this
cesspool for the clean air of high peaks war, the happier I'll be."

He could hardly see their facesin the dark with the torches snapping right before hisface. But it
didn't matter; they had to see him, not he them. Crit heard araucous growl from fifty throats
become assent, and then a cheer, and laughter, and Strat, beside and off a bit, gave him asoldier's
sgn: dl'swel.

Heraised ahand, and they fell quiet; it was apower held never tried before: "But the only way
to leave with honor isto work your tours out.” They grumbled. He continued: "The Riddler'sleft
busy-work sorties enough—hazardous duty actions, by guild book rules; I'll post alist—that we
can work off our debt to Kittycat in amonth or so."

Someone nay'd that. Someone else called: "Let him finish, then welll have our say.”

"It means naught to me, who desertsto follow. But to us, to cadre honor, it'sadur. So I've
thought about it, since I'm not to leave mysalf, and hereswhat | propose. All stay, or go. Y ou take
your vote. I'll wait. But Tempus wants no man on hisright at Wizardwall who hasn't left in good
ganding with the guild.”

When they'd voted, with Straton overseeing the count, to abide by the rulesthey'd lived to
enforce, he said honestly that he was glad about the choice they'd made. "Now I'm going to split
you into units, and each unit has a choice: find a person, amercenary not among us now, awarm
body trained enough to hold a sword and fill your bed, and cal him 'brother—long enough to
induct him in your stead. Then welll leave the town yet guarded by 'Stepsons and that name's
enough, with what we've done here, to keep the peace. The guild has provisons for man-steading;
well collect from each tofill apot to hire them; they'll billet here, and well ride north aunit a atime
and meet up in Tyse, next high moon, and surprisethe Riddler.” So he put it to them, and so they
agreed.

Book Three:
MAGEBLOOD

On Wizardwall, those he favored called the archmage Datan; the rest knew him as the Osprey.
Under that war name and its aegis, he wreaked his havoc, soaring over high peaks, predator to
al—the adepts, the lesser mages, "mighty" enchanters, lowly sorcerers and fey magicians, of the



secular populace of Nighis, hethought little, if at all.

Roxane knew hisreal name, though he'd gone to great painsto concedl it; she'd kept the fact
from him as her insurance, should he ever play her foul. Mages hid their namesin fear of retribution.
Names are power; true ones tell the number of your soul. Her true name she'd not signed or spoken
for ahundred years;, shemissed it not at dl.

Flying, transmogrified, northward on black eagl€'s wings whaose span was twice her human
height, she left the caravan far behind. Jagat would bring the spoils home; he'd never failed before.
And now he led the caravan, leaving a scented trail the Tempus-fox would follow of hisown
accord. Her beaked head turned right and | eft, seeking prey along her way. Being eagle dways
made her crave warm blood and quivering loin and fur upon her tongue.

In night flight, she was careful: mages fed upon mages, shewas yet over Ranke, where ariva
mageguild held vicious sway. Gods fought gods and magics, magics, she exulted, thinking there must
be no finer time to be dive and abroad with power. She had no doubt who, when thiswas over,
would havethefind say.

Towns below showed pastora fires; the roads here were dotted with convoy lanterns;, Rankan
cities sprawled not far away. She veered northeast to skirt the capital and soared il higher,
thinking of Datan and what he would say to the news she brought of theomachy and flouted gods,
of entelechies and Stormbringer and a problematical demigod caled Tempus. Some intelligence she
bore might not be welcome; favorable assessment of an enemy seldom was. But she had learned so
much from Nikodemos—of Askelon, lord of dreams; of Abarss, the Saughter Priest who wasin
heaven; of the twelfth-plane force caled Stormbringer in unearthly league and immortal collusion
with the Riddler, and thus the Rankan foe...

Approaching the Wall, she spirdled low after touching the starsto clear its shimmering barrier.
She noticed changesin his abode, in the Wall itsdlf. She dighted on his very rampart, and as she did
an arrow whickered past, the whucka-whucka-whucka of itstrgectory whispering in her
feathered ear. Her eagle-squawk turned to ahowl of rage as she half-changed form, sighting a
morta guard, aman with crossbow drawn. Her human finger pointed; power words legped from
her tongue. His crosshow clattered to the stone and amouse ran into one boot it had just worn asa
man. Back again in her eagle form she took wing and swooped and grabbed the boot, upending it
as she bore it high. Then she dropped the shoe and caught the mouse, so recently aman, in her
clawsasit fdl toward the ground far below. And, skewering it through its heart, she boreit back to
Datan's crendated high peak keep, and ateitsinnards upon hiswall. Asit died, it turned back to
soldier, and as she fed she became agirl.

Wiping her bloody mouth she paused just long enough to conjure robesto clothe her nakedness,
and then asecond guard came on the run.

She waved him deep, and he crumpled as he ran, landing sprawled between the wall's stone
teeth, hiswespon falling athousand yards before it crashed.

By then she'd changed her mind, unmade the robes, and soared: his palace was too crowded
now with men and warlike toys. Circling high, she beat away hiswarding spellslike cobwebs with
her wings, and landed on histower's very dill.

Within the room, through colored panes of |eaded glass, she saw him with three human dlies,
Mygdonians. aswaggering man, agenera by hisuniform, proud, fair-haired, festooned with arms
and armor; awoman, pae and elegant; aboy.

She pecked the lock and siwung the windows inward &t their joint. All ceased their conversation.
She saw Datan's down-drawn frown and flickered out of view. What men should see or know she
|eft to Datan's judgment; he came toward the windows, striding acrossin smple robes of black.



Sheld scrambled in, invisible, by the time he reached out to close the windows; he spoke no
word of greeting but she saw his mouth twitch—he was amused.

She waited then, unseen by the three Mygdonians.

"What in hell wasthat?' the genera growled, his dagger drawn though even he must know he
drew in vain. The woman, flaxen-haired and green-eyed, touched the genera's arm and hustled the
boy away, her fingerstrailing from Datan's as the archmage kissed her hand. The tow-headed boy
kept staring where she was, though no human could truly see her, his pale eyeswide and grayish as
if hehad atrace of Nisibis blood.

She thought on that, until they'd gone: when warlock or witch mateswith amorta, the eyes give
al away. Thelast high-blooded coupling they'd recorded was when the Defender took the witches
gueen to wife, three decades past when last men were ascendant, and the Defender’'s forces with
Tempuss sanction climbed up Wizardwall. They hadn't won, but they'd gotten farther than mortals
should have, and the sibyl had wed to consummate a pact of peace. The Defender, unknowing,
signed his own empire's eradication warrant when he spread the legs of magic's queen. Abarss had
been their issue, and treachery among the army had led the officers to conspire to the mother's
murder, lest their commander be a pawn of witchcraft—dark vengeance had followed in good
order, the destruction of hisempire by Ranke, the gelding and endavement of his son fair payment
for the shyl'slife, once peace was declared and Tempus drifted away south to Ranke where war
and blood could il be found.

When the door closed upon the Mygdonians, the generd last to leave, the archmage turned and
welcomed her with outstretched arms, his mighty hairless head inclined: hed missed her, sensitive
lips kissed her, long lashes brushed her cheek.

Datan's corpulence was apparent in any shape; hiswas asoul of appetites; hiswas aface of
classic beauty, sensua amid thefat; hiswere handsto crush aworld; hissoul, if he fill owned it,
was second-mortgaged, loaned back to him by powerswho could wait forever and pile up
interest—but it was thisweight of payment due which made his manner dark. He exacted dl he
could from life; held given up eternd peace for war and yet conquest could not sate him.

Their embrace had heated up and her robes falen by her feet when the door was pounded from
without: a sentry with news of breached ramparts, the genera back again bearing the eviscerated
body of an elder son.

It took awhile to cdm the father, clothes gory and dready rent with Mygdonian grief. Datan
hushed her when she would have stepped forward and claimed the kill—she'd been attacked, done
nothing wrong by fighting back. She flushed, and when the man was gone, she sat with folded arms
upon his bedroom table and pouted: " Are we afraid, these days, of puny human ire?'

"These are our alies, Roxane. Need | remind you?' Datan's tone, severe, caused her back to
gtiffen. Her robe, pulled round her hastily when the knock had come, fell open as sheleaned back,
dtiff-armed. He glared at her and chilled her flesh: "Asfor fear, it hasits place. I'd just as soon not
contend with Mygdonian hordes screaming ‘Lacan is great’ and clambering over one another, dead
and living, to be the next soul martyred in his cause. Thetimewill cometo trim hissails, but not yet;
not 'til Ranke's aforgotten name. One clutch of gods and one of enemy magesis enough to dedl
with—at atime. Do | make mysdlf understood?”

She nodded; one did not rile him. She smiled at him and commenced her report. HEd been
immobile; now he paced: "Let me get thisstraight: your ideaof neutralizing him wasto lead him here
? The Riddler? Witch, you've overstepped your mandate.”

"Not so, my lord. | held a conference here, with al your deputies, who gave me leaveto act.
Degtroying himin his place wasimpossible; you know what heis—"



"l do. You, it ssems, do not. What warlock suggested luring him north for battle?’

She named his most trusted three. He pounded one fist upon the table, more angry than shel'd
ever seen him, and choked back a curse: from his lips, curses legped to life and served like soldiers.
Roxanetried to recal exactly what words had been given her as mandate: "To ‘take him out of play
in the southern theater,” my lord, was an impossibility. Let those who wish to try Tempus, one by
one, step up to fate's sarting line. Neither you nor | must face him.”

"No? Let's hope you're right, Roxane. | own | wish you'd abided therein Sanctuary as|
commanded. | cannot leave these fools alone aweek before they're stepping in their own
excrement. You do know that his Sster'swith the dream lord? That Stormbringer's given him an
own-daughter for amate? That Lord Storm claims him asatrue son? That under his aegisthe
Defender amost had me on askewer the last time? Y ou'll forgive meif | don't congratulate you on
ajob well done, or take you to my bed for this favor you've donethe Alliance?'

She had her pride: "Not until it turnsout ill or well. | expect nothing untoward to come of this,
Datan. I've controls on him, and I've placed them well."

"How'sthat?' The archmage'slightless eyesrested full upon her.

She shivered, but hid it well: "Nikodemos, the young bondservant. | invoked his spirit's debt and
took him as my own. He'd be with Tempus now but for those damn snakes of yours, who couldn't
follow smple orders, but beat him to apulp. When he mends, helll follow closdly; when he caiches
up, well have acheck on Tempus and aspy in his confidence. The Froth Daughter, Jinan, is
helpless, lovestruck, and far too inexperienced in human waysto be athreat. And the Riddler
himsdf isfull of doubt: the Rankansthink their god is dead.

For a Storm God's favorite, this presents some few problems. Keep the god planel ocked, and
Tempuss cursewill destroy him and al heloves... no problem, lord, have | brought you, but a
canny solutionto dl of ours."

"Ah, my snakes. How are they? They're worth a clutch of Rankan factions, and the teetering
emperor aswell.”

She steered him from it: "The faction here that wanted to prop up Kadakithis enough to usurp
the throne and depose the emperor, the same faction who hired Tempusin thefirst place and who
petitioned the god to ingtruct the man to build atemplein the south, islosing heart. And, thisthe
case, Tempuswill never throw hisweight behind the reigning Rankan lord—he knows the man's not
worth afart. Without the avatar's sanction, the Rankans war as men; men cannot stand against
meagics—"

"I asked," her lover-lord broke in, "about my snakes. Where are they? Have you brought them?
| senseabit of themright here...”

And then she had to tell him what part of them his magic recognized, and wheretheir remains
now lived: "Stupid snakes, not worth your concern, or mine... they amost aborted the ventureinits
most delicate phase... No... No! No!"

But he wanted them back, and he would have them. And the way he caled them from her belly
caused her agony, indescribable pain. Asit was just beginning, he froze her tongue so no curse
could issueforth from it, then assured her that once he had them back, shed havelearned a
lesson... and possibly, just possibly, surviveit.

* % %

The archmage Datan, having looked without compassion on the suffering of the witch,
determined that shewould live and decreed further punishment: she would pit her strength against
the enemy shed summoned, Tempus, a bright son whose intelligence and powerful friends she and



three of hismost trusted warlocks had underestimated, when none of their persons had seemed at
rsk.

He sent them to their deaths, he suspected, but this did not faze him. He needed to test the Froth
Daughter, assess the strength of hisenemy, try the Riddler to see what time and tribulation had done
to that once-uncompromising spirit. If necessary he would take the field himsdlf, but not before the
avatar was softened up by summoned demons; perhaps, if luck attended him, and he and Tempus
did comefaceto face, by then the soul of the man would be cracked and rent; possibly magic's
minionswould have him bound in purgatory; mayhap they'd have harmed him through hismen. One
way or another, Datan would have him. One cannot conquer peoples without bringing down their
heroes and making nightmares of their dreams.

Tothat end, he had other ironsin hisinferna fires. One of these wasthe child bornto a
Mygdonian generd'swifein prudent preparation, eight years ago, for what hisforesight told him
soon would cometo be. The boy was Datan's; the Mygdonian general, a prince, suspected but
could not admit that an heir of Mygdon had wizard's blood; to do so, held have to proclaim himself
acuckold and day hiswife, then cometo Datan in puny mortal battle: suicide was not the generd's
way.

Thishold upon one of the ruling three of Mygdoniamight prove more than useful, aslong asit
remained amere suspicion, not a public dur upon the genera's manhood. And the woman
remembered nothing more than a coupling in her dreams, though Datan's memory was clear enough
and the woman'sinclination toward him, now, so strong achild could see. And that child saw more
than ever he should, half man, half adept, tortured by what he could not admit to be. " Possessed,”
his parents feared the boy, and brought him here to Wizardwall for Datan to "lift the curse.” It was
the mother's skirts, a second time, he ached to lift, her legs and not the boy's "affliction” he sought to
pry apart and plumb the depths beyond. But if the father |ft the boy with him, hed have another
card to play. And the child, disdainful-eyed when he looked upon his sire of record and
knowing-eyed when he looked his blood-father in the face, was aprize. Not since Abars's, son of
the Defender, had a high adept spawned a"human” child. Abarsis, though, might have sired aline of
counter-wizards, hisfather's mark too strong on him, his mother's evil not enough to compe himto
arch-magical despite. The gelding of Abarsis had been worth an entire war where wizardry howled
round high peaks and thousands fought and died. Datan himself had overseen the campaigns which
culminated in the Defender watching while Rankans made a eunuch-dave of hisfirstling, one of the
"Unending Deaths' Rankan cruety was proud to inflict upon itsenemies. But no hint of thewizard's
complicity ever leaked abroad; the Rankans were not dlies, just pawns, their land alikdy placeto
raise an empirefor evil, their emperor so foul and mean he was useful as hewas. Their flaccid
mageguild had claimed the feat and triumphs as theirs, Datan had been glad to let them; he'd never
wanted glory or recognition, just to stop the Defender in histracks. And it had worked: even the
name of the dain lord's empire had vanished; his seed was neutered before it could spread upon the
land likeaningdious gain.

One nagging doubt troubled the wizard as he changed his form and sought the genera’'swifein
her hushand's likeness while the soldier dept in mid-step high on the battlement wall. Tempus had
gone up into Uraete and snatched baby Abarsis from his davemaster and taken the boy west to
grow into apriest; the Riddler could know of Datan's part in all this; the gods told the man what
they felt he needed to know. If so, the man he sought must be seeking him, and in the end they'd
have to meset.

But the woman was warm and the night was soft, and yet another wizardspawn among
Mygdonians increased the odds fourfold in hisfavor. She'd have to forget, of course, and seduce
her husband yet tonight. His sperm would by then have done its work; human semen was no match
for warlock's, let alone adept's.



When he was done he climbed histower, took to the air, and went summoning; he'd friendsto
recruit for thisendeavor, fiendsto find and skeins of time to bind in serviceable knots.

Behind he | eft acrazed, uneasy sky, auroraboredlis, wizard-fire to climb the spires and turn the
towers blue and green againgt aflaring, colored night. And everywhere in Mygdoniaand Ranke,
enchanters who read the weather mumbled wards and ran for charms and locked themsdlvesin
safety vaults, their loves onesin their ams.

* % %

Tempus and Jhan came upon the caravan three days and nights north of Sanctuary on what was
generoudy cdlled the "generd'sroute,” not the usua caravan's trek—northeast through the badlands
or eadt, then north, following the coast— but then thiswas no usual caravan. 1ts speed was
phenomenal and its endurance amatch to even Tempus Tros horses.

He could have gone dl night and day at full galop to interdict them; Jihan's staminahad never
been tested. But the horses were flesh and blood uncursed and non-magical; though Trésbreds had
congtitutions twice the strength of any other strain, for their sakes the pursuers rested four hours
nightly.

It must have been that the caravan did not, Jihan said softly to Tempus throat thefirst evening,
camped out between the forests easterly and the beginnings of the southern range that became
Wizardwall when it veered and joined the high peaks, ten days ride a the pace they were making.
They had afirethat first night, and it flickered in the Frosh Daughter'seyes. "I could call acloud to
take us; we could travel by it to their camp, or just beyond them on any road.”

"No. No magic,” he declined her offer, conscious of her fiery eyes and the coolness of her flesh
no bonfire could warm.

"It'snot magic, it'smy birthright. | need to make no pact with nature; | am one of its expressons;
no demons can offer me controls on earth | don't aready have.”

"No, | said." He seldom repeated himsdf; he was not used to being questioned, or brooking
argument, or hearing out disparate views. Held turned away and gotten up and gone out hunting
with hisbow. They'd eaten well, but from their stores; grouse or quail for morning would suit him.
The moon was just past full on itsway to third quarter and plenty bright for him. He didn't know if
she dept—he still could not. Perhaps sheld learn respect as she got more experience of femininity,
perhaps she'd never learn—human for ayear was hardly human.

If she continued ing sting on cloud-conveyance and such manipulations of order, he was going to
lose her somewherein these hills. HeEd had too many close encounters with the comptrollers of
unnatural advantage to take them lightly. His mouth was soured with the taste of her words: despite
hisresolve and best effort, held gotten involved with something, in Jihan, which could not be
weighed on natural scales or assessed in theway he liked.

Pretense of hunting cast aside, he climbed a hill and sought the gods. When held daily been
afflicted with the Rankan Storm God's presence, held longed to be without it. But he sought asign,
now, to ease confusion: wisdom seemed to have fled him as he fled his Stepsons and responsbilities
in the town. He seethed with a craving for bloody vengeance such as he had not known for ages. It
was not just Abarss, lanni, or Niko— or Niko's prior deceased partner—but al hed donein vain
in Sanctuary, al the god had put him through and left. "Come forth, mighty Pillager! Show Y ourself.
Art Thou craven, coward's god? Art Thou weak, amouse among deities? Where is Thine thunder
and Thinelightnings, now?'

But the Sky was silent; it flickered with colored light but thundered not. He shot three grouse
when dawn was breaking to make things look aright and brought them back to camp. She'd kept
thefire burning; if she'd dept, therewas no sign of it. In her tricolor ename armor, she blended into



the terrain so that he saw her only when she turned her head and waved.

"Better, friend Riddler? Did the night's solitude ease you?' She was amused, and he was not. He
threw the grouse at—not to—her and growled: "Y ou can cook, | hope? It's an attribute of your
chosen sex.”

"Cook?" She shrugged and pulled the wings off one fat grouseto est it raw. When he stalked
fireward to do the work himsdlf, he saw her lift her gaze and grace him with agory grin. Sheloved
to bait him, asat times shetried to rgpe him. Of al the things his extended memory recdled, she
was the strangest that had ever happened to him. He might deserve her, fit punishment for al he had
squeezed from life, but at times he did detest her, a power-child playing human for ayear.

The next night, when they stopped and cooled the blowing horses, iron-black with swest and
thinning before his eyes, they taked long into the night about the seven spheres whose regents
guided the course of time, and the twelve planes, from which both she and Askelon, lord of dreams,
had come, metaphysica realms barred to earthly beings while they dwelled in flesh and blood.

He determined that Jhan, hersdlf, whilein woman's form, could not flit back home at will, but
not how Askelon had bent the rulesfor Tempus sister Cime, and whisked her away where Tempus
could never follow: Askelon's domain was dream, the archipelago named in his honor materidized
only oncein agrest while.

Tempus wished that he could dream, then was glad that he did not, as Jihan tried to tell him what
"life" waslike as aFroth Daughter, a principle of tide and wave.

Thethird night they had settled into atruce of sorts, not talking of what could not be solved, not
his sister nor Jihan's husband-of-intent, the dream lord. They kept to mundane matters: warlocks
and wizardry abroad in Ranke; of the time held spent upcountry in the buffer-states of empire; of
what he knew of Mygdon's dlies and satellites—Uraete, Sivis, Altoch and black Nisibis, abode of
archmages of the most heinous sort.

"Thewitch will know we're coming,” she said sengbly.

"Perhaps,”" he admitted. He had his sword, which diced sorcery like eggs. She guessed his
thought when his hand went to it, and pointed out that if he could bide an antimagica weapon, then
he had no right to tell her she couldn't use her own.

And it waswell that he agreed that, much as he didiked to admit it, thiswas so. For on the next
evening the caravan's lights showed round a hill where the generd's route veers west, zigging before
it zagged due east through the gresat forest toward Ranke's very sest.

"Look! See?' she cdled, her muscular arm afire with sunset.
"Silence. Quigt, girl." HEd seen.

They waited until dark, then crawled up the hillock on their bellies before the moon rose, while
behind them Trés horses stamped and snorted (hobbled, blindfolded, their noses cased in feedbags
lest the smell of sorcery spook them, or the witch try to enlist them). If he could, hed have stopped
their earsaswell.

On the hillock’s crest he notched a bolt and waited for something to movein the dell below. The
lightswerelit on wagon's tarps, beasts of burden seemed still hitched between their traces, but the
light was tricky—what he saw, he thought, could not be so: skeleton drays and luminous bones of
oxen standing tall between wagon poles, harnessed up and grazing.

It was asight to foul the camest scomach; Jhan shuddered, turned away to him. "Thewitch
awaits," she whispered, drawing ahandful of throwing stars, awestern fighter's weapon gotten from
Niko dong with ingructionsin the form. "I'll come upon them from the rear; you take the front."



He knew her eager. Why? To please him? Compete with him? She was overqualified for daying
even witches, he thought. But though the words rang clear in hismind he could not spesk them; they
would not mount histongue to be said. So he did not deny her apart in this, but sent her forth, a
few smple handsignals and whistled calls determined between them.

Then, done, ashe liked to be, he sat chewing a sweet weed's stalk, waiting for her to flush
whatever foe she might. Shewas hardly in need of his protection; that femininity of herswasawily
ass=, no debility.

Y et he couldn't cease thinking about her as held think of aweak Rankan woman, agirl for
raping, alady for safekeeping, a child—which, in the ways of men, shewas.

So he dithered down the hill, bow inleft hand, sword drawn in right and hastily wiped in muddy
dirt to hide its glitter asthe moon began torise.

Down on theflat of the ddll, he heard a clatter, araucous din which made him start. Then Jinan's
voice cdled out: "There's nothing here but detritus: bones and empty wagons, these beasts of
burden died upright; abresth will blow them over."

Hefollowed her voice and heard the war cry of an eagle far above, odd at night but not
impossible; he saw it cross the moon from right to left, an auspicious omen. Then he heard another,
as hetrotted among the wagons, calling Jhan's name as she did his, close a times but never finding
one another, until he was running and she was cursing huskily, and shadows began appearing with
bright flickering eyes among the skeletons and the wagon hulks.

A beat of wings warmed him as clouds scudded across the moon and al went black; he heard a
human-sounding cry and yelled, "Jihan, get out of here!™ before talons raked him, and he engaged a
feathered enemy, hissword dicing it in twain with asingle spattering blow. And the blood that fell
on him stung like spiders hites and burned his skin so that it smoked. He dived aside as the corpse
of the eagle, writhing, changing asit fdl in two havesto earth, landed. He thought he saw human
arms take shape amid the lamplit feathers as another screeched hisway.

He went down under the second and tore talons from histhroat, his bow discarded: itskilling
power was for mortals, only. Asits beak snapped and clacked inches from his cheeks, he struck
down toward his own face to impa e the huge eagle from behind.

In the name of al the gods of war he cursed sorcery and its offenders as he felt his blood flow
and the eagle jerk and flap, spitted on his blade.

Thistime the acid blood spilled in one eye, and as he used what strength he had to throw a
woman'sweight of wounded bird from his swordpoint, he saw it turn to something female, swearing
unintelligibly asit tried to crawl away.

He chased it, throwing himsdf to the ground to follow under awagon, but the wagon burst into
flame, and he heard Jhan's scream. And as he scrambled out from under its axle, he caught a
glimpse of awitch'sface, contorted and streaked with blood from what should have been amortal
neck wound, looking back over its shoulder at him. Hed seen that face before, seen it beautiful, its
eyes black with kohl and not these awful ringed shadows, at the mageguild féte. He locked eyes
withit, saluted, his blade's point up, her blood upon it: " Another time, then.”

It hissed and faded away.

Then, gaining hisfeet he went running, one eye usdess, blood flowing thick and fast from his
gored neck, to where he thought he heard Jihan's voice and saw her engaged with a man-shaped
foe. Coming up from behind at it, he saw her break its hold and thrust it toward him, her arms
outstretched. Halfway to him, whereit would have impaled itsalf upon his blade, mist came around
it and thickened and froze: between steps, the foe was encased completely in asolid block of ice.



She came toward him then, tearing matted hair from blazing eyes. "What sort of fight isthis?'

"Yours," hesaid, looking a the vanquished, frozen enemy. "Don't do that to another; | want one
that can tell me where he's been and what he thinks he's doing.”

"Or she?'

"Or she. From now on, follow my directions—" He kicked theice. "—so we can find each
other."

"Y ou wereworried?"

"I'd as soon not have your father'swrath on top of al elseto contend with," helied, and went
seeking awitch or warlock among thetrain.

But nothing magica came charging, beyond the odd event that skeletonsturned to living dray
beasts and wagons filled with merchandise and | oot.

He found apparently human foes, dispatched two who wouldn't listen, took seven men hostage
and went seeking one the others swore was their leader, called " Jagat.”

He discovered the caravan's master snoring loud in the lead wagon, akrtf pipe by his head. He
bound him, since he couldn't wake him, and sought Jihan, who'd used up al her throwing stars and
had elght wounded coffled like newly consecrated daves.

Off to the Side, he said: "We need no prisoners.”

"What, then? Slay them? They're human hirdings, mediocre fighters, anxiousfor aquick
surrender, so it seems.”

"So it seems. But they might be anything—traps of sorts, magesin disguise or canny demons.
Kill whom you can; whoever won't dieis of the other sort. | have the leader, hesdl | want of this
trash.”

She scowled at him. " Such disrespect of life.”

"Yes, wel, I've heard al that before. Y ou're welcome to take your mora indignation el sewhere.
Me, I've got awar towin."

He stalked away to dispatch his prisoners, not waiting to see what sheld do with hers.

Two hourslater they left the burning wagons, corpsesin their midgt, the animasturned loose
because he was softhearted. Any mage who knew him might well have taken bovine form to escape
aconfrontation by that means. But one cannot day every living thing upon a battlefied: they can
come as eagles and go asfleas, and fleas are hazardous to chase, near impossibleto day inthe dark
and open grass.

When they had the leader back at campside, hetold Jihan to take awalk, go avay. But the
man, thewitch's hireling, begged her please to stay: "Protect me, graciouslady.” The cresture
whimpered, a one-eyed, stubbled face implored her asit began to sweet. Tempus bloody, ravaged
doom-face was not one from which mercy might be exhorted.

Tempus knew there was something wrong here, but hushed hisinner voice and set about a
polite, by Rankan standards, interrogation that lasted dl that night.

In the morning, chilled by what he'd learned, he dew the man—if man it was—and admitted that
he'd like to take Jihan up on her offer of cloud-conveyance. He needed to get to Tyse; there was an
intelligence officer at the Tyse sation named Grillo he must see.

But when the cloud separated itself from the natural clouds of sunrise and stretched itself thelr
way like atelescopic glass extended, the horses balked at stepping in between the mists, beyond



which could be seen the terraced outskirts of aonce-greet city, now contoured ruins crumbling into
dirt.

"Come on, now, horse. Hark, you've done this once before." Held gotten these two when
Abarsis brought them down to Sanctuary this very way. But they wouldn't, or couldnt,
remember—or the night's death had spooked them: the smdll of roasted man till lingered dong with
oil and char upontheair.

At length, when ropes upon their rumps wouldn't goad them and his pushing from behind while
Jhan tried to lead them forward wouldn't convince them, when his toes had been stepped on thrice
and hisyet-swollen eye and serum-sticky neck had been pelted with clods and dirt and dust, they
blindfolded them both and led the snorting, dancing, froth-necked stallions through into the cloud
whose migtslet them out in Tyse, amere dozen horses lengths away.

* % %

Roxane dmost spoke his true name when she caught Datan with the Mygdonian bitch headed
up toward the ramparts for breakfast while she was coming down. She checked hersdlf intime,
though, and struck the woman blind instead: the rage in her wastoo grest to be bottled long, and
mortal eyes had no right to see her wounded, half awoman, haf eagle yet, too weak from her
woundsto changein full, her black-festhered bleeding wing dragging with a sussurrus upon the high
peaks stones.

And her lover-lord, unmoved, looked upon her plight with lightless eyes and murmured that she
must get some rest, must Roxane. He could have helped her, lent her strength to hasten her return to
human form. But he forbore it, more concerned with the hysterical human mare swooning on his
arm. If the Sght of Roxane so distressed her, then it was best for her to see no more.

And he, with amere" Control yoursdlf, enchantress,” would have gone upon hisway, the blind
woman mincing and moaning, her face gone white as the skull beneath her flesh.

But Roxane interposed hersdf in his path: "Ask, dear lord, of your second in command, sweet
warlock goneto pay eterna price.”

"l seeyou. | have no need to ask. Next time, witch, proceed with caution. And be successful, or
your discomfort now will be a state you remember fondly, even crave. Y ou boasted you could lure
him, you could take him, stop him and rout him. Now do what you have said. Be gone. On your

way.

"Her dark you shal not lift!" Roxane pointed to the woman, frail and groping, and then at last
discerned the new life irring under awdl-tended belly flat and firm. "Not in thislife.”

"Theninthenext," he answered camly, atiny frown auguring the end of his patience.

Herswas gone but for ashred. She brushed on past, the clack of one clawed foot and the brush
of onewounded wing al that could be heard in the daystruck hdl but for the blinded human's sobs.
A warlock was dead, and Jagat and many minionswho'd cost much to raise and moreto field.
There were two others, yet, to summon; help to find, strength to gain, awar to win. Then Datan,
fdsebdoved lord, would fed her wrath. Men, beguiling with their childish pride and lust for war,
good for little more than raising castles and making laws and changing currency, cannot stand before
feminineire; sraightforward thinking dwaysfails before the convoluted passion of womankind. As
in humans, threefold in mages. And Roxane was the strongest witch born in Nisibisin athousand
years.

Sheld only just begun to fight. Sheld win, and held know weakness againgt which Roxane's
trangtory debility would seem like virile strength. Once sheld been content to love him. Now, fury
within, she sought to break him. No omen contravened her. She'd triumph. There was but time to



passtill then.

Meanwhile, shed play the servant. She lurched aong the halls and came upon the genera's boy,
achild of sorcery, woman-spawned, and took him under her bleeding wing. He showed no fear, as
awiser one might have, but came along of his own accord. She'd find some use for this one, before
the search for him was on. Or sheld place hislifeless body where the Mygdonian "father” might find
it—prince and noble generd, held expected to have hiswar and win with magic but never pay as
othersmudt.

For Roxane needed strength, and the child's soul was delectable and rare: half mage, thus worth
adozen mortds, held give her dl she craved, dain or bound in service. And some soul must buy a
murdered warlock peace. Datan cared not awhit about her colleague, lost this night, but Roxane
did, and her rage was so fierce it clouded over the morning sky.

In her chamber she threw the bolt and seated the boy, al bright-eyed with excitement that finally
apower of Wizardwall had acknowledged him, upon her feathered bed. She'd morein store for this
one than he reckoned, but, calmer now, she meant to let him love her, initiate him, and make him the
Mygdonian Alliance's foulest bane.

While he stripped, she judged him old enough for ritua copulation, and while he watched she
summoned both the warl ocks who remained dive who'd had ahand in the plot to lure the Riddler
up to Wizardwall. And while they conferred, the boy stayed, privy, his hungry eyes upon her helping
to turn her wing to arm and clawed foot human. And when they'd gone, to make themsalves ready,
she bade him bring her bowl al filled with water and showed him Nikodemos, enthralled and
convalescing, and what awitch could do to change the fate of men.

* % %

It was the nights, not the days, spent in hisbillet recuperating, that Niko remembered most
clearly. During the daytime, Sacred Banders sat with him in shifts, so thet if he woke from delirium
he would not be done. By the third day, his nights of sweat-drenched dreamstroubled dl nine
Sacred Band pairs, for the youngest of their number was obviously possessed. The second night,
when none were with him, held been seen shuffling through the camp, bent rightward to ease his
tight-bound ribs, collecting his effects and his equipment. In the morning, when the first team came
bearing breakfast and determined smilesto hide their worry, helay red-eyed and wrapped in
sopping bedclothes, an enameled cuirass amid the sheets. And there was no doubt that it was the
same arcane, enchanted armor the dream lord had given him (with its curling colored snakes and
raised demons from Enlil's myths), which he had sacrificed upon hisleft-man's bier months before.

That day was Janni's pyre day; they couldn't wait another: they'd put it off twice. And, asif the
regppearance of the charmed cuirass from out of nowhere was not enough, Abarsiss shade
coalesced out of the smoke and flame and, before it took Janni's spirit up to heaven, walked across
the space cleared of awed and retreating Stepsons to peer into Niko's battered face, where he
stood supported by the senior Sacred Band team, and frown, and weep, and touch his cheek.

Critias cameto see him, pacing back and forth the third night in hisbillet, for held heard that
Niko was determined to leave in the morning:

"Y ou can barely hobble about, Stedth. What's the hurry? Desth's easy to find. If she wantsyou,
you'll meet her here aswell asanywhere.”

Niko, standing to prove he could, one arm braced against the whitewashed wall, had spoken as
srongly as he had the strength to: "1 can't say. All my ghosts are here. My rest-placeisfilled with
strangers, my nights are battles. | don't expect you to understand. | don't... I've got to go."

"Where?' Crit salked up to him, fists balled asif he would strike him, but hit thewall beside his
head instead. Niko didn't flinch. Crit Sghed, then said: "Y ou're my responsibility. Tdl mewhere



you're going, why you won' et apair go with you—weve got four teams queued up to
volunteer—or you'll go asacivilian."

"That's your choice. | don't have one. I've got to go, Tyse. Every night | fedl it more strongly: Il
find the Riddler, my dreamstell me."

"Bugger your dreams, Stedth. Y our thinking's addled; you've taken a blow to the head. This
happens... men go down hard, they come back hard. Stay until you'rewdl, & least.”

"Nothing's going to happen to me," Niko said wearily. "I dmost wish it would. Now, if you care
about your responsbilities, you've discharged them. If you care about the Stepsons, let me go. You
saw the omen at Janni'sfunera. And they want meto pair again. I'm not strong enough to keep
refusing if | stay... you don't know what it'slike to lose two partners..."

"Would that | didn't." Crit put thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose, massaging. "Go on
then, stubborn bastard. Go. But leave an itinerary—you're il putatively under my command.”

Hedid, but the dreams got no better. Hed stumbled around putting his packs together, saddling
his pregnant sorrdl mare while two Sacred Band pairs stood by, silent and unhappy, their offers of
assistance refused, with crossed arms and hel pless scowls. Despite his protestations, they'd ridden
with him thefirst day—all Critias, concerned that his authority was being eroded, would alow.

He'd meant to go by the coast route—it would be easier on the mare, three months a ong, and
on himsdlf. Hedid, that first day, trying not to think about the half-Trosfod she carried, though it
wouldn't show until fall, and what theinvasion of his rest-place by spirits known and unknown could
mean. He couldn't talk to the Sacred Banders about it, so they talked about the unseasonably hot
weather, about the substitutes to be hired so the Stepsons could go north, about where he'd meet
them when they did. The coastal route was cool and the sea breeze welcome; he'd packed dl his
winter gear on the bay gelding he ponied—agift from Janni, willed to him.

They'd camped by the shore and had afarewd | dinner, the two pairs pledging to handle all
Niko's affairs—the replacement who must be found, the obligation he felt to do something for
Tamzen's father—and though the ocean breeze dried their summer sweet and eased their worry, he
could seeit intheir eyesand intheir auras.

After the meal, they rode due west back to town, and Niko was aone.

Therelief he fet was monumenta. If held known himself aplague carrier, hed have been no
more anxiousto go asolitary route. He could let out hisfear, his pain, wrestle with the horror he
kept meseting in hisrest-place.

He didn't understand why his place of peace had been invaded. Before his elder partner's degth,
it had been his sure refuge, his safe place where no evil penetrated, his shelter from al worldly
gorms.

Hed dedlt with the vistations of hisleft-sde leader as Tempus had suggested, banishing hisown
fear and making room for a soul who'd chosen to stay with the boy held spent near a decade
protecting. Hed had discussonsin hismind with hisold friend, and, dong with his moot, his poise
and perspective, the soul of hisleft-sde partner had seemed to fade away.

He was beyond worrying that held lost his nerve; if it had been that Smple, if he could have
owned to cowardice and returned to normal, he'd have written the damning sign upon hisbrow. But
it wasworse—it wasred. Heknew it, and he knew he didn't know enough, that he didn't
understand what was happening to him. When the fire burned out he was too sore and weak and
dizzy to seetoiit; herolled dowly, cautioudy over onto hisback and, aone, he cried.

He should never have taken another partner after hisleftsde leader perished, not when Askelon,
the very lord of dreams, had seen into Niko's future and known that charmed weapons would be



needed. He'd brought the dirk and the sword, he wore them now, when before he'd arrogantly
assumed he could decline the offer to enter ahigher plane of battle. And the cuirass had come back
likeaflying wing, asrea and substantia asit had been the day the threw it on hisleader's bier.

He'd thought, before, that it wastime for him to strike out on his own. Janni had come between
him and the solitude that was hislot, and died of it. He knew he was marked; he didn't know how,
or why, but the sword he fondled even as he lay with tears blurring the stars of the summer night
above had been given him for just this purpose—whatever it was, whatever lay at thisjourney's
end.

But done, with no moat to guide or caution him and no comrade to share his doubts, he was
particularly vulnerable. And he couldn't die with his mental mansion in such disarray. That wasa
death he couldn't face, one without the surety and comfort that Niko, born in war and -orphaned by
Ranke, had traveled far west and studied long in the Bandara |9 ands sanctuariesto clam. His
sudiestold him eternal damnation awaited, and his chances of avoiding it lessened dally.

They'd made only afew milesthat first day, Niko setting asow pace because of the mare. He
dept not at dl that first night, afraid to deep, and in the morning he saddled the mare and harnessed
the bay and set off, so tired that he kept falling adeep in his saddle, one arm pressed firmly againgt
his bound side for the comfort that brought, his puffy eyes closed againgt the hot summer sun.

He must have dept along time, for when he awoke the seawas nowhere in sight and out of
earshot, and sandswere al around him, the sands of the young desert, not the shore. The mare
must have veered off to join the caravan route; sheld been that way before. The sun was white-hot
here and Niko couldn't even summon sufficient worry, just kept drifting in and out of consciousness,
recollecting where hewas, feding astart of fear sharpen him trangtorily, then snking back into
lethargy. And yet, when he woke in sunset, they'd made better time than ever he thought they could:
before him, birds of prey, eagles or hawks, wheded high in the pink and purple dusk; where they
congregated, water was. He headed the mare toward it and found they'd made the first caravan
oasis, perhaps he'd dept around the didl.

Hedidn't care. He did from his mare and she nuzzled him. He reached up and dipped off her
headstall, telling her to go eat and drink, and stretched out upon the oasiss cool lush grass beneath
apair of tree-high ferns, thinking he should unsaddle her and unburden the pack horse. But when
next he woke, it was dark and al that was done: the horses tended, afire burning, stew cooking in
hissngle pot.

He hadn't dreamed at all, that he remembered. He fdlt stronger, and hisvision was clear.

He ate hisfood and fondled his horses and went back to deep, ablanket pulled over him against
the desert night's chill. Thistimein his dreams he met Tamzen and the other girls, undead with pure
white eyes, and they were throwing dicein hismeadow. They waved gaily and called to himto join
the game.

He waswalking that way, reminding himself that he was dreaming, that his body was sick and
hurriedly heding, that dl thiswould pass, when the dream lord himsalf reared up before him,
Tempus sgter on hisarm.

They were so red hetried to run, then, but ASkelon stayed him with agentle hand. He'd seen
that hand drip the blood of eonsin the real world; he'd seen that face, so calm, so compassionate,
much paer and insubstantia in redlity than in hisdream it had become. The voice he heard wasthe
same, though, and the woman, Cime, grasped him by the swordbelt as she had donein life.

"Am | dead?' he heard himsdf ask.

"Not yet, young fighter,” she laughed. "When you see my brother, tell him wewill help him—give
him courage to act, make him strong when heis weak—but he must call on us. We cannot interfere



directly." Shewasweeping, but talking asif she didn't know it, just the glistening tearsrolling
unheeded down her fine cheeks.

"Why do you cry?' Niko asked, and Askelon, not Cime, answered: "Y ou've atrid to endure,
boy. What I've given you should help you, but lose or cast aside any piece of it again, and | will not
be able to reerm you."

"Why does she cry?' he asked again, for Cime was dissolving; he could see through her; then
shewas gone.

The dream lord shrugged, eyes gray like pack ice and full of shadows. "She has much to cry for:
what has happened, and will happen. Don't add yourself to her wedlth of tears. Be strong. Control
your mind. Heed your dreams. Guard your soul."

"My dreamsare frightful. I'm week. I'm afraid. My moat has deserted me. Help me—" Evenin
dreams that was hard for Niko to ask. "—you're master of dreams. | can't deep at night, and in the
day, | can't stay awake..."

But the dream lord was going, shaking his head sadly, histranducent, then transparent lips
forming words awind whipped away.

When Niko woke he was soaked and shivering and his mare was snuffling round him, her wet
muzzle and moist breath in his hair. He stroked her, then put his arms around her neck and she
helped him gain hisfeet by raising her head. He stood along time that way, an arm over her withers,
his face pressed to her neck. Already the dream's message, if there had been one, was fading.

* % %

From the moment the cloud-conveyance deposited them on the outskirts of Tyse, whirlinginon
itself to disgppear with an audible "pop," Tempus had been conscious of the changein hisinterna
rhythms—the adjustment his body made to the smells and sights of war.

His pulse beat more determinedly; his energy, never low, was continualy at peek; hisrecent
woundstingled asthey rushed to hed, and dl the nagging debilities held lived with for interminable
pesceful years made themsealves known by their absence: hisback didn't ache; his musclesrefused
to knot with fatigue; his senses were sharpened, and his ssomach and gut tingled with alow-key
excitement held not realized was part of what he missed when he cursed the duggish peace long
abroad upon the land.

Jhan, craning her neck a Wizardwall, hulking over the town of Tyse dark and shimmering with
sorcery which made adifficult climb nearly impossible, remarked upon its foreboding reaches.

The Trés horses, nostrils distended to catch the messages the cool wind brought them highin the
foothills, arched their necks and danced aong.

They'd ridden only asfar asthe mercenaries hostel that first day, where they checked in and
secured clean box stallsfor their mounts and requested the sort of accommodations reserved for
Sacred Banders—a pair of rooms with adoor between. The duty officer looked at Jhan quizzicdly,
but made no objection to Tempuslodging her as his guest.

In the evening, they went Sghtseeing, Jhan's hand clamped upon his upper am and her scde
armor polished so that it glittered in the torchlit streets. To do o, they'd had to obtain passesthey
wore on armbands: Tyse was under martia law.

Jhan was distressed by what she saw: wars of attrition have a particular coloration and stench of
dow deeth about them, and Tyse's plight (enmeshed in civil war fomented by Nisibis agitators, her
once-great centrd "countoured city" reduced to amile-long, walled and crumbling refugee camp
holding southward-fleeing deportees chased down from Mygdoniawith an eye toward straining



Ranke's ability to cope, both economically and militarily) was obvious to even her untrained, newly
human eye.

Hetried to explain to her that if not for the cause of 11sg nationdism, then for the emancipation
of the left-handed or equality of the obese or the hook-nosed would Mygdonia have come to the
"ad" of the "oppressed” south, and mat whether life for Tysianswould be any better under dlitist
Mygdonian rule than totalitarian Rankan, no one here had leisure to consider: one cannot abstain
from war on one's own flanks.

But asthey walked the better neighborhoods, where the outreach satrapies maintained their
missions and Rankan treaty cosignatories had their embassies and consulates, he redized that
Upper Ranke could not long survive or absorb the influx of indigents, criminds, orphans and
husbandless girlswith fat child-bellies begging soldiersto let them deep in doorways.

Normal police and Elite Guard stations were so outnumbered asto be usdess. Jaillswerefull.
Hangmen were busy. Common graves were the order of the day.

On every street corner and byway army patrols were deployed. Sandbagged bunkers hosted
infantry squadronsin Embassy Square; sege enginesand "mountains’ on wheelswith men atop the
towers and great dingsto throw naphthafirebals rivaled Wizardwal with their threatening profiles
againg the moonlit night sky.

The sewers were overtaxed, and the refuse stacked high, and the stench, even in the better
quarters, far from the teeming refugee camp, wasintolerable; people burned cedar and pennyroya
and walked with kerchiefs bound over their noses and mouths.

"But it'sso terrible!™ Jnan whispered, as he chuckled at her naivete. ™Y ou told me Sanctuary
wasthe nadir of the human condition!"

"Itis. Thisistrangtory, acondition imposed from without. In Sanctuary, the atusquois
maintained by choice. Those who live there make thetown what it is. Asfor terrible—I'm not sure
it'sterrible enough to have the desired effect.”

"And what isthat?" Sheturned her head to look at him in the torch- and moonlit street; he saw
the red flecks ftirring in her eyes. she was earnest, angry, or distressed.

"To stop insurrection here: containment. No one wants thisto be the state of empire. Civil

wa—

"No, no. What is that?' She pointed toward the intersection they were approaching, lighted on
every sSde with panniers of oil borne by colossa lions of chocolate granite.

"Oh, that...the palace. Therésaroya family in there somewhere, gnashing their teeth and
picking a motheaten ceremonia brocades. Tyse's being administrated by a provisiond military
governor, invited in dong with the Rankan army to reestablish order..." He thought better of
explanations. He wasn't about to get into politicswith Jihan.

Coming out onto the palace square of a once-sovereign city-state which was now aclient and
buffer-state of Imperia Ranke, Jhan asked innocently: "How long ago, deepless one, wasthe army
invited?' She had seen one permanent garrison; he had mentioned the other three. Despite the
factionswarring in the streets, order was being maintained from four Rankan garrisons—one at
each compass point—which made sure that no street in town save in the centra refugee camp was
free from the tramp of Rankan boots.

"Invited? Nearly three years, but there's been a Rankan presence here ever since the treaties
were sgned—"

"And before?' She bared her teeth.



Hedid likewise: "How el se would the tresties have been sgned?’

The "free zone" wasin the middle of the city; the refugees observed no curfew. Getting in
through the gates wasn't difficult. Tempus hoped it would be as easy getting out again.

They werewarned by abored, fat sentry that they might lose their property, their identity, or
even their lives, and that neither the provisiona governor of Tyse nor the Rankan government would
redress any grievancesincurred within. When his rote speech was done, the portly sentry, who was
posted right between two braces of torches flanking the entrance, removed his helmet to wipe a
perspiring brow and offered to put them in touch with "various sources of hire or pleasure... for a
fea"

Tempus asked pointblank if the sentry knew of any agents of the Successorsin the camp, and
the man held out his hand.

He followed the directions held bought for a Rankan soldat through a press of stinking humanity:
the weak ones who could only survive on the outskirts, the beggars, the worst of the working
women, cripples, handlessthieves, deegping drunks, lotsfilled with snoring mortal refuse so thick it
seemed aflock of penned sheep dept there. Jihan hugged hisarm to her breast and leaned her head
againg his shoulder asthey made dow progress through the living dross of war.

"Successors?' she whispered, findly. "What success lies here?!

"Bashir's commandos recruit from streets like these.” They were entering the "business’ section,
where tents and hovels had in common tightly-laced flaps or shuttered doors. He knew what to
look for.

Hed left word at the hostel that he wanted to see Grillo. Wherever he was, held get Tempuss
message. Going to the embassy asking for him might be the most harmful thing Tern-pus could do to
the man whose hel p he sought. Meanwhile, other means must be explored.

The free zon€e's center was pocked with circular depressions once used as meeting places and
temples when the walls around towered three stories high. Now the thatch-and-cane roofs had
crumbled, and the felled trees which once supported them were but ssumps protruding from
mortared walls.

But the refugees had found their own use for the pits; evenin this chaos, asocia order existed:
the powerful and the feared held the circular sunken theaters and the open spaces and the few
defendgible buildings which had once served as the Tysan city-state's administrative headquarters. It
was toward these that Tempus guided Jhan, passing trading stalls and colored tents whose greasy
flapstold that they'd been herefor years; goats and sheep and the occasiona pony were strung on
tethers, menin brightly colored tatters made dedls before their stdls; the smell of krff and beer and
wine going to vinegar mixed with garlic and pig and unwashed woman on the breeze.

They passed between aman sdlling boys and two boys selling their sisters and skirted a goatskin
tent. Before them wasthefirst of the greeat circular depressons, this onefilled with makeshift atars
raised to the glory of adozen gods. Here incense burned and blew their way so that Tempus's sore
eye stung. An ox bellowed and lunged on histether while three men hacked at his neck with
dull-edged axes.

Jhan turned her face againgt his shoulder and refused to descend the stepsinto the pit. He said
something held been meaning not to say—that her father, Stormbringer, had wreaked such havoc
and daughter in Sanctuary that even the god Tempus served was vanquished, perhaps destroyed,
and she had stood by unmoved, uncaring: hefelt her despair at the human condition to be
overblown, ingppropriate, since her sort decreed the fates of men.

"Y ou cannot know that my father had a hand in the god's disappearance! Perhaps He became



despairing of you, which anyone might—"

And so they argued their way through innumerable makeshift dleysuntil achild, tow-headed and
gasping, in headlong flight their way, crashed through pots and crates, colliding with Jhan, hisarms
going round her hipsto stay both their fals, then struggling to get by while Tempus reached down
and grabbed him by hisfilthy ngpe. "What'sthis, boy?"

The child, in torchlight flush-cheeked and better fed than most Tempus had seen here, writhed

until Jhan grasped Tempus arm: " Put him down," while the boy wriggled, lips pressed tight
together, neck craned, and eyes darting back in the direction from which hed come.

"God got your tongue?”
"Hesafrad"

"Areyou, boy?"
"Let mego!" The boy's voice wasimperious, his accent Mygdonian. Tempus held onto him.

Two men came careening around a corner, shouting to Tempus to hold the wretch, and there
wasasoldat init for him.

Jihan stepped in front of Tempus and the child, who could be no more than eight or ten, her
arms crossed and her flesh chilling the air.

"Jhan, don't doit! Perhapsthey have good reason, perhaps he'sathief, a—"

"Then we shdl pay hisdebt,” Tempus heard her say asthe boy, who had ceased struggling,
fixed him with a gray-eyed gaze too fatdigtic for hisyears.

He lowered the child so that his feet touched the ground. The urchin stood uncertainly for a
moment, turned once full around, deciding which escape route might serve him, then bolted toward
Jhan, burying hishead againgt her mailed waist: "Help me, lady, they'll make adave of me. Oh, help

"WEelIl help you, little one, never fear." She ruffled the tow-head's hair and Tempus dmost | eft
her then, to deal with complications of her own making.

But the men had dowed to awalk and approached, hands on their swords. Their cuirasses were
scuffed and duty; their boots were worn through and their smell preceded them. Y et there was
something wrong about them—their shoulders were too straight, their backs unbowed, and their
command of the dirt they strode through taken too much for granted.

Tempus came up beside Jhan and fdt the boy's fingers clutch hisbelt. He pried them away, not
looking down: "What's the trouble here?"

"You'veahold of it. That's our boy, there."

"Hesaysnot." Tempus didn't like their eyes—too calm, too steady for davers; too paefor
Mygdonians..."My friend fancies him. I'd not argue with her, if | wereyou. A disputed personin
the free zone is not uncommon—"

Their hands went to draw their swords, but Jihan was quicker two throwing stars whispered
through the air and stuck in two bearded throats. The men went down like sacks of flour, crumpling
in place; then they began to smoke, or to crumble—he couldn't tell which. Like smoke, their
substance diffused, leaving only clothing and weapons lying abandoned in an empty Strest.

A man or two muttered wards, most lingering by the stalls and tents roundabout merely turned
away. "Come on, then— bring him," Tempus alowed, and out of the corner of his eye saw camp
snipes scuttle out from shadows to fight over the swordbelts, cuirasses, and boots lying in the dirt.



The boy was weak, so Jhan hoisted him and bore him on her hip, his head against her breast;
Tempus could hear him choking back sobs as he thanked her and she promised him salvation
Tempus doubted they could accord. Hiswas not afamily outing; she was becoming more trouble
than she was worth.

Without her, he'd have gone down into the atar pit and supplicated Enlil for asign; thiswasthe
ancient Storm God'sterritory. With her, and now the fleeing boy, in his company, he was
congrained from it. He thought of turning back, taking her to the hostel and having her wait there for
him, but the youth couldn't be boarded where mercenarieslodged: Tempus couldn't bregk the rules
of hisguild, not here.

So he strode onward toward the tent he sought, hoping they'd get lost or disappear. When he
found it, he bade her wait outside, and this she was willing to do. The child had her full attention. At
thetime, he thought it a stroke of luck.

Within the tent ascore of reaverslounged, and he asked for someone who could take a
message to Bashir when two barred hisway—nearly his height and looking older and moreworn
than three centuries had left him.

"Bashir? Why not? For afee... And then the gods, too... any you choose," one said, and his
companion, then the others behind, dl rising, laughed.

"Who wants him?" the second said, haf-turning his head to make asigna behind his back that
Tempus understood.

"A friend of hisfather's. From the old wars."

"The long wars? Y ou're not old enough to remember them," agrizzled veteran with half of his
cheek gouged away and scars dragging the flesh tight and | eftward above hiseye said, pushing
between and past the pair of sentries. The man had grayish-yellow hair and atrio of symbols etched
into the shoulder of his cuirass where bronze plates met leather: hed fought the Defender, one of the
symbols proclaimed to al who could read them; held fought the Nisibig, and fought them still; held
fought Ranke...

Tempus named Bashir's father, who'd formed the Successors, premier guerrillafighters turned
high-mountain bandits; he spoke a safe-passage code he hadn't had to use in twenty years. Had the
man not been closeto fifty, he wouldn't have remembered it.

Asit was, the old fighter was suspicious: "At the mercenaries hostd, you say? Rankan, areye?
Friendly calls by Rankans aren't welcome. The scumbag army regulars pay ustoo many of ‘em. But
well send someone with your message. ... fight beside us, you say? How many men?”

Tempuswas careful not to give hisname or divulge that those who followed him were Stepsons
and Sacred Banders. "Enough to make a difference. Send word where | can meet him." He backed
out of there and, when the tent flap fell, bresthed asigh of rdief. Hed collect Jihan and pry her from
the boy, who'd got his freedom, who'd be happy with some coin and an escort out of the free zone,
Then held go back to the hostel and wait...

Shewasn't there. No Jhan, no boy. Helooked around cursorily, then more thoroughly,
searching first in anger (composing his scathy critique of her behavior) and then in earnest. But he
couldn't find them. No one remembered seeing them and not even Rankan gold could jog their
memories. Jhan was not easy to miss—her stature, her svagger, her expensve mail. Hedidn't like
thisturn of eventsone bit.

Asthe waning moon crawled across the sky, and he couldn't find her, he began to worry. The
boy's gray eyes, wizard eyes, danced in hisinner sight. Halfway around the perimeter of the camp,
turning deeping bodies and corpsestoo new to stink, avoice came out of the gloom behind him:



"Riddler!"
"Grillo!"

"By the god's seething eye...I'd thought it was apoor joke..." Grillo wastall, well set-up, a
Rankan of the upper class. Hishair waslight brown, and his skin was pale, the bones under it
well-formed, and the mind in that handsome head quick and cold; hiskind always prided
themsalves on being able to blend into any population and anticipate the strategy and tactics of their
enemies. But here, despite his ragged mantle and some artfully smeared dirt on his boots and soot
on hisbrow, he stood out like atorchlit statue of the god.

And heknew it: "I shouldn't bein here; dl perdition's breaking loose in town tonight. Come, let's
get very drunk and—ah, you don't drink... well, I'll get drunk and you can watch and welll talk
thingsover..." A hand on Tempussarm, he guided him toward an ill-lit section of the perimeter
wadl. "l ill don't believeit'syou..."

"Itis, andit'snot. I'vefdleninto disrepute. I'll drink my share. But I've lost my traveling
companion..." He described Jihan.

Grillo chuckled. "That'swhat | heard, the description | got, al right. | didn't believe the report.”
Hewhistled piercingly through histeeth. A quartet of beggars who had been fighting over arefuse
pilegot to their feet; apair of male progtitutes left potentia customers with whom they'd been
haggling and sauntered their way. " Gentlemen,” Grillo said when the prostitutes accosted them, "this
isafriend of mine, who'slogt hisgirl." He described Jhan in more detail than Tempus had to him.
"See what you can do. Well be at my place.

The progtitutes swished their scarves and made kissing noises, and Grillo shouted at them to stay
out of hisway or they'd lose the tools of their trade.

Asthey headed toward the deepest of the wall's shadows, the four beggars followed. "Y ours?'
Tempus asked.

"Them? Sure, yes. And what of yours? Sacred Banders and such?”'
"Y ou know, then?"

"My businessis hearing things. Bdieving them is another matter. Weve trouble with the
mercenary hordes—keeping them on our side and off the townspeopl€'s necks. If you're going to
be here awhile, perhaps we could work atrade— servicefor service, like the old days."

"Thisisanicelittle staging areayou've got here," Tempus remarked asthey entered the blackest
shadows, and out of them voices asked for passwords and, receiving them, suggested that they
"sep right thisway, lords.”

"Isthat what I've got? Maybe I'll need it, with you here. What happened to your face?"

"A little disagreement with awitch or two. That'swhy I'm here. My people are coming
upcountry afew at atime. Weve a score to settle with Datan and his crew, witch taunts aside. One
of my men—"

"l heard. Thisway." Grillo ducked through a postern gate, taking Tempuss hand and pressing it
to thelintel which was so low they had to bend nearly double.

When they'd come through and out, they were beyond the free zone's curving wall of rubble
faced with stone. "' So, you were saying that your cohort iscoming?..."

"Afew a atime”
"Agan, | could usethem, and you. Thisway..."
Tempus paced the Rankan officer until they were out of the wall's shadows, and two men came



up leading horses.
"Ridewith me?'

Tempus mounted and Grillo pulled his horse up beside: "My house isn't safe for this sort of thing;
no one'sis. Damn wizards have spies everywhere. Well just ride around until we'rethirsty. You
didn't ansver—assist me, and I'll return the favor.”

They rode until the specificswereironed out: Tempuswould help Grillo keep order among the
unruly mercenary contingent, lend his Sacred Bandersfor specia assgnment; Grillo would help
Tempusfind Jhan, put him in touch with various specia agents, but: "Asfar asthe Successors go, |
think your own Nikodemos, if it's the same Niko—ashy hair, good fighter, western-trained—is your
best hope. He's fought with them. They don't likeme, | can'timaginewhy." Teeth gleamed inthe
dark. "Unlessit'sthat | can't pay them theway | used to be ableto... thisis one damnably
expendve revolution. We're down to contingency funding; every sx months Ranke evaluates us.
One of these times, they're going to decide it's cheaper to turn Tyse over to the Mygdoniansas an
object lesson to Machad and the other buffer states. But, for the rest of it, I'll work with you. WEll
shareinformation; well find your friend; well get the Nisibis warlord. To that end, | have what
might be a pleasant surprisefor you." "Whichis?'

"A Mygdonian generd, Lacan Ajami's brother, no less. Camein tonight seeking asylum. Seems
the Nisbis warlord— Osprey, they cal him—" "Datan.”

"Whoever... he had the genera up in the high keeps; the man's eldest son died in mysterious
circumstances while on guard duty; hiswifewent blind; hisyoungest son disappeared. He's had
enough, so he says. Wantsto help us convince Lacan he's got the wrong allies—get him to join with
us and destroy the Nisihis mages once and for dl. Then, hethinks, ared treaty could be drafted.”
"Il tak tohim."

"There's one problem.” Grillo pulled up his horse. Tempus followed suit. "What'sthat?' "Y ou...
Y ou were working for that Rankan faction down in Sanctuary, the one that thinks Kadakithis might
make agood puppet emperor—now, let mefinish. | can't get involved in anything seditious. Assure
me you'e not here on their—"

"I'm not. I'm here to avenge, and to war. Y ou don't trust me, after al these years?'

"| trust that if you're here, thereés agood reason. Y our word's enough for me. Well make an
end to the mages of Nighis, and show Mygdoniawhere her salvation lies." He held out hishand.

Tempusclasped it. "WEell try, you mean.”
"WElIl doit. | don't put my hand or commit my men to what | don't expect to accomplish.”

The generd's name was Adrastus. Tempus didn't need more than amoment to ascertain that the
man's grief wasred: it went deeper than his rent garments and flamed hotter than his red-rimmed
eyes. In Grillo's commodious quarters, an estate requisitioned by the army but till housing the
Tysian widow whose property it was, they drank watered wine and the general, embittered and
drunk, hismail cast asde and hislinen undershirt hanging out over hisbelt, lamented at length the
wages of complicity with warlocks.

"Adrastus means 'the inescapable,” doesit not?" Tempus asked him in an infrequent pause when
the generd's cup was empty. The room in which they drank was smal and window-less, Grillo had
tacked shegpskins, fleece walward, over every inch of it to decrease the possibility of
eavesdropping. The hides till reeked of tanning.

"Does, yes. And I'd better be. God's," he turned, "my wife—my sons— There's nothing those
adeptswon't do. They think they've got me by the bals, having my youngest in their power. But he's
not—hes—He might be..." Adrastus swore and refilled his cup with a shaking hand; the wine



spilled over onto hisbare feet. "My wifes ill up there” He gazed northward asiif, through the roof,
he could seethelooming heights of Wizardwall. "It's better if they day her. Blind asabat.”

"What does helook like, the youngster?"

"Tow-headed, like his mother. Funny eyes. Don't like to dwell on where he might have got
them—qgray like dead winter sky. But they say hesgone... run off—"

"Inthemorning,” Grillo interjected gently, "our generd hereis going back up there. Thetde will
bethat herode dl night, seeking the boy, found nothing, but outrode his guilt, if not hisgrief. Hell go
from there back to Lacan and well wait for word... Agreed?!

Generd Adrastus Ajami agreed. Tempus thought about the boy Jhan had befriended in the free
zone, and said nothing. When the patrols came in at dawn, no one had seen or heard from her. By
then, he was sequestered in Grillo's chapdl, lamenting his curse and waiting for the god to speak.

The slence which answered each of hisincreasingly impolite solicitations was e oquent; it
occurred to him that he wanted just this—that he was beyond the point where gods or even
entelechies could help him, that hed managed to give new meaning to the term "irredeemablée’: if
Jhan was gone— lost, wounded, hostage, defected, or merely distracted—it was amanifestation of
hiscurse. All thelords of dl the heavens pleading in unison couldn't have persuaded him that any
cause was worth what would follow if Stormbringer's daughter were hurt on his account. And if she
wassmply gone—this, too, was his cursein action. If held cometo carefor her, much ashed tried
to avoid it, then acrimonious separation, at the very least, wastheir lot: sheldd spurn him, disdain him.
But that was better than her fateif sheloved him.

He'd gone back to the mercenaries hostel, on the off chance held find her there, and found that
both Trésbreds were gone. Hed thought again of the boy and sworn loudly enough to bring a
stablehand running, who could recal no armored, muscled woman. But then, Tempus voiced
frustration had waked him—he was till rubbing deep from dazed and bleary eyes.

So Tempus berated the gods, but refrained from caling Stormbringer—he'd as soon not bring
the Weather Gods father bad news...

Inthelittle chapel, he performed alengthy ritud. It was achapd to the war gods, the lords of
death and conquest; on its atar were al things necessary to sharpen the tools of war and make
weaponry's | eathers supple. Intermittently snorting first-grade krrf that Grillo had pressed on him, he
worked, on hisknees, putting an edge to cut a groundward-floating hair upon his sharkskin-hilted
sword.

While about his"prayers’ he heard a sound, looked around to see the Tysian widow, whose
grounds these were, sidiein. She wastawny, with brown hair and eyes, fine and purely human.
Without thought to Grillo's claim on her or what their relationship might be, he bade her cometo
him. A woman in the Storm Lords temple could only want one thing. And, whether she knew it or
not, or wished it or not, he was glad to giveit to her; if a sacrifice was needed to clear his path or
change hisfate or merely change his mind, and make him content to wield his power without
blaming what he did on gods, hed make it. In the streets held traveled here from the mercenaries
guild held seen three armed confrontations: one between two civilian factions, one between civilians
and drunken soldiers, and one broken up with sure precision by a practiced squad of Grillo's
"gpecids." Hewas, right then, content to stay awhilein Tyse.

For preparing to shed mageblood, nothing was better than awench to sanctify all morose
endeavor with her fear and lust and sweat.

* % %

Grillo had long known from hisinformantsin the Tysian chapter of the Rankan mageguild that



Tempus wasintent on coming north; the adepts network brought him news quicker than the fastest
mounted relays. But that news was enchanter-edited and sorcerer-censored. Often he could not
believeit; ssldom wasit free from the prejudice of Hazards and their kind.

But now the Riddler was here, and his cohort soon to follow. Riding that evening toward the
Nisibis border, done, the Rankan officer who worked surreptitioudy to further many diverse
interests pondered the difficulties that Tempus had brought with him: black-market dedlsin krrf and
drugs and daves must be protected until the Riddler's purpose and alegiance were made clear.
Double dealing must be more closdly shrouded. The Riddler, after scant hoursin town, had
disdained the safe and well-to-do south side and drifted into the free zone, seeking Bashir. There
was more than a chance that thiswas no coincidence, that Tempus knew more about Grillo'swork
at thefoot of Wizardwall than Grillo about Tempus—curse, god, mystique, and all.

At therock marker which sgnified the end of Tysan sovereignty, Grillo pulled up hishorsein
the twilight and whistled. A mournful jacka's laugh was his only answer. He kicked hishorsesribs
and it picked itsway acrossthe sony black soil of Nisbis, soil that on hisright and left for five miles
across and nearly fifty miles northward was called "Free Nisibis' and controlled, with sword and
fury, by Bashir's Successor militia. A hundred feet into Free Nisibis, he hdted, did off hishorse, got
awineskin from his saddlebag and settled down to wait in the dark with only therisng diver of the
last-quarter moon to illuminate his position.

when stone struck againgt soneto hisleft he clutched his swordhilt but sat unmoving, tracking
by the sounds it made afurry form which rose up from behind atumble of boulders.

Asit came close enough for Grille to see the soot-smeared limbs of aman under the pelt, three
otherswith smilar hemets of jackal heads and mantles of jacka fur dunk into view, crouched low,
attentive shadows among the rocks.

Grill€'s horse snorted at the smell of cured jackal hide and a blackened face well known to the
Tyse dtaion's chief intelligence officer split into agleaming grin. A long-nailed hand stretched out
and Grillegrasped it: "Bashir."

"Grille Thefur-clad figure with the soft baritone voice which made Nis sibilances sound like
autumn winds rattling the trees squeezed his hand, pushing something into it, unclasped it, and folded
into asquat.

Grille put the lump of high-mountain pulcis, most rare and coveted of drugs, into hisbelt,
thanked the Successors leader inritua fashion, and in histurn laid a hide-wrapped dagger in
Bashir's pdm. Gifts exchanged, Grille broached the subject concerning him to Bashir: ™Y ou will
meet with the Riddler?"

"My father'sfriend? How can | not?"

"By congdering that if you sit with him, you St with Rankans."
"l gtwithyou."

"I've proven my intentions. | can't vouch for his"

"Y ou've proved agood friend, and | will consider your warning. How goes the battle for the
town?'

"Well enough. The woman whose description | sent—have you seen her?!

"With aboy, yes? No, we saw none such. But we saw horses make the hard climb—up the trail
of tears. If that was she, she's gone to the wizards' high keeps, and they smoothed her path—no
unaided horse could make that climb.”

"Thank you. That sounds about right.” Grillo rose up, stiff-kneed. "About the Riddle—I'm



unessy."
"1, too. Niko is headed thisway? Y our message said thiswas so."
"SoI'mtold.”

"Then we will wait and see what Niko hasto say." Bashir rose also and stepped close to him, so
close Grillo could smdll the onions on his breeth and see, in the resding moon'slight, Bashir's
sardonic smile. The commando continued: "When and if we meet them, we will have forgotten your
name"

"Good enough, then. Die on your feet, Bashir."

"And you, Grillo," Bashir replied, backing away without a sound. In the space of adozen
heartbests, he was gone, mdting into the night he commanded.

Grillo, mounting up, hurried. Since the Riddler's companion, Jihan, had disappeared, freak
storms had pummeled Tyse. The wind, picking up as he headed his horse south toward the town,
waswet and wild. He urged hishorseinto alope. If hail or mistral came tonight, it would clear the
streets. The death tall, since Tempus had arrived, had doubled—no direct fault of the man who
served rapacious gods, but circumstancesin keeping with his nature,

And Grillo, who feared few men and dared to dispute with mages who should live free and who
should pay wizards tithe, wished fervently (if hed agod he trusted, held have prayed) that Tempus
would just disappear, drift back the way held come, or on to one of the other bel eaguered border
gtates where Grillo had nothing at stake.

But the chances of that were less than of adepts forgetting how to change shape or how to fly.
Tempus was here, and somehow Grillo was going to have to bring him into his confidence or
compromise him so that effortsto aid the Successors need not be curtailed. If there was ahope
divein Upper Ranketo flout the mages and withstand Mygdonian expanson, it lay in the person of
Bashir, not in the senile Rankan empire, or in hateful and sdf-serving gods.

* % %

Ferd and thick as mageblood, afog rolled down from the high pesks, turning the night palelike
phosphorescent foam.

Init, the Tros horses picked their way dowly, and init the boy, Shamshi, talked loudly of his
mother and his brother a home and everything but hisfear that they werelost.

Jnan knew the truth of it, and it troubled her. Her distress might have been the cause of the thick
fog, caled by the boy and the indigenous hillmen "whiteout” because naught could be seen through
it, and sounds were misdirected by it, and most of humankind stayed still under it, afraid to sumble
or become befuddled in it. But Jhan had been lost for aday and more, now, and her temper was
roused, her pride piqued, and even, down deep, something very much like uneasiness stirred in her.
Weather was her dly; water, her particular talisman. But the water in the fog was not helpful. They'd
been lost since yesterday afternoon, and now another day was gone.

Shamshi swore they weretraveling in circles; hisgray eyeswide, and hislips blue with cold.
When they stopped to eat, held gritted out hisfears through chattering teeth, golden head to her
breast while she stroked hishair.

He wanted his mother; she wished she were enough. He wanted his warm Mygodonian bed—it
was his bloodline that had convinced her that to help Tempus, to prove hersdf more than the
overprivileged amateur he thought her to be, she had only to return thislost waif to hishighborn
Mygdonian family. Then, once shed made afriend on the far sde of Wizard wall, Tempuswould
see that she was worthy. She might solve dl disputes for him, bring peace to the fragile, waning



mortaswhose only solution to their own suffering wasto inflict the same upon others. Sheld meant
wel.

She knew, though the boy did not believe her, that their recurving path was of unnatura design.
She thought, taking another loop in the line that tethered the Tros Shamshi rode to Tempus' so that
they wouldn't become separated in the white-out, that she should have trusted the Riddler, asked
himto join her or left word of her intentions.

She considered calling upon her father, but that, too, was an admission of failure, of inadequacy,
of the disaster she and the boy, in common, feared most of al: they wanted respect from their
elders.

She wished the power obstructing her would show itsdlf. In direct confrontation, face to face, no
adept or even archmage could daunt her.

But they were too wise for that. No demon descended from the heavens, though occasiondly an
eagle cried or awild hound bayed at the moon she couldn't see. And the Tros horses, withers
quivering with unspoken remonstrance, plodded determinedly onward, heads down, nostrils wide
and snuffling to judge by smdll done that there was solid ground where they would next put their
hooves.

When the great crenelated keep of black stone rose out of the opague mists asif it had been
fashioned by some god's hand at that very moment, Shamshi gave alittle cry of relief and urged her
toward it: "My mother; my father! Y ou will meet my father, Jhan!"

And as he prattled hisrdief, al her doubts bled away. She was anxious to succeed, though the
Tros horses were not. They set their haunches and raised their heads and, smelling the sorcery she
could fed like carnivorous gnats upon her skin, whinnied loudly in complaint when she urged them
forward so that at length they had to dismount and lead them up and in across a narrow bridge over
aprecipitous defile filled with writhing smoke and deep with echoes from pebbles skittering down
when Tempus Tros, which she led, balked hafway across. So, as she had seen the Riddler do, she
tore astrip from her undershirt and blindfolded him, hurrying, asthe boy implored, to her meeting
withhissre.

* % %

Having nothing better to do, Tempus had taken to stalking with one of Grille's Six-man teams,
thefirst night under their leader, to learn theins and outs of Tysian brigandry, thereefter astheir
leader. They broke up gatherings of more than three on any sireet and pulled rabblerousers off their
boxes, they chased down apair of Nisibis agents and brought them in where Ran! an mages
performed the equivalent of putting salt upon their tails—binding them with holding spells so that
when they returned to consciousness they couldn't change their shapes and disappesar, dipping the
strongest tempora chains.

From that pair, information had come of anest of spies, southwest of the free zone, disguised as
nobles holed up in the Outbridge digtrict in an estate hectares wide and walled and fortified so that
itsinhabitants could hold off an army for months, unaided.

The team was well-honed, three of them seasoned mercenaries, the other three Rankan
specidigtsin guerrillawarfare. They scaled the estates walsin silence, poisoning as many dogs as
possble, first with meet thrown over, and, al in blacks with weapons sheathed to hide their glitter
and every piece of meta which might clink or jangle wrapped in dark cloth, they made their way
toward the main house, crossbows drawn and quarrel s tipped with poison drawn from amond
Sdls

Thisnight action didn't sate, but suited, aman in his position. Hed cursed Jihan when he couldn't
find her. Like the gods, she had deserted him. He put her, six times and more each day, firmly out



of mind.

When he'd raped the widow Maldives, Grillo's migtress, he'd learned abit of Tysanloreand a
few things Grillo might prefer he didn't know, but held not enjoyed it as once he would have.

She had, but that was beside the point. Women comein as many varieties as horses, and this
onewas an activigt, afierce sort who'd been born to the Tysian insurrection and took hisarrival asa
sgn that the Lord Storm, her own patron, had sanctified their struggle for freedom, and his
willingnessto girip her and split her asasublime affirmation of her writ.

Hed felt manipulated, after, but gotten good information from her. And held made, despite his
intentions, afriend who, if she could be bdlieved, he could count on "as Grillo does, my lord."

He had enough troubleswithout a"friend” in Tyse, but he'd let it pass without aword. Shewas
tough and she was knowledgeable of the environs. She might prove useful, or proveto be agift of
congiliation from gods who, for their own reasons, would not come to him or spesk with him. He
didn't expect her to live much longer, since she craved his company, but even that, he didn't say.

Out here, among the troops, he took revenge upon the town and even upon the gods—Enlil,
who snubbed him; VVashanka, left behind but not forgotten—and on the mages whose forebears had
bequeathed him his current plight.

Theinner court, now that the team had reached it, was dotted with statuary bearing panniers
filled with burning oil. They doused as many asthey dared with sand, but |eft the balance, dinking
along in shadows, skulking their way, weapons drawn and armored backs tight to walls, toward the
stone manse in the estate's center.

Half a dozen outbuildings remained to be passed by when atower guard thought he saw a
movement and caled down to unseen companionsto "look sharp by the stables, there!" and
someone whistled for the dogs.

Hed given ordersfor this contingency; they al split up and scattered. They'd meet at the back
door of the house, where aroot cellar used for covert meetings had its own wooden bulkhead.
They'd brought naptha preparations and incendiaries made from a crude concoction rolled up in
parchment: they meant to roast the Nisibis agents where they huddled under ground.

A pair of greaves, ill oiled, squeaked astheir owner tried to sneak, unheard, round a corner.
Tempus met him with a sword which once glowed pink but now, bereft of godly sanction, merdly
killed.

Whether the armored chest he cleaved had magical protection, he could not tell for certain; the
blue tinge he thought he saw was as faint as witchfire. The man dropped without a sound and
Tempus stepped over, wrenching his blade from a chest reluctant to releaseiit.

And then, from somewhere, barking split the night and shouts commenced—his men, letting
others know they'd been discovered, and he moved to dide within adoorway and wait until the
furor died.

But something four-legged, white teeth and spiked collar gleaming, legped a him without asingle
sound. This"dog," who neither growled nor barked, was near his own weight, and its claws were
sharp as daggers. He was bowled over by its charge and on the ground he wrestled it, his hands,
despite the spikes, gripping its straining neck and, &t last, snapping its spine.

Then heleft, running, headed toward the sounds of battle: now that they were found out, the
odds were hard againgt histeam and he thought to even them.

Before him (as he dodged awhickering weapon, not looking up to seeif spear or bolt or flying
wing had sped by next to his cheek), for just amoment, two gresat red orbslike cat's eyes were



vigble and abone-chilling snarl echoed insde his head, a snarl he remembered from hisfight above
the Sanctuary mageguild.

when he redlized he had stopped stock till, he exhaled the group he hadn't known he was
holding, rubbed his horripilated arms, and ran ahead.

What he saw when he reached the battleground was not a group of men who held two of his, or
three, at bay, but three gray and stinking fiends, each with asoldier initsjawsor claws. onetearing
out aliving liver from a screaming man; one using ahuman head as a battering ram, running
repeatedly againg the high stone wall, the hel pless soldier in hisgrip no longer conscious; one
committing atrocities on arecumbent form, while over the proceedings awinged demon,
copper-skinned and glowing in the night, hovered in mid air, urging the fiends to better sport.

And into this he charged, sword sheathed, crosshow aimed high at the demon, inhuman
commander of nearly mindlessfiends. He put three boltsinto it in quick successon; one through
each wing, onethrough ahdlish eye.

And as held hoped, the demon fixed on him and, itsflight erratic, itsjudgment of space and
distance skewed because of the bolt which skewered its eye, gave ahowl and came at him, flapping
downward in drunken circles and caling out more of Tempus names than any demon not sent to
confront him could have known.

He'd stopped the fiends, though, who hesitated, without supervision, crouching down where
they were to gorge themsalves on the dead they had in hand, paying no attention to his three
remaining men who had a chance now to fight the humans running to engage them. Tempus had just
time enough to use his speed to their advantage (loosing four quarrels which reduced the odds by
dropping three human guards and one immense wolflike dog who came careening around the
corner, others, smaller, initswake) before the demon closed with him in grappling bettle,
descending on him hard and fast and penetrating his mundane armor with sulpherous claws.

Its breath was stinking and corrosive; its undamaged eye was yellow, and asthey fought and
rolled therein the dirt it spoke to him of unearthly dooms and eternd service to amage named
Datan, and how long he would regret hisimpulse to save "usdless, mortd fools' which had led him
to sheath his able sword and use the crossbow when, if hed any hope at al, the sword was
it—residudly "tainted" with supernd power.

He got a knee upon one wing, though its jaws clamped on his shoulder, and tried to roll them
over. He heard the wing sngp and rend, the demon howl around the mouthful of hisfleshit had. He
fdt itsfangs grate againgt his collarbone and its spittle, as demon's spittle will, begin to do itswork,
making him weak and woozy, forgetful of the need to fight.

As darkness closed in upon him, he made a gargantuan effort to draw his sword, got it partly out
and then, only half pretending, went limp and lay quite till. He felt the demon shudder, he heard a
voice from far above, calling the demon's name as hot drool fell upon histhroat and its teeth clacked
near to hisjugular.

The voice, amage's, commanding the demon: "Ceasel" was the only chance he might ever have.
Tempus wondered, briefly, in a shattered second, whether his dowed regeneration could save him if
the demon bit out histhroat, and then what sort of afterlife hed earned, and whether the mage he
heard could keep him fromiit.

Then, in onelagt effort, nauseous from loss of blood and dizzy and willing his eyesto focus, he
lunged backward in the demon's grip and broke its hold.

His sword came out of his scabbard, and his eyes came open, and though he could hardly see
for the swest in his eyes and the blood stinging hisface and the narcotizing demon spittle coursing
his blood, he struck out at it with his sharkskin-hilted blade and connected with its neck, a crosscut



that cleaved down from right to left, through the collarbone and spinal column, so that ashethrust it
off and scrambled back, to gain his knees, he saw the ground round about begin to steam and
smoke, then bubble like hot-springs mud as the demon'’s blood ran upon it and beyond, he saw two
manlike feet take retreating steps.

Pushing himself upright with his sword, he took three steps toward the human form svimming in
his blurred vison, ahuge and gross manform, hairless head and cloaked bulk al he could make out.

Itshandsraised. Itsfinger pointed. Bal lightning jumped from the extended digit to run up the
Riddler's sword and shock him numb and sensdless.

He knew he was crumpling. Hefdt the dirt hit his knees and with an effort of will went down no
further. He raised his head and blinked and tried to meet the eyes of the wizard, but the shape was
fading away, going to mist, going to wisp, until only avoice wasleft: Y ou want your woman back,
Riddler?Y our superhuman femaetoy? Cometo me and ask palitdly, if you live. And bring some
soulsto trade.”

Then there was nothing there, and something like rain began to fall.

Inahowling wind it came, blotting out the scant moonlight and dousing the ail fireson their
plinths. It was arain that stung and steamed and made the wounded cry and writhe where they lay
inthedirt.

And then beneath the manse and to its rear an explosion roared, flames spewing skyward: one
soldier, one of the mercenaries, had gotten through and carried out the plan. And the conflagration
did battle with the caustic tempest from the heavens. Initslight, Tempus, his hands above his head
and his head to the earth, noticed that the rain yet faling was blood red.

It was somelittle time before he gathered enough strength to fight off the debilitating effects of
the demon pittlein his system and the dizziness the loss of his own blood caused, and took stock
of hiswounds before trying with his one good arm, using hissword asalever, to gain hisfeet.

Having done so, he stood weaving among the corpses of men and dogs, garish and horrid in the
fireslight, and took dow, painful stepstoward them to seeif any of hislived yet.

Thusit wasthat, as his blood began to clot in the cauterizing heat from the fire and he wiped his
brow with asticky hand, he looked upward into the heavens (expecting to see dark clouds or
eagles circling, more demons, the absent fiends—anything but what he saw) and met Jnan's
father's blood-red eyes peering down at him.

He raised his sword to his brow then, knowing that it was Stormbringer's intervention which had
dissuaded the Osprey from finishing him, capturing him, or further cursing him on the spot.

It was nice to know that Datan feared something.

"Stormbringer,” he caled, shouting loud above the roaring blaze, weaving, hardly aheroic figure
at that moment, historn flesh showing the shoulder bones beneath and his stance chancy, "my
thanks™"

By the time hed finished speaking, the luminous eyes had faded from the sky and a soldier was
trotting toward him, helmet held by its strap because of the ferocious hest, his weapons sheathed,
gripping off his breastplate as he came.

The mercenary took one squinting look at Tempus, dowed, camethe rest of the way with naked
incredulity on hisface as he surveyed the carnage and histask force leader.

"Need some help, there, commander?' He stopped, afew lengths away, his gaze fastened on
wounds that should have been incapacitating, if not fatal. Some men don't know they're dead for an
hour or so, commit feats of valor beyond reason in the field, then die when the fervor fades away.



His expression said he thought Tempusin such astate, dead but just not aware of it, about to keel
over in histracks.

The Riddler indicated the men lying on thefild, five of this one's comrades, awelter of guards
and dogs. "Seeif any need helpto live or die," he grated, and limped dowly and painfully over to
the stable wall to watch the fire bum and the one remaining soldier he commanded do as he was
bid.

After atime the mercenary cameto him: onewould live, one craved aquick desth, the others
had secured one. Arid: "Fiends! Where are the accursed fiends? Or am | mad, or spellbound?
There were fiends... weren't there? And awinged thing? Copper colored? And some damn huge

dog?'
"There were. Asfor where they are, be grateful they aren't here. Find some horses." From the

stable, nervous pounding and afew whinnies of fear could be heard as the horses sensed and
amelled thefire. "Make alitter for the wounded man and let's go home.”

"Yes, mlord!" The soldier's gratitude was heartfelt. He met Tempus eyes, tearing his gaze from
the left arm dangling uselessy, chewed and broken. He opened his mouth asif to say something
more, closed it, shook his head, and trotted away, calling back: "I'll just see if our own horses arent
gill around here, somewhere..."

By the time he had a chance to question the young mercenary at length, Tempus wasterribly
cold, but he was able to determine that the Nisibis agents they'd come here seeking had either
dipped away or been incinerated. Whichever, he thought he could use this placeto billet his cohort
when it arrived, and gave ordersto that effect.

Then he collgpsed in the soldier'sarms.

* % %

The moon wasin its dark phase when Niko reined in his bay before aroadsideinn caled the
Shepherd's Crook. Itstorchlit sgn proclaimed in incised gilded lettersthat it offered the"Last Bed
And Board Before Tyse" and thiswas so: Tyse's suburbs were no more than two hoursride to the
north east. Even from this vantage, as he dismounted and tied his among a dozen other horses, he
could see Wizardwall'swards flickering, blue and intermittent, against the cleaner dark of the
star-dusted night.

He hesitated before the inn's oak and fieldstone threshold, stroking his pregnant mares muzzle,
fiddling with the feedbag he dipped on it: he was feeding her oats and corn, twice what he gave the
bay, but shewaslosing weight daily. He felt the now-familiar twinge of guilt. Whatever had
possessed him to ride her out of Sanctuary?

He went around her, hishand diding aong her trail-sharpened croup, extracted his moneybelt
from where he habitualy secreted it between the bay's saddle and the sheepskin he used for a
saddleblanket, trying not to think about Wizard-wall glimmering againgt the Sky or any of the old
and painful memories these roads south of Tyse evoked. He was confronting as many ghosts here
as held become used to meeting in his rest-place. But unlike Tamzen and her friends or his
deceased | eft-side |eader, these shades weren't friendly.

He'd smeared the cuirass Askelon had given him with ashes and grease from his cookfires; now
he struggled into it, fastened its buckles, took his helmet from the rosette on his saddle and,
propping it under hisarm, climbed the steps and pushed open the door.

The Shepherd's Crook had changed sincelast held corne thisway: whitewashed walls had been
paneled over with weethered planks,; wegpons|ong past service hung over the fieldstone hearth
which dominated the wall opposite the bar. There were tables now, ascore or more, and chairs



instead of benches. The floor's sawdust was clean and he didn't recogni ze anyone—not the three
serving wenches or the athletic, hatchet-faced man with shoulder-length black hair who presided
behind the bar.

Niko let out asigh of relief and approached the barkeep. Perhaps no one would recognize him,
either. The face hed seenin apool of water yesterday bore only a passing resemblanceto hisold
one: his broken nose and the bumps on hisforehead and hisleft cheek were dtill puffy. Maybe it
would bedl right.

He scanned the crowd as he made hisway among the tables: a threesome of Rankan garrison
soldiers, noncommissioned officers by their devices; six in the unadorned leathers of hill-born
fighters sporting the braided sdelocks of Free Nisibis, backsto the wall and watching him closdly;
three tables hosting two guild mercenaries each, talking softly, their eclectic armor and weapons
gleaming with polish and ail in the flames from tapersin sconces above on the wdls, two menin
civilian garb: one with the short suede cloak and linen, ankle-length breeches of Tysian styleand one
whose tunic was adusty moire slk— amerchant of somekind, plumed hat and dll.

He positioned himsdlf at the bar so he could study the mercenaries faces, ordered Tysian white
wine, negt, paid with a Rankan Imperial, and got more change than he'd expected, commented,
learned from the bartender that the exchange rate these |ast weeks favored Ranke, and listened, as
he sipped, to the talk a ong the bar, where three young brash farm boys and two inveterated
drinkers with wine-dark noses |eaned precarioudly.

He'd aimost decided not to eat here, not to pursue the matter which had prompted him to stop
in, when agirl came from the kitchen bearing atray on which bowls of meat-and-dumpling stew
steamed provocatively. "Any more of that?' he asked the barman, and the big man in homespuns
cocked his head and squinted before he answered, "Y es, if m'guest will have a seet. And wouldya
be wanting bread with it, or rice or winter wheat?"

"Wheat." Guest in Tysewas atitle which conferred privilege: aguest, here, was protected like a
family member. Even an enemy, if he was accepted as a guest, was succorded.

When held taken an empty tablein a corner by a half-open window paned with skin, and one of
the girls cameto bring his order, he asked her if the owner was about. She pointed to the bartender
and replied in Rankene thick with Tysan accent that "you'relookin' at 'im, sirrah.”

The contemptuous form of address made him meet her eyes, and these were gray and
hollow-deep, familiar tunnels, not the hopeless, tired eyes of a serving wench likely to be one of the
comforts the house extended to its boarders. She thumped the bowl down before him and as she
picked up her tray he grabbed her wrist. "Do | know you?"

She looked down at his hand, tugged againgt hisgrip: "Y ou'll not have the chanceif you don't let
me loosg, sirrah. That's my husband there." She tossed her black-haired head, |et the tray clatter to
histable, crooked her finger at the bartender. The man, throwing down hisrag, came out from
behind the bar.

Niko released her and rubbed hiseyes. "'I'm—sorry, mistress. Y ou reminded me of someone..."
Sheld reminded him of the witch, of Roxane. He couldn't say that, and her husband was hulking
now, both fists on Niko's table. "Trouble? Wife? Guest?'

The woman was retreating, leaving Niko to answer to it, not saying aword, just her laughter
sounding, trangently, in the suddenly quiet room—alight, trilling, tinkle, not the bray of an dehouse
workwife. And he couldn't recall her face, just her eyes...

"Well, guest?' The man leaned close. "I came here—The man who owned this place before you
was my mother's brother. I've been abroad for years, thought I'd stop in to visit. | don't have much
family... notinthe north, not in Ranke. Would you know where they've gone, him and hisfamily?



"Tothegods, Nishis style. Bought the place at auction nine months back. What's this got to do
with her ?* His sharp chin jutted in the direction the woman had gone, through the swinging doors
behind the bar.

"Nothing... | thought she might be acousin of mine, isal.”

The man gtraightened up and the smdll of garlic faded: " Sorry, not achance of that. But since
you expected afree med and won't get one, take aflagon of wine on the house, guest.”

Sill guest. It was odd, but he accepted. He hadn't been close to his mother's brother—it had
been hisfather'stwin, akrrf dealer in Caronne, who'd bought him free and sent him to Bandara
when Niko had been taken as aserf by a Rankan officer after the sack that had made him an
orphan. No other members of hisimmediate family had been aslucky. Thisuncle had spared his
loved ones by going to his kneesto kiss Rankan boots.

Rankans, Nisihis, Mygdonians or the sea-raiding Beysibs—there was no choice among them:
dl ddesareevil if youre not on them.

Heate, paid, and got out of there, the food making him tired, and the wine making him
depressed. As he wastightening the bay's girth and preparing to mount, the sound of sandals
dapping stone made him turn, hand on hilt. The group of six mercenaries was descending the dairs.
He heard the name Tempus' and theword "hostel”, and then they saw him watching them. Their
conversation ceased.

Silently, the men who had been talking in the multilingua petois of guild mercenaries approached
their horses; asthey did so, he found himself surrounded: two mounted men behind him, one on
either side of his own two horses, and two who came up to therail and leaned oniit.

Onesad, "Lifetoyou, brother," in Machadi, cautioudy but firmly. They weren't curiouson a
whim, Niko redlized. They were going to roust him, ask for his papers (he carried none) or of his
business here, or—"These horses have been along way, fighter. Where from? Where to?"

He didn't want trouble. He thought of the crossbow in the bay's saddlebag, wrapped in hide, too
well hidden and protected to be accessible quickly enough to help him. But he didn't want to
announce himsglf. Not yet. Hed heard the Riddler's name from one of these; he wished held heard
the context.

"From the south. To the hostel. Looking for hire," he responded in the same tongue.

"Plenty of your sort, boy," the second said. "Y our face says you haven't been faring too wel in
your warring. No room for youngstersin this battle. Go home and practice another few years. It's
seniorsonly at the guild hogtd, if that's where you're headed. And seniority's something you're not
likely to have." Niko shrugged, "It'sabig war," and swung up on his bay, the mare'stether in hand.
Hewrapped it twice around his saddlehorn, smultaneoudy telling the bay: "Back, back,” in
Rankene.

But the second—a portly, grizzled veteran—qgrabbed the bay's bridle, and the two mounted men
behind closed in, blocking his retreat. The two others, one on hisleft and the sixth on the maresfar
side, crowded him. One of these said, "L et's take him home and see what headquarters makes of
him. Helll work for some damn faction or other, if he's not already, once he finds out what we've
sdistrue”

Niko let hisreins drop, spread his empty handswhere dl could see. "Lifeto al, so the saying
goes. Let's observeit— and guild courtesy, if therésany of that thisfar north. Or ride with meto
the hogtel, if you're not afraid to show your facesthere... Asfor mine, it got thisway winning, not
losng"

It was not the right thing to say, but he didn't want to start explaining.



"Theresacurfew, child. Youll not makeit that far without kissing Rankan asses.” Thiswasfrom
thefirst, who'd come out from behind the rail and had drawn his sword. "Get down now. Let's have
abetter look at you."

"And at what'sin these fat bags on the mommy horse. No professional takesamarein foa on
aslong ahaul as she's showing. Slit histhroat for crudty to animasand I'll report him to the guild
for impersonating agrown man."

Hejust didn't have the patience for this sort of thing. Without conscious decision, his booted
foot kicked up and caught the man at his saddle under the chin. He heard the neck snap back but
not the succeeding thud. From his belt came throwing stars; with hisleft hand he cast two: one at the
closest mounted mercenary, on hisright, one at the grizzled companion of the fallen man. By then
the sword Askeion had given him was drawn in hisright, the two remaining stars moved into
throwing position. "Anyone ese?

The man held kicked was moaning. The two held cast at, both throws meant only to wound,
were clutching thigh and arm, where only the dimmest point of each star protruded. Onewas
cursing; the other, the mounted man, wastrying to pull the star out of histhigh.

The men at hisrear had their crossbows cocked, however. Hed known this wasn't agood idea,
but heturned in his saddle: "'I've got two of these left, gentlemen. Y ou want to play or you want to
ride away? If I'd meant it, those two would be dead. Y ou'll get me, maybe, but you won't livelong
enough to boast about it."

"Who inthe god's name are you?' one of the two mounted riders asked intently, face screwed
up, peering through his crossbow's peep sight, not yet decided.

"Someone who doesn't want to introduce himsalf to the wrong people,” the other mounted man
hazarded.

"That's right. Now get out of my way. Unless these friends of yours get those stars out in the
next few moments, the poison will kill them before they bleed to death.” There was no poison on the
stars, but Niko wanted to be away.

The men backed off, muttering among themselves. Niko saw the one held kicked make an effort
to gain hisknees, fal back. No casualties, then.

As he maneuvered his horses between the two who still held him at crossbow's point, he could
hear one exhort the other: they couldn't just let him go.

The second was dismounting: " Then go with him, man. I'll stay with these. Wait until Grille hears
about this—four men of first tier hire downed by asingle teenage ddinquent. That is, if hell allow
you to accompany him."

The one gtill mounted gestured with hisbow. "All right with you, fighter? Well just check your
credentias, and then if you're bracketed halfway where your skills should put you, well seethe
commanders. You redly want hire, you'll getit." "Good enough.” Niko, taking a chance, shesthed
his sword. The bowman's ditted eyeswere still on his stars as Niko carefully backed his horsesthe
rest of the way and the rider came abreast of him.

"I'm Ari," the mounted man, flipping the lever back to safety-lock hisbow, held out hisright
hand. His eyes, in the torchlight, weren't angry; histone held just atrace of laugher. "And thisis—or
was—my team. That's Haram, there—team leader of the sortie unit known as—"

"Ari, don't tdl him your life story. Find out his. Go on, before these three forget their wounds
enough to object and weve got to kill him."

"Lifeto you, then, leader. And everlasting glory," Niko called softly as he kicked the bay into a



dispirited lope, till looking back at the man who'd lost ateam on his account. 1t wasn't agood
beginning, he was certain.

"My assto you," he thought he heard the man called Haram retort, but he could not be sure over
the sound of his own blowing horses and creaking gear and the words of the fighter riding beside
him: "Where'd you pick that up—those things you threw? The speed of it..."

"Weg."

"How many haveyou?'

“Enough”

"All poisoned?'

"None," Niko lied. On hisleft hip, Six poison-tipped stars rode, undisturbed.

The other chuckled, then laughed doud. "Left up here, at thisfork. What kind of hire did you
want?'

"l can't say yet. I'll seewhat's offered.” The left fork wasn't the quickest way to the mercenaries
hostel, which was southeast of town, but he went with his escort. The curfew sounded real enough;
he didn't want to explain himself to airy Raakan garrison sergeant.

" think ther€lll be something for you, when | tell ‘'em what | just saw back there. Teach methat?
The'sars" | mean?' "Gladly." They rode awhilein slence. Then Ari said: "West? Machad? | never
saw anything like that there. Y ou speak Machadi."

"Not Machad."

"l don't mean to pry... Maybe we could use you in our own unit... well have avacancy or
two—temporarily, anyhow."

"Pared fighters, ian't it?"
"Someare. You?"'

"Once. No more."

"Red communicative, aren't you?'
"l don't know you."

"Y ou're going to need afriend, someone to speak for you— you just put down three men, any
of whom makes more in amonth than you've seen thiswhole season.”

"Thenthey're overpad.”

Again, Ari laughed. "Have you aname, guildbrother? By the gods, | hopeyou're at leest that. If
you're not in good standing, dues paid up and al, well have to do something abouit dl this...”

"Stedth. And I'm up to date.”
"Good enough, then, Stedlth.”

They rode on, west of town, never getting close enough for Niko to see more than the brownish
haze of lights and smoke that hovered over it. He recogni zed the Outbridge quarter astheir
destination long before they rode among the upscale estates and the vinehung inns. When they came
to cobbled ways he asked Ari to dow their pace, saving his horses hooves.

They had been riding dong a two-story masonry wall topped with outward-curving spikesfor a
whilewhen Ari gestured toward it: "Thisisit. Gates ahead. If theré's some reason you can't give
your whole namein there, to our field commander or the intelligence chief, you'd better run for your
freedom now. Insde, there's no chance of it."



Niko thought serioudy about that. If Tempus was this man's quarry, for some reason, and not
one of the "commanders' then Niko wasin serioustrouble,

It was hislast chance; the other fighter was right.
Niko sad, "Thisian't the hostd."
"We're specials; we don't work out of the hostdl.”

They approached the gate, and sentries gppeared from the shadows. Ari gave a password and
some scatological banter was exchanged. Both peltastslooked at Niko but neither questioned him.
They cdled within, and acreak and whine of heavy timber over metal sounded. The gate was
drawn back, reveding a stone corridor through which they must passsinglefile. Init, they were
subject to further scrutiny and possible execution through staggered ditsin the high walls behind
which bowmen and spearmen were posted.

But nothing untoward occurred, and the farther gate was opened.

Men came running to take their horsesin an inner courtyard bright with statuary-borne flames.
Niko hedtated there: "I'll stay with my horses. Whoever | have to see can comethisfar. I've come
far enough.”

An gave him areproving look and wondered aloud where held gotten away with this sort of
behavior, but jogged off to "bring somebody back to seeyou.”

Waiting, Niko dipped from the bay and walked his horsesin dow circles, cooling them. He
thought about loosening their girths: he couldn't get out of hereif anyone decided to try to prevent
him. Walls were guarded; he could see the glitter of flame off spearpoints. There had been afire
here recently; the stones benegth his feet were blackened and the air about till smelled of it;
charred wood was piled in a corner. The whole situation reminded him of the early days of the
Stepsons out at Jubal's. Specials, Ari had said. Well, it could have been worse—it could have been
that he/d run into an army patrol. And everything Ari had said—so far as Niko could tell by ear and
eye and what use he'd been able to make of his periphera perception—had been true.

He sensed that the sentries and guardpost personnel were edgy; he was careful to make no
sudden moves.

After atime he heard voices; discipline was bowstring-taut here, so it wasn't the guards or the
sentries. Soon three men cameinto view. Onewas Ari; onewasin civilian clothes, and onewasin
gpartan fiddd armor of unadorned leather and tarnished mail but had no helmet. Both the civilian and
the officer wore blades.

Niko stopped his horses and waited, telling them "stay™ and dropping the bay'sreinsand his
mare'stether.

When the three came up to him, Ari alittle behind the other two, the civilian stepped forward
and offered hishand: "Stedth, isit?1'm Grille."

Niko clasped and released it; it had been dry, strong, hard with calluses only swordplay can
rase. "'l remember you, my lord." He met eyes crinkled with amusement and relaxed abit. Thisman
had been afriend of Niko's left-side |eader.

"Thisisour esteemed Tysan guild representative, Vasli. Vasli, thisis Stedth, called
Nikodemos."

Thequild officid saluted him. Niko returned the gesture, not liking the grim countenance of the
uniformed man.

"Ari telsusyou've put the lie tonight to some of our most overblown reputations,” Grillo said



eadly. "l knew we were paying that |ot more than they were worth."

Vadli sad: "They wereworthit. They Hill are, Grillo, and you know it. Thisone here” he
pointed a Niko, "hasalot of tricky Bandaran moves. Weve heard you and your cohort from the
south are not going to be easily assmilated, Nikodemos. Y ou should have gone straight to the guild
hostel and taken what assgnment we offered.”

"I would have. Ari persuaded me otherwise."
"And your tour in Sane—"
Grillo elbowed the guild representative in theribs.

Vasli was undaunted: "—your previous commission? We don't like the way your squadron
fulfilleditsobligation.”

"By therules, my lord. We did it by therules."

"But not the spirit. That'sthe thing, isn't it? Enough. Grillo, you want him, you've got him. Well
work out apay scaefor this crew now that the first of them is here. But don't cometo meif they
day morewithin your walls than beyond them. Sacred Bands and dlite squadrons aren't what the
mercenaries guild isabout. Field them at your peril.”

"Finewith me," Grillo said, and the guild representative stalked away. "Well, Niko, | suppose
you'd like to seethe Riddler before you and | have our talk?’

Not waiting for areply, Grillo headed off. Niko looked after him, at his horses, at Ari. Ari
waved him on: "I'll watch them.”

Niko signed his thanks and caught up with Grillo, avare that this could be some el aborate trap:
Grillo was a canny double-dealer who took ten per cent of everything that passed under his nose
and whose Rankan alegiance was perfunctory at best.

Niko could be "seeing" Tempusin adungeon built for two or amass grave awaiting more bodies
tofill it. Hetried not to be impressed by the massive masonry of the grounds; he saw further
evidence of fiery sack: this place had changed hands recently, or withstood an attempt to cause it to
do so.

Grillo asked him casud questions; he answered in non se-quiturs until the other man volunteered
the information that Tempus had sent a message to Bashir, received no reply, and thus would be
doubly glad to see him: "Both heand | think your old acquaintance with the Successors might be the
most va uable wegpon in our arsend right now."

They were climbing wide granite steps; Niko ventured: "So it's'we?"
At thetop of them, Grillo answered, "Itis. Thisway."

Beyond an oak door, reinforced with wrought iron and guarded, was a second, inner court
where the sack hadn't reached. They entered the low stone building centering it, trod the corridors
and gtairs. Then Grillo stopped: "I'll wait here." Helifted alatch and pushed adoor inward. "The
next door on your rightishis... and, Niko?'

"My lord?'
"Our condolences on the death of—"

"Thank you." He didn't want to talk about it. He turned his back on Grillo and knocked where
he'd been told to.

"Come," he heard; the Riddler's gravelly voice was unmistakable.
The door was unlocked. He pushed it open and paused, shocked by the infirmity of the man on



the bed. He'd thought Tempus to be indestructible. The man he saw was bristle-chinned and
swesting, am in ading. Around the sharp, long eyes dark shadows hovered.

"Closeit. Sit. Youreafortnight early. Tell me how that is."

Niko did ashewashid, pulling achair up beside the bed. On a nightstand was a pitcher, two
goblets standing on their rims, one on its base with wineit it. Tempus picked up that one, bade
Niko serve himsdf. Spping watered wine, hetried to explain what he himsdlf didn't understand:
"Short cuts. | was ddlirious part of the time. The mare—I brought her, couldn't leave her... She
picked the route. Everyone's coming. Critias ruled that each must find a subgtitute first to satisfy the
guild." He knew he wasrattling on, but al he could think of was the Riddler's obvious wounds and
what could have made them.

“It'sdl right, Niko. You canrelax.”

He saw Tempuss mouth twitch, haf asmile dancethere. "I had arun-in with some
Nisibig-fielded demonsand fiends. I'll be well enough in another week or two. Meanwhile..." The
Riddler pushed himsdlf up on one stiff arm, and Niko was reminded of |ast full moon in Sanctuary,
when their positionswerereversed. ... I'm pleased you're here. Jinan's gone, disappeared.”

Niko held the other's gaze, unspeaking.
"Shetook both Trés horses.”

"What?"

"We suspect foul play. Nisihis magic, possibly.”
"Where? How?"

"Those are questions I'd like your help answering. Until the other Stepsons come, you are the
sngleman | cantrust. You know Grille's background?'

Niko nodded.

"Then | don't have to explain. These men here, aswell asthis place, are ours. Mix among them
and take their measure, but carefully.”

"I will."

"Too, if youareuptoit, I'd ask specid favors..."

"Bashir. | have to meet with him. Personaly. Y ou know the free zone?!
"l knew it once. Better than I'd have liked."

"Little's changed, | wager. Vouch for me with the Successors.”

Niko smiled at that, shaking his head dightly, ahand gesturing: " Surdly theres no need. But if
youwigh?..."

"Asin Sanctuary, I'd like you to work gpart from these others at first, construct wheat rationale
you please; let me know what you need in the way of support and verification. Check in at the guild
hogtd; infiltrate the free zone; find Bashir and convince him to meet with me; come back then and
tell me where and how."

"But Grillewill know. He said the sameto me." "If we can't fool him, well haveto trust him. Y ou
had trouble with some of his specias, hetold me. Y ou've areputation for temper. Well say your
price was too high, and Sanctuary soured you—with the loss of two partners, it sounds likely
enough.”



"I'm not sure, commander..." Hewastired, suddenly. Held thought held get a different
welcome. He wondered if the Riddler wastrying to keep him out of the avenging obvioudy under
way.

"Sure of what?"

"That | can..." Half into acomplaint that he, too, could use afew nights rest where deep was
secure and danger minimal, Niko backed away from it. Before Tempus, he could not show
weakness. "... convince Grille that we've cometo a parting of the ways."

"Just atemporary dispute over wage and accommodation. The guild will rate you below what
you'reworth."

Squinting at him, Tempus reached under his mattress, pulled forth apouch, shook it. "Tysian
currency. Work money, not pay." Hetossed it, and Niko caught it in his hand, hefting it.

"I'd like to leave my mare here, Commander, where she'ssafe.”
"Take any of mine, then. I'll give orders. And be sure you get acurfew pass before you leave."

The audience was over, Niko thought. Herose, trying to stand straight, not to look
disappointed, not to show his hurt. Perhaps Janni and some few others had been right: perhapsthe
Riddler till resented Niko declining his offer of pairbond. He dmost offered himsdf once moreto
Tempus as aright-side fighter, but his commander's next words saved him fromiit:

"Hasyour moat not returned? Are your dreams still troubled?”
n NO. Y%"

"| see. We have the same sort of problem with death squads up here that we had in Sanctuary.
Isthat going to bother you?”

"Undeads? Love 'em. Got afew of my own who claim to be taking specid care of me. If that's
al?..." He backed toward the door.

"Stepson. .. you don't have to accept this... | can send you elsewhere, put you in here. If you're
not able, say theword.”

“I'm fine, Commander. Lifeto you." Heloosened the latch's leather strap and pulled open the
door, not waiting to hear Tempus respond in kind, not looking back to see his commander salute
him asan equa. Theloss of the Trds horses was aterrible one; from his commander's condition,
enemies here were as formidabl e as he remembered.

And Tempus was sending him, done, acrossthe Nisibis border.

He wished, securing the door and leaning againgt it, eyes closing of their own accord ashe
rested for amoment before going to seek out Grille, that he'd been ableto refuse.

But there was nothing else for him to do. Tempus knew it. He couldn't strut around inside these
barracks walls and play politics with status-conscious sellswords. He shouldn't resent his
commander making best use of him. And yet something insde him wanted to stay with the Riddler.

He pushed off and headed for the door where held last seen Grillo. His own thoughts made no
senseto him. Hed dways maintained that aman's primary obligation wasto think clearly; ever since
his encounter with the witch, hedd been second-guessing himsdif.

There was nothing elsefor him. Hewas afighter; it was what he did and what he knew, what
had kept him aive al these years. In the Sacred Band, code of honor was the only redlity Niko
understood—harsh, but life was harsh. Here in Tyse, where he had been endaved, where held
promised himself that freedom, should he ever regain it, was something held never lose again, he
had a chance to avenge not only Janni, and the treatment he'd suffered at the witch's hands, but all



the hdll his childhood had been. He didn't understand why he wasn't eager to begin it, unless hisfear
of the mages had eaten through and hollowed out his heart.

* * %

The mercenaries hostel sat upon Tyse's southeast boundary, itsfront door in Tysian jurisdiction,
its deeping quarters, rear exits, postern gates and stables beyond Tyse's city limits and thus free
from curfew or any other law the loca police or Elite Guard might wish to enforce.

The hamlet in whose jurisdiction the balance of the hostdl sat was called Peace Fdlls, there
Peace River cascaded down three hundred feet of cliffs and wound about the farmslike alady's
holiday girdle. On theriver, Roxane had long maintained ahome.

But tonight she was at the back door of the hostel, on a Peace Falls street dotted with other
ladies whaose skirts were shorter and faces painted brighter as they loitered, snaring mercenariesto
takeingde the red-lit houses of ill repute which intermingled with custom wesgponers and taverns
and gaming houses there to serve the mercenaries. The street was called Commerce Avenue and it
was wide and busy day and night. Nowhere in Tyse were caravaners so free with contraband. Drug
dens specidizing in krrf or opiates advertised their wares aong with others offering more arcane
substances to flood the mind with psychedelic dreams and give more persond glimpses of the future
than abutting psychics shops or card-readers could offer. On Commerce you could have your
fortune told by presenting head or hand or foot or more private parts, or choosing apainted turtle
or acup of tea—as long as copper coins accompanied your choice.

The fortune Roxane meant to tell was Niko's. Sheld made afine disguise he'd never penetrate,
as he had dmost done when sheld served him rehabilitating stew at the Shepherd's Crook, where
sheld merely cohabited with abarmaid in a shabby body. Thistime she'd made awhole persona,
that of ayoung and comely virgin girl of the sort that Niko liked.

She waited till she sensed him on the street and cued the snakes, disguised as drugged
south-siders of the well-heeled sort that played at debauch here and paid for pleasures they'd never
dare demand from their wives or indulge in a their homes. The snakes accosted her loudly, looking
like Tysian popinjays, merchants sons or politicians spawn of theilk that buy freedom from
conscription by sending serfsto war in their stead.

Like awell-bred and frightened girl, as she heard Niko's horses, shetried to fend off the snakes.
And like the fool hewas, he vaulted down from his bay to intervene.

The snakesran asthey'd been told to; she swooned and Niko had to catch her. She'd been
angry when he hadn't stayed with the Riddler, but Tempus was smply amore crafty quarry than
others Roxane had sought. Sheld lost two more minionsfielding Adrastus "son," Shamshi. She and
Datan had dready lost two warlocks to the Riddler infair battle, and a hapless demon besides.
Nisibis had not counted casudties of that magnitude in a century. These mortals would have much
to answer for, by and by.

In Niko'sarms she played the girl, caling herself "Cybel €' and hesitating when he offered to buy
her drink and dinner, aswould any runaway from good family originswho was out of money but yet
hed pride.

Thus she lured him into an establishment known as Brother Bomba's, which served first-class
food in front and offered anything a man might name behind a back door.

"Now tell mewhat you're doing on astreet like this, Cybele,” Niko prodded, drinking tea
because she'd refused even watered wine as they broke bread together.

Her hair wasfair, and her eyes were green, and her clothes were once noble, but layered with
dust. She could seein hiseyesthat he was taken; she could fed in hismind his concern; Niko,



whose youth had been a horror, would aways save a young one what he could. She said, "It
shamesme, my lord. | cannot.” She covered her eyeswith her hands.

"Niko," hereminded her. "I'm not your lord. Where are your parents, Cybele?!

Stll hiding her face behind her hands, she shook her head, using the time to put the suggestionin
his mind that he give her money to find an gpartment, that he shelter her and succor her, and
perhaps...

He began to broach the subject, explaining carefully that hisintentions were honorable, offering
to use hisguild connectionsto contact her relatives, if she had any.

Then she put down her hands and took one of hisin both of hers, and kissed its rough, scarred
back. By tomorrow sheld have him where she wanted him—at her river house; sheld be his
confidant, perhaps hislover.

Datan faced his son, Shamshi, whose shoulders were squared and eyes shining brighter than the
canddabrasin the archmage'sinner sanctum.

"Shedeegps,” said the boy, bursting with pride a ajob well done.

Datan, too, was proud. A son such asthis one could not be supplicated from the masters of the
four elements or even the underword. Luck had played a part. "Well done," he replied, and hugged
the boy to him. It was the first time they had ever embraced. Once held redlized that the boy had
been with Roxane, lainin carnd embrace and rituad copulation with Wizard-wall's finest witch,
everything began to change between them: there was no need for further subterfuge.

Now he regretted the years his child had struggled to hide hislight among Mygdonians. It must
have been like living in with wolves, being educated by chimpanzees or fraternizing with pigs.
"Come and tell me all about it—your sojourn in the free zone, your trip here."

He touded the boy's pale hair and led him to atable in which amap of the known world was
incised. A snap of fingers sufficed to bring food and drink from the kitchens: pheasant stuffed with
almonds and grapes, watered wine, pastries he'd had prepared specidly to please achild. He didn't
need to hear Shamshi's account of hisventureinto Tyse; held overseen it persondly, changing shape
as circumstance required, always ready to intervene. Once waked by Roxan€e's premature caresses,
the mageblood in this child could not be put back to deep. He must be taught, he must be trained.

Listening, Datan nodded in the gppropriate places, when the boy would falter, he asked the right
questions. Hed not chagtised Shamshi for lying with Roxane, as hed madelittle of it with the witch.
Enchantresses of such power often dreamed of dominance, and Roxane's nature was vengeful and
mean. It was best to turn her devisive effortsto his benefit—for what benefited Datan benefited
Wizardwall. So he'd sent her out to tend to Nikodemos and the Riddler in person, away from more
disastrous pursuits.

When the boy hesitated, then trebled that his story was done, Datan broached a difficult and
painful subject: his son must continue what held started, keep Jhan intrigued, even ride with her up
into Mygdonia—if the Froth Daughter could be persuaded. Jihan had sworn to return Shamshi to
his parents and safety; the blindstruck mother wasin her husband's keeping, hafway to Mygdon by
now.

The boy blinked hard, hiding tears his upbringing as a prince had made him too proud to shed.
Before Shamshi could frame the words to ask how he'd failed, that Datan would so punish him
when al hewanted wasto stay here with hissire and learn to be as he, the Osprey explained as
much as he dared—enough to soothe, not enough to be injurious should inexperience or Tempus
pry the truth from that young, tender mouth.

Then, when the child's appetite assured Datan that the boy was content with the offered



explanation, hewent to greet his guest.

He'd kept her deeping long, athing one so new at life and so long in the company of the untiring
Riddler would think entirely naturdl. Hed had thingsto do, an avatar to test, awitch's self-serving
mechinationsto contravene.

Nothing held seen in Roxanes errors or intentional misinterpretation of his orderstroubled him
as much as the Storm-bringer's blood red orbs agppearing on the field of battle over Tempus as
Datan and the Riddler stood face to face.

And yet, he was sure the Froth Daughter's father would not interpose Himsdlf directly solong as
the daughter was not threatened physically. No father's meddling iswelcome when achild triesits
independence.

He knocked upon her door and as he did so snapped the dumber spell, and she cameto greet
him, her scale armor corsdlet glimmering in the soft hdl light, her magnificent figure limned enticingly
in the open door.

" trust you dept wel, my lady Jhan," he said smoothly, not ahint of the impact her human
form'sanima magnetism had on him sounding in hiswords. A visonisonething, amenta
impression another, but ameeting in the flesh with Jihan made Datan amost forget whose daughter
she was and whose lover sheld become. "I'm Shamshi's—"

"Father. Hetold me. I'll keep your secret, Osprey.” Jihan stepped forward, out of the shadowed
doorway. Datan spread his arms to embrace her in thanks aswas Nisibis custom. She caught his
right hand asit swept by and shook it so firmly he thought he heard his bones complain.

"'Protector,” | liketo cal mysdf. His mother would be executed, his father-of-record shamed
unnecessaxrily, if hislineage were known." As she loosed her grip, he turned her hand in hisand led
her down the corridor.

"Not to mention the boys inheritance... the power, the position... thesetoo, | wager, would be
lost to him—and you."

"Ah, | hear in your tone that you've accepted dl the evil things said of me with not even the
tiniest doubt. All men hate their enemies, and anyone the dightest bit smarter or more able. Surely
you've seen thisfor yourself, even in so short atime among—"

"S0 you know my provenance?

Datan couldn't stop looking at her; every inch of him longed to press against her; he headed
them toward his seraglio, aplan forming in hismind. "It makes us even. And it should ease your
mind: your father isrespected here, as everywhere Heisknown. Aslong asyou wish it, you are my
honored guest. And | hopeit will belong enough to let me plead my case, mayhap to change your
opinion of me. Though you walk among men you needn't share their prejudices—your intelligence
offersyou so much moreiningght..."

"l promised the boy to accompany him to safety—home to his mother. She's not here, your staff
says. She had some sort of accident?...”

"Y es, unfortunately. She went north with her husband. What you and Shamshi have agreed is
between you two, but | swear he's safe here and you may leave him—" Pausing, he pushed open
the door at the hall's end and he heard Jihan's breath catch in her throat at the splendor of illusory
vistas upon the walls and hanging silks and forgotten works of art from age-old cultures. The last of
the seraglio's women, derted by his unspoken signal, hurried out by the chamber's back door.
"Leave him with me," he continued, leading her to the right where aroom those women seldom
entered could be found—if one could demateridize asection of travertine wall.



Thewadll dissolved; Datan bowed low: "After you, Jhan."

She passed through the portal, her fine high buttocks making her scale armor dither like asea
serpent's coils. He followed, hearing her reply that she'd keep her word and see Shamshi hometo
Mygdoruasince his mother wasn't here.

"Hell need afew days rest.”

"More? We've been here—"

"He'sjust aboy, my lady. And one who's had adventures arduous for achild hisage.”
"My... friendswill beworried. | must send amessage, then.”

"Your friends? Or isit onein particular, who pretendsto friendship, but in redlity isan enemy of
mine with thought for little else but bloodshed and..."

"I'll hear noill word spoken of him." Her eyesflashed red as she turned about in the ante room,
garing at him, her muscular arms crossed.

"Such loyalty. Y ou've heard tomes of evil said of me, no doubt, without complaint. Let me make
my case, dear lady. Anintelligence such as yours should gather all the factsit can before choosing
Sdes”

A smile danced in the corners of her mouth; her arms unfolded. She was |ooking beyond him
now, where the doorway he had made was once more asolid marblewall. "Y ou'd woo me, O
fearsome, vilified arcchmage?'

"Y ou loved an ‘archmage’ enough to take that form, or so my sourcestel me. | wish only justice,
ahearing, august Froth Daughter. And to proveit, I'll conjure the Riddler forth for you, and facilitate
any message you chooseto send him."

"You can do this?'

"Assuredly.” He had her, then. He escorted her around the corner and into the vaulted chamber
he used for summoning, and on a single daybed bade her sit. Then he went and spun the globe
within itsmosaic circle which sood in the very center of the room, starlight spewing on it from the
roof's skylight. And as the gem-encrusted globe spun round, the light it caught flickered dong the
walls and streaked, and when he stopped it with an outstretched hand and then stepped back, the
light coalesced, and where the globe had been aman took form, lying on his back with awoman
riding high atop him. His eyes were closed, and one hand on her buttocks, and as these two began
to thicken into flesh Datan heard Jhan's harsh indrawn breath and stayed the process. "Y es, my
lady? It ssems weve chosen an inopportune time to interrupt him.”

"That'sright," she sngpped. "And I've changed my mind about the message: I'll let him worry.”

And so Datan let the lifelike image of Tempus, hisarm in ading and his needs being tended by
the widow Mddives, fade away.

Luck, thisnight, was doubly on Datan's Side.

Book Four :
PEACE FALLS



Niko hadn't liked what held seen in the free zone. The specias held falen in with—Ari and his
|eft-sde leader, Haram—called the refugees "Maggots' and couldn't tell acivilian from a Successor.
Todeemthedtuaionin Tyse"explosve' was an understatement: among the half-dozen citizen
militias and as many private amies, Elite Guards and Rankan garrisons and mercenary hordeswho
fought among themselves, casudtieswere adaily occurrence.

Niko had remarked to Ari that he should have been given ataly sheet ong with the armband
that let him passwhere he willed and allowed him to ignore the curfew.

Thewisest thing to do in such environs was to harden one's heart to the pathos, close one's ears
to the fanatics of the factions, forget words like justice and mercy, and do one's job.

To that end, hed come up here, northeast of town, to seek out Bashir in Free Nisibis. Hed tried
convincing the Successorsin the free zone to have Bashir come down to meet him, but his armband
and pale skin spoke againgt him. He couldn't blame them: Tyse waslittle more than a baited trap or
an open grave for aman who let his caution dip. And he couldn't send a message which might be
intercepted, couldn't divulge what it was he wanted. Tempus had straightforwardly asked Bashir for
ameeting and been ignored.

Helet Janni's bay pick itsway through the new moon night.

It wasraining, and hed been waiting for anight like this for nearly aweek now. No scent or
track would be left behind him; the sound of the rain would mask his movement. He'd be able to
rate Bashir's security when he saw him. Over his shoulders he pulled the dilcloth mantle hed been
issued when he was inducted into Grille€'s specid forces. The sght of itsyellow lining was enough to
send honest men running for cover and criminals fumbling for bribe or weapon. The repute of his
profession had fallen, in these lands where hed been born, to an al-time low. But the lining kept the
rain off, and the color kept the curious away, and Niko, who couldn't trust himsdlf, bereft of moat
and partner, to steer amiddle course or negotiate afair solution as once held done, valued it for
these reasons.

In the hostel, where he was billeted, he didn't rest easy. In Cybele's rented house down by
Peace River held found arefuge which he guarded jedloudy, kept secret from the specidswho
thought themsalves hisfriends here. Hed given up making friends. The pretense of it he kept up
under orders: Tempus wanted these fighters measure taken. Niko, to do that, was keeping
company with men whose natures and entertainments (save for Ari, who smply mimicked his
|eft-sde leader) were reprehengible to him. If the elite among the mercenaries had been skimmed off
to form the Stepsons, then its opposite was stationed herein Tyse, like the sediment at the bottom
of achegp winejug.

Some might have said that what Niko was doing was |ess than honorable, but none of that sort
resded here at the foot of Wizardwall.

Crossing the Nigbis border he could fed the difference, asif the wards il lingering here from
former times were cobwebs jewel ed with rain which wrapped themsdaves about hislimbs. He
wasn't worried; the wards were ancient wraiths of lost power: thiswas Successor country, and
Wizardwadll little more than an evil shadow on the horizon. Enlil's priesthood ruled here,
warrior-priestswho fought in the lineslike Abarsis and blessed swords to cut through charms and
gyesto pierceillusion.

After hisrelease from servitude on Wizardwall, held spent a pleasant year here—or memory
had made it seem better than it was.



Hereined hishorseto theright at afork and soon saw haoed lights of afarm or tiny village up
the road. He thought of stopping to secure a meal—guesting was taken serioudy here where
everyone had the sorcerous enemy in common— and was about to head hishorse across afield
when he heard ascuttling in the tall corn planted by the roadside.

He st the bay after the sound: anyone who ran away, time had taught him, should be chased
and caught and questioned.

Between the rows of saddle-high corn over squishing, muddy ground his horse cantered dowly,
ears pricked forward, nostrils wide—then leaped ahead suddenly and veered sharply left, and ran
the skulker down, trampling its vestments, heavy with mud, so that asthefigurefell it sobbed ahit,
too winded to scream.

He knew it was awoman as he backed the horse and did down into ankle-high mud; he didn't
redlizeit was apregnant girl until hetried to turn the curled-up form and was bitten on the wrist and
clawed. He couldn't risk atorch; he couldn't wrest any answer from the pale, thin face smeared with
mud or make the frightened eyes meet hisown. But the child was near her term and hardly older
than he had been when he came out of Bandara. He'd hurt her, too. Cursing his horse and hisluck
he hoisted her up on his saddle and led the bay through the field until, one hand holding the girl in
place and the other on hisreins, he came up to the farmhouse's back door.

But the people who wouldn't open it swore they didn't know her; they refused to guest a
"Rankan barbarian and your filthy dut.”

Back on the road, he siwung up behind her, wondering if it was blood or rain that ran down her
legs, and whether she spoke any language at al. She responded to none of hissix.

A few milesfarther on he saw ajut of table rock he remembered. There was a cave there. Hed
leave her with ablanket, hisfull wineskin, and make her afire; she wasn't his problem; she wouldn't
talk to him or acknowledge him though her buttocks were pressed againgt him as they rode
double— she might, he thought, be feeble-minded.

He kept hearing awolf howl, plaintive whines and occasional sneezes off in the pinesthat grew
thickly on either side. It could be a pack. If the girl was bleeding, not just wet, the smell would have
drawn them. When he urged the horse off the road and up an incline to where the cave he recalled
still gaped, he could hear wet pine needles rustling and water cascading down from low branches.

He pulled her off the horse and carried her into the cave and put her down. The whole time she
sad nothing, didn't even tiffen, just endured him.

He ducked back out to get ablanket and hisflint and an oil-soaked torch to light insde while he
looked for dry dung or branches to make thefire. His horse, drop-tied, was snorting and rolling its
eyes, dancing in place: the wolves. He calmed it and got what he wanted from its saddlebags,
dipping off its headgtd| so that if it had to fight, it would be at no disadvantage. He was just turning
to go back inside when once more he heard a sneeze, followed by awhine. And there above the
cave, upon the rock, its eyesluminous, was atimber wolf, sparse moonlight glinting off itswet fur.

It sorang down to the flat ground before the cave and Niko stepped back reflexively, drawing
the sword Askelon had given him, itshilt warm in his hand. Magic was about—the wolf, perhaps.

"Come on then, wolf. Cometry your luck.” Before the cave's mouth, the beast bristled, its ruff
thickening. It whined. It sneezed. It shook itself all over. It sat on its haunches and rubbed its nose
and then its eyes with one paw.

And as he watched, it began to change, to shimmer and to grow until, ashecircled to get a
better ook and his hackles rose and his mouth dried and he blinked to try to pierceillusion, anaked
man—ayouth, nearly hairless—crouched there.



It sneezed again, then grabbed up aleaf and blew its nose and waved its hand beforeit where a
pile of clothesand an oil lamp cameto be.

"What in Enlil's—?" Niko beganto close.

Sniffling loudly, the apparition raised its head and said thickly, asif it couldn't breathe through its
nose: " Stealth, called Nikodemos? Let's not curse in any Names here.” Its n's sounded like d's and
itsh'swereslent.

Niko lowered his sword and crouched down to indicate atruce.

The manform was struggling into its clothes now. Inthelight of the oil lamp at its feet, dressed
and sopping, red-nosed and teary of eye, it looked like a badly-set table in its Rankan mageguild
formal wear: the girdle, lacy and embroidered with the devices of itsrank, proclaimed it a
Hazard-class magician, junior grade.

It said: "I'm Randd. Of the Tysian branch of the Rankan mage—"
"—quild, | see. What do you want of me, Hazard?"

An explosive sneeze wracked it: "Begging your pardon, Stedth. I'm dlergic to animdss, fur most
of dl. Every timel haveto do this," he bent down, fumbled in the diminished pile before him, came
up with an embroidered handkerchief and blew hisnose, "it brings on an attack. | hate anima forms.
That'swhy I'm ill ajunior... Drink?!

The Hazard waved a hand and a canopy materialized above them, agreat metd bathtub on
slver bulls backsin the midst of it, afire beneath to keep the water hot. Beside thiswas atable set
with victuasfit for amageguild fée. "Don't look a melikethat, fighter. It'snot catching. It'sjust the
hair... it getsin my nos"

Niko's horse had scrambled back a hundred yards when the striped pavilion had appeared from
nowhere. He said: "I've got to seeto my horse," and backed out of the light.

As Niko watched from what he hoped was a safe distance, the mage hiked up his robes, tucked
themin hisgirdle, poured himsalf agoblet of wine mulling so that its spices, wafting on the dank and
drizzly wind, reminded Niko how cold and tired he was, then climbed up to seat himself on the
bathtub's curving rim, hisfeet in the seaming water up to hisknees. " That's more likeit. By the
Writ, | hatethesefield excursons. Aaah..."

Niko, at his horse's head, spoke soothing words and filled the bay's feedbag. To do so, he had
to sheath the sword. Then he had no more excuses (except the girl in the cave beyond) not to dedl
with this enchanter, who had gone to so much trouble to seem benign. But they never were.
Promising himsdf not to eat or drink or believe anything offered him by the shape-changer, he
approached and stood just beyond the canopy's shelter.

"Comejoin me?' Therewas awhiney tone to the Hazard's voice. Niko remembered the
wolf-sounds which had accompanied him for the last few miles.

"Y ou've been following me. What do you want?' "Randal. My nameisRandd." The mage
snuffled as he reminded Niko of this. And: "Would you hand me that other handkerchief there?
Steam's best for this. But then my noserunsworse..."

Trying not to chuckle, Niko brought it over. The warmth of the water was noilluson. The steam
and the heat were enticing. He said: " Were you following me, Randd? If so why?"

"Why? Because you haven't had the grace to check in with the mageguild. Don't you people
ever collect your messages?' "Messages? | have no friendswho'd—" " Everyone whao's anyone
sends messages north and south through the mageguild network."



"Fine. What's the word you've brought? And from whom?' The mage had prodigious earsand a
long, swanlike neck. It was hard to fear him, but Hazard-class status was not easily reached. Even a
junior had power.

"Word? Wdll, it'snot exactly words... it'sadream... thisdream | had." "Go on."

"I'm letting you. The dream lord—A3Skelon—cameto me in my deep, and that'swhy I'm here.
| wasn't going to do this. | refused. Very brave of me... after dl, hesnot our archmage. But then
l... changed my mind."

"Theresapregnant girl in that cave who'sinjured. Can you do anything for her?"

"Aren't you going to rape her and kill her? | don't want to interfere. I'll just give you your
message and depart...”

"If you can do dl this, you can take her with you. I'll pick her up when | get back to Tyse."
"If you do. WEll strike abargain, then—" "I don't bargain with warlocks."

"Then shelll die, with or without rape and torture. Y our message from the dream lord isas
follows: you're supposed to tell Tempusthat he must call on Askelon and... ah, some woman or
other (I'veleft my notes behind)... if hewantstheir assistance. And on apersona note—this| can
quote: 'Be strong. Control your mind. Heed your dreams. Guard your soul.” That ring any bells?"

Niko shook his head mutely.

Randa looked at him askance. "Well, it's something you forgot, it seems—something the
entelechy was quite anxious that you remember.” The mage's watery eyes were narrowed on him
now. "Doesn't sound quite like you'll beriding back to Tyse this evening, doesit?'

Niko's sword rasped out. When its point touched the young mage's Adam's apple, its hilt,
awayswarm, heated perceptibly in hisgrasp asit had when he fought sorcery in Vashankas
temple. "I'll befine. Don't worry about me. Now heré'sthe 'bargain’: take the girl and disappesr, or
I'll send your soul with hersto buy her abetter death than the life she'shad.”

The sword, touching the mage's flesh,.would anchor him aslong as contact was maintained.

Snapping hisfingersto no avail, the Hazard found thisout. Then he said, "Agreed,” Niko
lowered hisweapon, and mage and pavilion and bathtub and lamp—and girl, he found when he
went to check—were gone. All that was |eft was thewine, mulling in its bowl, to prove he hadn't
dreamed it—and the message, which sounded so famiiliar.

* % %

Grille had suggested to Tempus that helook in on one of Niko's"skirts," agirl-child named
Cybdewho lived down by Peace River in higher style than most refugees could afford. The Rankan
officer hadn't made a point of it, but mentioned it offhandedly—that was Grilleésway. What
prompted the suggestion, Tempus still wasn't sure as he backed a big roan war-horse of no
particular breeding out of itsstdl to curry and saddleit. Hed chosen the gelding from Grillo's string,
as held chosen the squadron billeted at Outbridge from Grillo's pool of specias, based on Niko's
recommendations and Grillo's advice. Like the horse, the men would do for the nonce.

Acrossthe barn, Niko's pregnant mare stuck her blazed head over her dl's door and
whickered at him. He | eft the roan cross-tied and went to stroke her. She missed Niko, but the foal
she carried was nearly priceless now, with both the Trés stallions gone. He felt theloss of his Trés
horses more sharply than that of Jinan: she might have deserted him of her own accord, and Datan's
taunt might be no more than opportunistic lies on the archmage's part, but the horses would never
have left him willingly. He wanted them back.



The manifestations of Stormbringer during the Outbridge sack lent credibility to the claims of
Wizardwall's warlock, though. One way or the other, held soon find out the truth of it. Rear echelon
checkpoints had sent word that thefirst of the Stepsons units was within aday or two of Tyse. An
advance pair of Sacred Banders had come in shortly after Niko had gone north to arrange the
meeting with Bashir. Everything was proceeding apace, despite Bashir's recacitrance and Grille's
reluctance to share information.

Y et the meeting held had with the advance pair was troubling: they'd nearly killed their horses
trying to catch up with Niko on thetrail. But it wasn't only their failure to do so which prompted
their distress. Hegitantly they confided that it was possible that Niko was possessed. Even under the
circumstances they described—Abarsiss manifestation at Janni's funerd, the reappearance of the
enchanted cuirass among Niko's other effects, Niko's manic ingstence on leaving aone long before
he wasfit to travel—they had been reluctant to put alabel on what they'd seen. But love had won
out over honor, and the pair who had left early at Crit's behest to "follow close enough to help if he
needs you but not so close that he can see you if he does not” had confided in Tempus: Niko
couldn't have outdistanced them so thoroughly without supernatura aid; even had he been in perfect
hedlth, the pace should have killed the mare. It hadn't. Tempus had merely nodded and assured
them he would respect their confidence and take care of the matter in whatever fashion seemed
appropriate. Their relief had been papable. Hed assigned Ari to show them around, after warning
them that discipline among the Outbridge mercenaries and the quality of these fightersin generd was
less than what the Stepsons were used to, and |eft them to their own devices.

When the entire cadre was in Outbridge, dl his personnd problems would shake out without
him having to exacerbate rivaries by giving disciplinary orders or seeming to favor one unit over
another: Critiaswouldn't tolerate the sort of laxity that Haram, Grillo's ranking task force leader,
permitted.

He led the saddled roan out into the cloudy night. The rain had abated, though thunderheads till
masked the sky to the north. The moon was setting. Riding through the double gates with awave to
the sentries, he considered what he'd learned. There was some truth behind the Sacred Band pair's
worries. Niko should have mentioned the return of the cuirass; though the young mercenary was
retiring by nature, he wasn't secretive. And yet, thinking back to their reunion in Tempus quarters, it
was clear to him that the youth had been wearing the very panoply in question. Niko had been
exhausted, and Tempus consumed with the feet of healing—it could have been just an oversight,
after al. Possession was a serious accusation, nothing to be taken lightly. Often, one so aflicted
could be cured only by death. He hoped that thiswould not be so in Niko's case.

It was late to be abroad in Tyse; he met only garrison soldiers, ateam of Grilles covert actors,
and two of his own three-man patrols on hisway to Peace Falls.

Commerce Avenue, when he crossed the border and turned onto it, was thronged even thislate.

On awhim he stopped to buy somekrrf at Brother Bombals, a full-service establishment of the
sort for which Commerce Avenue was famous, and spent a pleasant interva trading rumor and
innuendo with Bombas statuesque wife, a canny woman who had been acamp follower and then a
mercenary barber-surgeon in her younger days, and thus had guild standing and a second income as
an information monger of unparalleled expertise. Too, because of her unusua history and the
breadth of her travels and experience, her black-market connections were as singular as her
informants, and she pressed on him alittle satin pouch of pulcis, with atwinkling eye, saying it had
come straight from hell viaafamouskrrf deder in Caronne whom she named. And: ™Y ou know,
don't you, deepless one, that the man's the uncle of one of your sellswords? Stedlth, hiswar name
is. Get the boy to send his uncle anote and we'll be up to our buttocksin pulcis, and share the
profits.” Madame Bomba's drug-reddened eyes glittered in aweathered face which had once been
beautiful. Pulcis, which took the mind on out-of-body excursions and was as thoroughly



habit-forming as indescribable ecstasy tended to be, incapacitated its users only evanescently,
leaving aresidue which made of men supermen and of women seeresses and sexud athletesfor up
to aweek following asingle dose. But it wasrare and costly.

Still, Tempus sensed a different purpose: " So coy with me, Mistress Bomba? If not for your
husband, whose good will I'll keep, I'd rape the truth from you. Asit is, you've earned atweak." He
reached for her under the table.

She sghed at histouch, then cowered in mocking, girlish fear. They played thisgame a every
meeting. She was awoman he respected, and that respect had been earned over years of serviceto
thearmies. Not for her the cosmetic spell or cheap jewd s of the aging wench. She traded on her
acumen and was del ectable for her wisdom. They'd often joked of murdering Bombaand running
Peace Fdlsin tandem.

But now shetook alock of hip-length, gray-streaked hair and twirled it round her long fingers,
whose skin was crinkling but whose bones still bespoke fine breeding, strength and skill. Shewasa
fraction of hisage, yet looked a decade older. "My guest, dear friend, tales are told... many of
them unwelcome. Y ou love your Stepsons. Will you hear abad word of one?"' "I'll hear you."

"Sedth brought agirl in herewe don't think suitsason of thearmies.”

"Niko keeps strings of girlslike other men keep horses. But they are children, merefuzz...
What's he done, deflowered one of yours?!

She chuckled heartily, stabbed over her shoulder toward a curtained door behind which boys
and girlstook loversfor the enrichment of the house. "Mine? I've noneintact right now, and that's
how helikes'em. But I've abarmaid who swellsup al over with hiveswhen she's closeto aNisibis
witch or warlock—bought the charm from one of the mageguild Hazards and had it put on her
mysdf." "So?"

"S0, when she was serving them, she began to itch. She must be new hereabouts—the one he
escorted in, that is—no one knows her. But talk to Randa at the mageguild locdl, if you don't
believe the spdll'swell cast. It's never yet beenin error.” As she spoke, she apportioned krrf for
them, and they both partook while Tempus thought that over.

"Y ou haven't told thistale about? To Grille, perhgps?’

Shefeigned insult. "You are turning into afilthy Rankan barbarian, friend, to think such athing of
me. Is he Grilles, then? Or till yours?'

"Somethink he'sone of Grillés specidls...”

"I'm not one who believesthat lionsfollow jackals orders, Riddler. I'm not like the widow
Madives, who runsto Grillewith every morsd of intimacy you dip her..." Fist to her nose, she
snorted loudly, smacked her lips as she swallowed the krrf that ran down the back of her throat.
"Do teke care, love. We vaue thee, thy custom and thy trade.”

He nodded, paid hishill, and took hisleave of her, nothing learned there he hadn't suspected.

On the avenue, where the roan was tethered, an unfamiliar voice hailed him. He turned around
and there in Brother Bomba's shadowed doorway spied its source as he mounted up.

He'd had enough conversation; he backed his horse into the street, not acknowledging the other,
but the man left the porch and came after him, so he stayed the roan to let the stranger have his say:
"What isit, man?1'm late for an gppointment.”

"My nameisRandd," said the short-haired, large-eared stranger, whose neck was long and
clothes wet and stresked with mud. "I believe my namewastakeninvaininthere..." Thedight man
in mageguild robes stepped closer. Tempus's knees counsaled his mount to back a pace. The mage



kept up, saying: "I know how you fed, but please don't make me shout.”

" Speak, then, mageling.”

Thejunior Hazard stiffened perceptibly, hisflush evident even in the street'storchlight. "I've been
on an errand for powers concerned with you. Don't ask me who. And I've come back bearing a
burden your Nikodemos pressed on me—a pregnant child who'll give birth before dawn: her
water's broken. Now, do you want him to collect it at the mageguild, or shdl | depost it at the
Outbridge gtation?"

"] don't like my men involved with mage—"

"Not hisfault or mine. I'm stretching matters, coming here. The least you can do—" the mage
sneezed, wiped his nose on his deeve, backed a half-step, cursing Tempus's horse under his breath
but without invoking any names"—isligten. Will you?"

"Best hurry, boy," Tempus suggested. "My patience with your kind's worn thin through the
ages.”

"When Niko returns, be sure he remembersto tell you what | had to remind him heforgot.” The
mage stepped back then, quickly.

"That'sit? The whole reason for thisinterview?"

"The pregnant girl," the mage caled back. "Remember? Y our place or mine? It matters not to
me." Randall was plainly exasperated.

"Keepit. If hewantsit, hell collect it." Pregnant girl ?

He whedled his horse and rode away, wondering if he had patience enough left in him for baby
Hazards and mistakes such as Niko seemed continualy to be making lately.

* % %

Roxane, alk/a Cybele, cursed so that the snakes, once again in her service, rushed for cover as
soon as they'd dithered into her study to announce that Tempus was at the front door.

She wasn't prepared for him; she wasn't about to try him in battle, her magic against hisdeific
mandate. All the tests she and Datan had undertaken suggested that the Storm Gods till favored
him.

And anyway, she meant to use him to destroy Datan, not let Datan use him to destroy her.
Having to apologize for what she'd done with Shamshi, and to stand by while Datan had taken the
boy out of her handsin mid-adventure, had only hardened her resolve. And she knew Datan was
watching her closely; he'd bade her come down here and work openly, doubtless expecting her to
come up short againgt this dangerous "mortal” caled Tempus. She didn't intend to let that happen.

Sheld been busy, this evening, collecting souls and farming out murder to the death squads. The
warlock who'd burned to death in theroot cellar during Tempus's sack of the Outbridge
headquarters was arestless, tortured spirit still—Datan hadn't lifted awand to help him.

Roxane, long established in Tysein the guise of ahuman revolutionary, knew &l the desth squad
leaders of the insurgency, and fielded dead squads besides. This evening, the undeads had brought
her three fat and disspated souls stained with sin: sheld just been consigning them to ademon who
would send them in coffle down to weigh against the dain warlock's soul. She'd wanted to wait and
watch to make sure the scales balanced. The dead adept was afriend and confidant; he'd be right
to expect her help.

Now she had to put her scrying bowl aside. A little water dopped out as she did so. Sherana
finger through it and used its charm to hasten and strengthen her changeinto the "Cybel€’ persona, a



body devoid of sorcerousindicators, unsullied and virgind so that even Niko's enchanted panoply
didn't react to it. Thisand her presence in Stedlth's confused mind were her most potent weapons at
the moment.

She'd use them, she decided, and went to let the Riddler in, changing her home's decor as she
strode through rooms, adding dust and scratches and creaking floorboards and moth-chewed holes
in velvet drapes. Tempus must see what held expect, if shewasto prevail. Too rich and fineahome
would not do at all.

Nervous asthe girl she seemed, shelifted the latch and loosened the thong and pulled the door
back just acrack. "Yes?' she quavered, smoothing down awrinkled, high-necked robe she'd
conjured. It was ecru and modest and spotlessy clean, threadbare at one elbow, but just the sort of
bedclothes a noble child, chased homeless down from Vandor or Machad, might wear.

Asafind precaution, she sent the snakes awordless command which propelled them tumbling
out the back door into the night. They were Datan's spies aswell as useful thrals: she couldn't quite
forgive them for the pain they'd caused her when the Osprey called them from her belly. Stupid
snakes might misinterpret what she said or what she did. ..

"I'm looking for amaid called Cybele," came Tempuss hoarse and raspy voice. Through the
crack she could see him, towering, helmet under arm; hisface, lit by the oil lamp on the doorpost,
arranged—nonthreatening, noncommittal. "I'm afriend of Niko's," he added when she did not
respond or open up the door, asif that explained it all.

She thought quickly, then exclaimed: "Niko? He'snot hurl ?'Y ou're of the army? Please!™ She
jerked back the heavy door with an artful, flustered sumbled. "Tell mehesnot dain! Oh... In,
comein, kind gr. Tell meit's not bad newsyou bring!" He stepped within, shoulders blocking the
hall, lesther and armor cresking, the smell of horse and whetstone and man and rain coming with
him. Sheld never thought to be this close. She backed away with mincing steps, agirl whose fingers
shook asthey covered her lips, who had obvioudy had experiences with soldiers come bearing
tidings of loss and mourning, but who stood up straight and gave back glance for glance through
wide and gentle eyes.

And he surmised what she'd hoped he would, assuring her that Niko was "on amisson... for
me. | just thought to stop by and let you know whom to call on should you need anything while he's
avay."

She dumped at the "good news' and he reached out to catch her by the elbow. Thiswasthe
test: she would see whether hisflesh could contact hers without him sensing anything amiss— that
she was no more or less than what she seemed. She mumbled her relief and welcomed him:
"Thereés not much here... abit of beer he'sleft, some young potato wine. Hed want you to haveit,
gr... Areyou Grillo, then? Hes said that nameto me..." Making girlish guesses, prattling on, she
led him into the front Sitting room, more modest than it had been moments before, and fetched
pottery cups and awine jug from the sideboard, asking questions the Riddler wouldn't want to
answer—about where Niko was and why and how long he'd be away.

"We can't say, I'm sure he told you. Has he left you enough money? Don't hesitate to say if he
hasnot.”

She tossed back tawny hair and demurred bravely that Niko had provided for her, then
hesitated: "—as best he could.” And shelet her face show caution, then, and a pretense of
dissembling held seeright through: "And | have my own means, my inheritance..." Then, atrace of
fear to spiceit: "I shouldn't be talking with you thisway. Y ou haven't even said your name. How can
| be sure you are afriend of his, and not an enemy? How can | know I'm not endangering him?"
Sherose"You'd better go!" She saw to it that he noticed how her hands, wringing one another,



trembled.

He chuckled, an odd laugh with gravel init, and cocked his head at her: " Grilleé's name's on many
tongues hereabouts. Y ou've not broken any confidence by using it to me. But | wouldn't tell anyone
else who might come by that Niko's even gone. Do you understand me? A girl your agein ahouse
likethis... done... you'd want to give the impression that hell be back a any time." He put down
the ceramic cup he was holding and stood up: "I'll be going, asyou've asked. If you cometo think
you need protection, or find you're short of fundsif he's gone longer than he expected—or if you
worry and need news of him, send word to the mercenaries hostel or the Outbridge station by any
soldier with crossed lightning bolts or bulls upon hisarmband. Or cal at Brother Bombas and tel!
Madame Bombayou need aloan. Security in my name— Tempus. Shelll give you what you need.”

She thanked him and rushed toward him, grasping his hand and pressing it to her cheek. She
hoped she hadn't overdoneit. But her success had emboldened her, sheld try to enlarge upon this
contact, see him again. "I've been so worried, so londly," she blurted out.”1 feel much better now
you've come. I'm afraid to go out, and sincethe dog died I'm afraid in the night..."

Until held crossed her threshold and donned his helmet and mounted, she stood watching.
Except for his odd little smile and the dertnessin his eyes, sheld have been sure mat she had fooled
him. Asit was, she'd gained the promise of awatchdog, courtesy of the armies, and even away to
insnuate herself into the Riddler's very company, should she dare or need to try.

When he'd gone, she conjured guests for a celebration: three undeads, friends of Niko's, who
might just be drafted into service before too long.

It wastimeto pull tight Niko's string; pregnant girls and magelings bearing messages from the
dream lord were no part of Roxane's plan. Niko mustn't get back with word to Tempus; or he must
forget again. Or she must find some way to use the meddling of the entelechy of the seventh sphere
to her advantage: if Tempus sought out Datan and made an end to him, not Roxane or any other
witch or adept of Wizardwall would scour the hillsfor soulsto buy him peace. HEd not lifted a
finger for any of them. And each time she did what Datan should have done, for spiritslanguishing in
immemoria recompense for the favorsthey'd enjoyed in life, she made sure that each shadein
question knew that it was she, not he, who bought them out of purgatory.

* % %

Thunderbolts clashed in the Sky over Tyse and dong the Nisibis border lightning furrowed the
earthinrowsasif the gods had turned to farming, though gods had no hand in calling the tempest
raging overhead: the wizards of Nisibiswere testing the Tysian mageguild's strength.

Now and again a canny bolt cameto ground in Tyse, un-parried. One had struck the old stones
of the palace; whether any had survived within, none could say. One had struck the dtar pitswithin
the free zone, crawling blue and bright along the ground until every god's abode was singed and
blackened. One had struck the northern garrison, lighting fires which touched off magazines of corn
and wheat and naphtha: the entire north-em quadrant was ablaze.

At midday, the black smoke from the north on the black wind from Nisibis under the black
clouds above made the staunchest man doubt his senses: those without knotted ropes which burned
away the hours soon lost al track of night and day.

In Peace Fals, mercenaries stayed close by their horses;, some dept with favoritesin their sals,
inwetted straw with blindfolds near and wineskinsfilled with bubbling water mixed with sodato
soak kerchiefsfor their nosesif they had to fight their way through noxious smoke; some gamed and
argued in the tackrooms over whether the Tysian mageguild could hold its own; others smply
waited for the change of ad hoc shifts: twenty men here had drawn strawsfor the early watch over
more than sixty horses. No one groused or shirked this duty: without their mounts, any cavalry such



asthe newly-arrived Stepsons were next to useless.

Entering Brother Bomba's with three Sacred Band pairsin their wake, Critias and Straton were
offered hot towelsto wipe the ash and trail dust from face and hands by a yet-comely matron who
introduced hersdf as Madame Bomba: "By the god, are ye Sacred Banders or chimneysweeps? If
you'vereservations, it's our pleasure to serve ye? Come now, lieutenant, | didn't catch the

Pulling out adate, she pursed her lips, detaining them in the foyer so that Straton looked about
for hidden traps or hostiles crowding in behind the six Stepsonsin the narrow, darkened hall.

Crit dapped the towel down into the woman's hand. "Ciritias, I'm caled, if it'sany of your
concern. Either et usin or turn us out. Were eight and we're not in the mood—"

"There, there, Critias. Y es, I've your nameright here. And these others?..." to Crit's surprise,
she named each of hismen, nodding a the end: "That'sit, then. The wholelot, present and
accounted for. Comethisway, gentlemen.”

And sheled them in, around ablind corner to a smoke-filled, taper-lit dining room with linen on
the tables and clean, well-dressed women at the bar. "The Riddler wants you all to make yourselves
at home here," she confided, taking Critias by the arm, "where aman can do as he might please
without being misunderstood. In there—" she pointed to a curtained arch with filigree at its apex
"—youll find an upstairs and adowngtairs... upstairsisfor what upstairsis dways for—rest and
mattress sports, downgtairs we've smoking rooms and substances of many sorts.”

"Just food, alittlewine. We were told we'd meet with our—"

"I know why you're here. Well send word to the Riddler, as we've done with your mates.
Y ou've afull twenty-four hours entertainment here, by Tempus decree and mine. So enjoy,
gentlemen... it'son the house."

And sheleft Critias by awindow table in the room's far corner, set for four, though only he and
Strat sat there. The others, when he looked about, were scattered throughout the room—deployed,
he admitted, as well as he could have doneit, so that every entrance was covered and yet no one
sat done—and he hadn't had to ask, as he usudly did, in aplacelike this, to be seated against a
wadl.

"What do you think?" Strat asked him. "Or have you fdlenin love?

"Hdf," Crit amiled bleskly. And: "Thisis where we were told to report. If theresatrick toiit,
well ded with it when it comes.”

What came was a peaches-and-cream serving wench with abosom modestly covered in lace to
her throat, who gave arecitation of the menu and recommendeations as to what was best, then
lemon-chicken soup and crown of lamb in quick succession, with alight white wineto wash it down
and asparagus and rice with onions on the side.

"Am | dreaming?' Straton wondered, wiping his bearded lips. "Thisis hardly the 'three hots and
aflop' I'm accustomed to."

"The poison hasn't hit yet; dream on.” Crit wasn't entirely joking. HEd let the girl choosetheir
menu but waited until she/d seen Straton clear haf his plate before partaking of what surely must be
black-market delicacies. There was quite a bit wrong about this place, so calm and sedately
mannered when magewar raged outside. Every now and then the floorboards shook, or aflare of
lightning brightened convivid dimness, reminding him of where hewas, and why. But Tempuss
orders had been specific: they were to rendezvous here even before they talked to any officidsat
the hostel. And that hadn't been easy to do.



When Tempus appeared in the curtained archway, Crit had just decided to find the Bomba
woman again and have a heart-to-heart.

"That's the biggest dog I've ever seen," Straton remarked as Tempus, in sooty corselet and
cloak, and the huge black dog with the ferocious demeanor came their way.

"Well met, Critias. And justintime." Tempus sat, and the dog—or wolf, for it wasthat big and
strong—crawled under the table from where emanated a sneeze and agrowl! which made Straton
tilt hischair back, onefoot up onitsrung. "Straton, life to you."

Straton saluted Tempus, eyes on the tablecloth's hem.

"It iswith great relief and pleasurethat | return your band to you," Crit said, only asdelong
glance a Straton revealing hiswish to make hisreport privatdly.

But Strat knew him; the fighter was aready getting up. "'I'm ready to see what lies beyond those
curtains. If you won't be needing me, commander?' He grinned mischievoudy.

"In an hour, come back down." Tempus smiled atiny smile dl Stepsons knew well: some action
or other wasin the offing, blood about to be shed, fur to fly: it wasin the Riddler's noncommittd,

glittery eyes.

"With pleasure, my lord. Thetrip's been dull, long and too full of boring reminiscences|'ve heard
before. May | assume well be—?"

"Strat, you've got an hour,” Crit brokein.
"Right." And hewas gone.
" regret I'll have to cut your recreation short... you've seen the state of things, Critias.”

"What | can do about it? | don't know, but | expect you'll tell me. The woman here, Bomba,
knows more about usthan I'd think prudent.”

"She'sagood friend. Youl'l billet here, with thislast s of yours. Objections?’

"None. Everyone dsein al right? The advance pair? The balance? She said were 'l accounted
for."

" Stepsons, yes. But Jinan's gone, and both Trds horses. Niko is out seeking Bashir—weve
much to cover, and no timeto spare.” And Tempus proceeded to debrief him concerning the sate
of affairshed left in Sanctuary, the replacement Stepsons, what had been done for Tamzen'sfather,
whether the bodies of the children had been found, matters of covert enterprise concerning the
Beysibs, Jubd's hawkmasks, One-Thumb and the vampire who lived in Shambles Cross.

Though he had some successes to report, Crit had thought to |eave those stones
unturned—Sanctuary's problems were in essence insoluble; they would keep until the avenging was
done and glory won in battle. If not for the fact that he'd |eft the town in the care of guttersnipes and
ditpurses who were free to maraud in the name of Stepsons, he'd not have given the blighted south
asecond thought, he admitted. The wise and the prudent fled Sanctuary by the score, like fleas
departing a dead Downwind dog.

Tempus nodded matter-of-factly, looked around, leaned closer and said, " Speaking of dogs,
thisonée'sto go to ahouse on Peace River, a mile downstream from the fals. | want you to ddliver it
to ayoung woman who cals herself Cybele, one of Niko'sgirls. The houseislarge, and the girl is
suspect, and you'reto tell her it must haveitskrrf three times daily—this much.” Tempus pulled a
silver box from his belt and apportioned enough of the drug for along evening'sreve into a packet,
then held it out. Crit took it. " Suspect?’

"Niko's having problems. Possession is a serious charge. We need to confirm the alegations or



dismissthe charges. The dog will do that."

Crit knew better than to ask how the dog could help: "Possession? He's il not right? I'm sorry.
But about the woman— anything we should know?"

"Y ou and Straton shouldn't have any trouble. She's expecting the dog and swears she lives
aone. Tdl her you've come from me and you're afriend of Niko's, but don't be forthcoming. Il
brief you thoroughly when you return, but right now... what you don't know, she can't find out." "A
witch, then?'

"Maybe. Maybe just agirl. He's been picking up strays. There's another a the mageguild, agirl
of thirteen who hasjust given birth to a son—"

"Not even Niko works that fast."

Under the table, the dog whined. Tempus shook more krrf into his palm and stuck his hand
under the table. The dog, in its haste to have its trest, made the table shudder and the wine cups
teeter.

Crit did some mentd addition: Trés horses gone; Jihan missing; billet here instead of the
hostel or Outbridge. "Well at least you've got some interesting work for me. | won't pretend | like
mollycoddling that bunch of ersatz swordsmen we left behind any more than chaperoning thislot up
here." Grit's eyes shifted to one of the Sacred Band pairs just disappearing beyond the curtain.

"When you finish with the dog, go familiarize yoursdlf with Grillo's specils—Haram's their task
force leader; insert ateam as close to Grillo as you can without seeming obvious—set up your own
network, use whomever you like, reassemble your old task force... whatever you think the Situation
requires. But watch Grillo—he's onefor playing angles. Stay away from the guild representative,
Vasli, asmuch as possible, or hell read you the rulebook. Well be writing our own rulebook for
thisone"

"Just what | hoped you'd say.”

* % %

Riding through the ashen streets with Critias toward the house where they were supposed to
ddiver the huge, black wolf of adog that Tempus had entrusted to them, Straton waxed uneasy. A
krrf-sniffing dog wasin itself an oddity; this one, trotting docilely beside them, spooked the horses
for no apparent reason.

Crit had come from his meeting with Tempus cranky and self-absorbed—worried, he admitted
when Straton pressed him, that sorcery was involved in this endeavor, no matter how
sraightforward it seemed. Deliver the dog to Niko's girl, make sure she understood that it must
haveitskrrf, and get out of there without any additiona conversation.

Wheat business Niko had setting up agirl in noble fashion in a private house amile downstream
from thefdls so that white water murmured by its back door and the smal sounds aguerrillafighter
counts upon to warn him in moments of danger were masked, Crit couldn't, or wouldn't say.

Niko was north on assignment; amercenary's women weren't usualy his commander's concern.
And thiswhole set of circumstances reminded Strat o much of Ischade and the house by the White
Fod in Sanctuary that he was anxious to be done with it: Ischade's beautiful, inky-eyed face
haunted him ill. Crit had made a point of keeping Straton well out of whatever arrangements he
might have made with her. It hurt Straton's pride to see Critias go to such lengthsto protect him; it
hurt worseto fed that Crit wasright: held been bewitched by the vampire woman. This chink in his
armor gill rankled.

"Thereitis" Crit pulled up his horse and wiped asooty wrist across his brow. Purple



thunderheads |ooming to the north were underlit by the fires yet blazing so that it seemed they rode
in perpetua sunset, though it was only midafternoon.

The dog, uncanny and weird, sat down on its haunches, itstongue lolling. It sneezed, rolled its
eyes, and bayed asif a the moon. Somehow, it sounded distinctly frustrated.

Lightning flared; thunder followed; his horse shivered, tossing its head. "1 wish it would rain.”
Straton's nose was stuffy from the grit he'd been inhaing; the sky threatened, but never made good.

"WEell just drop off the dog and leave. No long talks. She may be afriend of Niko's, but I got
the impression that the Riddler wantsto be discreet.”

"Send it with anote on its collar, then. It's smarter than some Stepsons I've met." The reference
to the recruits they'd found for the Sanctuary unit made Crit turn.

"Don't start. At least we haven't got that whole crew of sellswordsto wetnurse. A task forceis
more my sze. I'd say we ought to count our blessngs.”

"Count 'em after weve walked away from this one. Do you think there's a specia reason we're
making thisdelivery?' Not for thefirst time Straton wondered why he dways ended up in these
covert enterprises, rather than facing a clean and mortal enemy on anice, day bright field of battle.

"Hell tell us, later. Or not. It's not our job to speculate.” Critias spurred his horse forward. He
cdled back: "Come on, Straton. Or stay behind. | want to get this over with."

Straton wasn't going to stay behind. There had been atogether too much of that lately. He
loosed hishorse'sreins, and it legped to catch up, sharing his own fedlings about hanging back.

Cybdée's house, once they'd ridden up an overgrown path to its front door, loomed forbiddingly
inthe gloom. Lightning flashed, blue-white, and it looked worse: once anoble building, it had fallen
into disrepair. Ivy crawled over itstwo stories, loosening stones and blocking windows, high shade
trees scraped its roof. 1ts windows gaped blackly.

Tethering their horses and walking up to an overhung, trellised door with the dog between them,
Straton wondered again what interest the Riddler had in Niko's love life, and whether the dog had
some sgnificance—watchdogs were just not that rare, that Tempus would choose a specid
one—and whether Niko had findly pushed hisluck too far.

Just as Crit was about to knock, the door opened. He called the dog to hedl, dapping histhigh,
and announced to the face behind the latch-strap (wide and blue-eyed and decidedly unmagica
looking): "Migtress Cybde? Weve come from Tempus with the dog he promised.”

The door closed in their faces, then opened wide.
Straton saw agirl of the sort Niko liked—young and fair and barely budding.
Her voice was cultured: "Oh, he's beautiful! Bring himin, please... comein."

"Wevejud got timeto give you hisfeeding regimen and specid indructions.” Crit held out a
piece of parchment. "Y ou do read Rankene?"

"Oh, certainly, yes; | do." Shewasinnocently fetching. She stared behind at the sanguine sky
and shivered: "It'supon us, now, thewar? I'm dl aone and he's not home... | can't say how much
thismeans." Stuffing the parchment in her belt she knelt down and cooed to the dog: ""Come here,
big boy, come on, come..."

The dog's fur bristled; hislip curled; he growled, backed up two steps, went forward three.
"That'sagood puppy,” Shelet him sniff her hand, then scratched hishead. "What's his name?”
"He hasn't got one. Y ou shouldn't make a pet of awatchdog. And he's high as he can be on



krrf." As Cybele pulled her hand away and looked at them accusingly, Crit explained: "That's how
they're best; helll tear any intruder limb from limb, and he won't est a poisoned treat put out to
down him. Y ou haveto give him krrf threetimes aday." He held out a pouch of krrf worth aweek's
pay. "Else hélll get lethargic, seem to have acold or worse, and maybe bite you in your deep. Got
thet?"

"Wha'syour name?"
Strat spoke: "We've got to go, soldier. Werelate."

"Wait, oh please. Are you two friends of Niko's? Have you word of him—how long hell be
away? 'Y our master said | could ask anyone wearing armbands like yours—?"

"We don't have a'master,” girl." Straton jostled Crit; the dog trotted inside the house. "Lock
your door. Don't be so forward. Anyone could say they knew your friend and take this place right
over, you're so anxious for company. If you were smart, you'd move into town. Thisis no place for
achild."

Hurt showed in her eyes, and the door shut theresfter, leaving Critias shaking his head asthey
both walked away.

"Thank you, Ace."
"For what?' Strat asked.

"1 don't know why, but | redlly wanted to go in there. Poor little thing, aone like that, Niko
gone... And | know better "

* % %

Insde the house, the Stepsons gone, Randa was having second thoughts. Doing thisfor
Tempus—infiltrating the abode of an dleged witch in the guise of awatchdog...hadn't been Randd's
idea. Tempus had arranged it with the First Hazard, who in turn had come to him and put it in away
Randd couldn't refuse: atemporary truce between Tempus and the mageguild might lead to a
permanent dliance; evenif it didn't, joining forcesto defeat Datan wasin itself aworthy endeavor.
And Randd, with the aid of correlative spdllsfrom the finest sorcerersin Tyse, would surdly fool the
witch. Nisibis or not, she was basicaly no more powerful than the whole Tysian mageguild.
Wizardwall's pretensions, of amaster race and superior bloodlines born to enchantment, were
nothing more than propaganda.

For himsdlf, Randa would gain agrade—he'd be ajunior no more, when thiswas over. All he
had to do was perform this minor treachery with hisguild behind him, and hed be afull-fledged
member of the Hazard class. He hoped Niko wasn't thiswitch'swilling accomplice; that was
treachery too foul. He didn't want to run hometelling tales of vena Stepsons. Tempus had
abrogated along-standing rule of hisby joining forces with enchanters, every mage involved knew
his Order to be on trid. If Niko wasin fecklessthral, then all Randa had to do wasfigure out how
to save him. Helooked up &t the Nisibis witch and wagged histail.

Shecdled him: "Here, doggie.”
Hedunk over, fifling a sneeze and reciting in hismind awarding spell.
The krrf he had eaten should help maintain the spell and his courage, keep hisdlergiesin check.

"Good dog, that'sthe boy," she crooned, and he strove to penetrateillusion, find the witch
benegth the innocent facade. Her hands were soft and long, their touch on his ears and fur
immensely pleasurable. If he hadn't smelled the sorcery— charm and ward and ophidian
dankness—héd think the Riddler might be wrong.



Hiseyeshaf closed reflexively; he knew histongue lolled: one could not bean animd only in
name. He opened them, an act of will, and saw her changing form before him, murmuring: "It'sall
right, hound puppy, see?1 till smell—and am—the same.”

From head to toe adark shimmer cloaked the witch, descending, leaving ajet-haired, pae-eyed
beauty where acomely child had been before. Her face was heart-shaped, arch and in essence
ageless.

Despite himsdlf, Randd whined and shivered and felt hisbelly touch thefloor: thiswas not just
any Nighbis witch, but fearsome, fabled Roxane, bane of the Tysian mageguild, adept assassin,
queen of undeads, "Death's Queen” in Nisbig lore.

He amost howled; hefroze, instead, in panic, hoping he could hold hisform, not break and run
as man or mouse or flea. He thought of all there was a stake: Niko's tortured soul, Tempus and an
end to a bloodfeud with his brother mages which had gone on for centuries, his own life should
Roxane see through his dog-disguise and al the krrf and brother mages held used to reinforceit.

Then he smdlled snake so strong and close he dmost gagged, and the witch rose up, taler now,
and shedding a blue afterglow of power which lit the shadowed room, now more opulent and
gracious in gppointments than it had been before or any Peace Falls dwelling had theright to be,
and told him"Stay," and disappeared through the farther doorway.

With Roxane gone, he calmed his heart and tried to think, but snake odor il assailed him, and
he snuffled around the edges of the room to find its source. As he reached the doorway, he heard
low sounds of conversation. His canine ears detected words, aman's. "Vaslli's desth won't—" and
Roxane's. "Usethis. It will tell the tale we need to spread, incriminate the Successors.”

And then, as Randal sat quite till, his head cocked, something hissed close by, and abasket up
againg thewall began to teeter. He backed a step, then used his nose: therefrom, the smell of
snake.

House snakes, writhing, tipped their basket over, then dithered out to arch up on their coils and
hissat him. The closest one, itstongue protruding, swayed back and forth, and the dog in him took
over: hed bounded in and fastened his powerful jaws on its neck, behind its head, before he knew
it.

A cry, quite human, anguished, long, came forth from somewhere. Snakes have no voca cords.
Hedidn't pay attention. Theinstinct of his change-form had taken over: he shook it in hisjaws and
ground histeeth on its neck; it hardly struggled; itswrithing soon ceased. He was chewing on it, its
lifeless body stretched between his paws, when human feet appeared before him, and fearful curses
rang out above.

Then: "Bad dog! Get back! Away!"
It was Roxane, and around her neck the second house snake curled, itstongue aflicker.

He'd done something wrong; he cowered, whined, sat back and lay down flat, hisexpresson as
mournful as he could makeit, hishead between his paws.

He sensed her wrath, its smdll, itsfury. Then the rage darkening her complexion came visibly
under control asthree men in Tysian dress rushed in to see what the trouble was.

"Nothing, gentle sirs. My dog... he'snew... he ate a house snake. Poor dog, he did what any
dog would do." Her voice was tremulous. She herded the men back the way they'd come, and just
intime: the house snake he'd been egting was beginning to take other shapes, in death mimicking
every formitslife had ever known.



Among the refugeesin the free zone, Niko and Bashir moved easily, their horses|eft beyond the
crumbling wall where the Successors tunnel came up to ground level in aburned out, abandoned
barn.

Therewas drizzle, now, and fog—an extra blessing. The fact that they were hedlthier than most,
with all then- teeth and limbs, well armed beneath their rags, was doubly-hid by weether. Asfor the
rest—they reeked of garlic, or Niko did, from using fresh cloves of it to disinfect along, deep
scrape upon hisarm held gotten in the tunnd; they were reding dightly, tipsy from the blood wine
Successors favored; and Bashir, morose and bellicose as he moved among the "Maggots,” was
ranting under his breeth about " heartless Rankan overlords' and "Nigbis witches' and "Mygdonian
oppression” soon to come—in short, the Successors |eader was looking for afight.

"Y ou promised wed not get drunk on this" Niko dapped the empty wineskin at hiship,
grabbed Bashir's arm and steered him around atumble of poke-ribbed children eating garbage in
the street and ready to defend their pile of rotting rinds and suet and dop with sharpened sticks and
jagged teeth.

"l am not drunk," Bashir replied thickly, shrugging Niko's hand away and walking an eaborately
careful sraight linefor six steps before his arms shot out to balance him and he tottered.

Niko put out ahand to save Bashir from afdl, pretending he was steadying his own uncertain
progress. "Yourenot. | an. And | can't show up likethis... Weve your reputation to protect, if—"

"Excuse me." Bashir stopped, retched between two low black tents, then straightened, fumbling
in his pouch.

"Here." He handed Niko a prig of mint and asmall packet of krrf mixed four-to-one with
pulcis. "Chew the mint, snort the powder, and welll be sober as foxes, sweet-smelling asfarm
maids, yes?'

Niko sniffed the clay-colored powder, the mint in his mouth, and everything around became
preternaturaly clear.

He handed the packet back to Bashir, who did likewise. "Shrivel me, that's better. Now,
Stedth, escort meto your mighty, much-vaunted immortad. Let us steal upon him out of shadows,
though, bresk through his perimeter as you did mine; it befits my mood to descend upon this
mesting place from the rear.”

"Anything ispossble”

But when they got to the tent Tempus had designated as ameeting place, things looked lessthan
hopeful: despite the need for secrecy, herein the free zone, a dozen operatives were stationed
around the tent in varying degrees of disguise, their posture and their swagger belying darned

mantles and three-day beards. One was off by himsdlf, interrogating a prisoner lashed to awagon's
whed, and that prisoner had the braided sidelocks of a Successor of Free Nisibis.

"Isthisthe kind of talk your commander thinks to have with me? Even for you, Niko, I'll not
chanceit." Bashir moved closer to him, dark eyestroubled in hisoval, bearded face, hisskin palid
inthefoggy twilight, his broad forehead etched with worry lines.

"I know how it looks, what you're thinking," Niko whispered. "Stay here, out of sght. Be quiet.
I'll givethejacka cdll, then come back myself to get you. If it's not me who comeslooking, or you
hear no call, then I'll be dead, and you'll be on your own. Asfor your man, there must be some
good reason, but I'll seewhat | can do.”

" Success, then.”
"And to you." Niko dipped away, backtracked, crossed the dirt track and approached the tent



and wagon from the upwind side.

A beggar/sentry rose and fell in behind him; arug merchant left his stal and showed Niko his
blade, saying, "Hold!"

"Hold yourself, Ari. Y ou're about as subtle as asiege engine. What's afoot? Why isthat
Successor strung up there?!

The beggar behind backed off; Niko heard him grunt as he resumed his seet.

Ari pulled him by the elbow to hisstal. "Afoot? Have you not heard? Vaslli's been murdered...
shot. The arrow in his neck was made in Free Nishis—helicd fletching, it'stheir handiwork, all
right. And don't go marching over thereto tell him hisbusiness... that one'sthe task force leader's
boyfriend, some interrogation specididt. .. very nadty. It's nothing much to worry about—"

"Nothing much... Does Tempus know of this? Where's Grillo?"
"In the tent, there. But no one€'sdlowed ingde... Niko? Niko?'

But Niko was aready striding away, toward the tent. Halfway there, he was stopped by two
men he didn't know and told the same: no admittance.

He considered mayhem, remembered Bashir, watching, and approached the interrogator
insteed.

"Turn thisman loose." He clapped his hand on the interrogator's shoulder and spun him around:
"Straton!"

The mud-specked, dirty face which had been scowling began to smirk. "Niko! | don't think you
can savethisone, but | warned Crit you'd want to try. Have you seen Grit? Or Tempus? Y ou
havent, yet? They're waiting for you. Thison€ell keep, comeon, I'll takeyouin.”

But Niko didn't move."Let that man go. | can't bring Bashir in here with you torturing one of his
people before hiseyes..." He stopped before he made it worse. Straton was no one to offend.

"They killed the guild representative, Vasili," Straton shrugged."Or at least that's what the
evidence seemsto indicate. | can't confirm it from any I'veinterviewed. But I'll wait on this one, until
you've seen the Riddler. Now comewith me"

Within the tent, Grillo, Critias and Tempusfell slent asthe flap was raised and Straton ushered
Niko through. "Niko has voiced some strong objections to the interrogation in progress. He thinks,
with Bashir watching, it might not be agood idea.”

Grille's handsome head came up: "Bashir? Here?"

Crit, back to Niko, sitting crosdegged before alow map table, twisted in his seet. "That's
something, anyway." In hishand he had an arrow with helical fletching."Take alook at this™ He
bared histeeth." And welcome back."

Niko, eyeslocked eyes with Tempus, then examined the arrow and handed it back. "Plenty of
men didn't like Vasili, mysdlf included. And helically-fletched arrows can be had six for a soldat
right herein the free zone. | brought someone important to you," he said to Tempus, "for reasons
you said were sufficient. | can't believe you'd throw three weeks work and more away to find a

"Do you have him?" Grillo demanded.

"Hegot him," Crit said quietly, looking Niko up and down, "he's just not sure that we deserve
him. Let's prove we do: Straton, go turn that Successor |oose with our gpologies and some money.”

"Gladly," said Strat, in atone that said held expected exactly this result, and ducked through the



flap.

"That suit you, Stealth? That'stwice I've let a prisoner loose at your request. Sit down, and well
debrief you before you bring Bashir in."

Herefused: "I'm not bringing himin here. He's afriend of mine. Hell meet withthe Riddler...
dore”

Grille's head snapped around, and he examined Niko, for the first time looking the Stepsonin
theeye.

Crit remarked that it wasn't only Grill€'s specias who needed discipline. Stooped over in the
low tent, Tempus came to stand beside Niko and said, very low: "Are you unwel | ?'

Then: "Comewith me, well get someair, Niko. Y ou two, try solving this murder mystery of
yours another way. Niko's right: anyone can buy aNisibig arrow.”

Niko followed the Riddler out into the twilight, and the light suited hismood. " Grill€s running
weaponry and suppliesto the Successorsin exchange for drags and security. I'm not supposed to
know and | didn't tell you."

"Good. Now, Niko... do you have amessage for me... something you forgot?’

"Forgot? |—" He froze, words stillborn on his tongue, remembering awolf who spoke and a
note he'd written to himself and put carefully away so that he would remember... and then forgot.
Hefound himself on the verge of tears, unableto look Temposin the face. Fumbling in his belt
pouch, he found the bit of parchment and held it out. His hands were shaking."Here. I... I'm sorry,
gr. | don't know what's the matter with me."

Tempostook the grimy, wrinkled piece of parchment, read the text, nodded, and told Niko not
to worry, that he understood Niko's problem, and was working on a solution. For his part, Niko
must only have faith and not question others motives: the Sacred Band took care of its own. And:
"Now, where's Bashir?'

"l can't tell you until you promise me hell not be harmed. Not interrogated. Not detained.”
"Done. Now, whereishe?'

Niko told him, and Tempus nodded." And sgnds? Have you any? Give them."

Niko explained about the jackal call.

"Takemeto him. Introduce us and take your leave. I'll guarantee his safety. Therésagirl waiting
for you at the mage-guild, I've been told, who's had a son. And other thingsto attend to, I'm sure.
Takeafew daysrest. Well cal you when we need you."

They were waking circuitoudy toward Bashir's hiding place. "Bashir... weve both had too
much blood wine and too much krrf and pulcis. Y ou'd best explain about that Successor very
clearly. And | know he wantsto stay with me. We've arranged it. Down by theriver, I've afriend
with ahouse™

"Do you? All right. I'll seeto it he discovers Brother Bombals, and you can meet him there and
take him with you, if hewishes. But he should stay at Outbridge, where we can offer him protection.
I'l haveto tdl him that."

They skirted apile of refuse. "And Niko? Y our maat ?'

Niko chuckled mirthlesdy. "I can't even find my rest-place, anymore." He thought he should
havelied, said that he wasfine, but it wasn't true and he was sure that Tempus saw it.

At the proper distance, Niko gave forth ajackal call and heard an answer. They came up to the



spot where Niko and Bashir had parted company; the Successor was nowhere to be seen.
"Bashir? Bashir 7' he whispered, pulse pounding in histhroat.

"Here"

Behind them, Bashir rose up from shapeless shadows, ablade glinting in the lowering dark.
"And whoisthis, Stedth?" He kept his distance, hisweapon drawn but not threatening.

"My commander, the man we spoke of. Bashir, Tempus, Tempus—"

"I knew your father. He died on hisfeet, eyes uplifted,” Tempusinterrupted. "Asyou've seen,
thisis not apropitioustime or place for meeting. Will you come with meto Outbridge? There | can
offer you information, safe food and drink, and abargain | think your father would have liked."

"Niko? What say you? Shall we trust him?' Bashir's up-danted eyes glittered in his broad face;
his gaze went beyond them, to where the empty interrogation whed was; his mobile mouth drew
wide: hewasteasing.

"Aye,"

"Stedth has another assignment, he can't go with us. Weve arranged for you two to meet | ater.
Now, | mugt talk with you... aone."

Bashir grinned, aflash of teeth, and agreed, saying he knew that if anything else unforseen
happened, Niko would take word home to the Successors. It was the most velled of warnings.

"Nothing," Tempus promised, "is going to happen to you, Bashir, while you are my guest. Niko,
you'd better hurry."

Dismissed, Niko wandered off aone through the havoc of the free zone, his eyes narrowed
againg the squalor in the streets, uncertain and uneasy. If Tempuswaslying, if harm cameto Bashir,
then it was on Niko's head, a heavy debt to repay, an insupportable error. His mantle thrown wide
to the night chill, itsyellow lining keeping the refugees away, his armband turned round so that the
Sacred Band bulls-and-lightning showed clearly, he passed through the gates and out into Tyse
unchdlenged by civilian or sentry.

Tempus knew about the girl his horse had injured north of the Nisibisi border. The mage Randdl,
then, must have kept his word. But somehow the Riddler had found out that Niko had made a
bargain with the junior Hazard. Perhaps that was why he was being banished, dismissed like a
picket and told to take "afew daysrest.”

Whatever Bashir and Tempus were going to talk about, Niko's commander did not want Niko
to know.

Feding pedtilential and ill-used, he sought out the barn in which they'd left their horses and,
ponying Bashir's, rode down to Peace Falls, downhearted and sick from the drugs and drink,
dreading he knew not what: the undeads who had shown themselvesin Free Nisibiswouldn't dare
plague him here. Hed finished the krrf-and-pul cis mixture by the time he reached Cybel€sriver
house. He was hungry and tired. He'd stopped in briefly at Bomba'sto seeif any of the Sacred
Banders were there and had gotten so cool areception from two of them that he'd |eft straightaway.
It could bethat dl of them knew held had dedlingswith a Tysian magician; it could be that the loss
of two partners had made him a pariah among those he loved the best.

When the bay was curried and went down on his kneeswith awhicker of pleasureto roll
around in knee-deep fresh straw in hisstal, and Bashir's horse was fed and watered, he went up to
the house and found he had to knock; the leather latch-strap was drawn in, the door bolted
securdly. But there waslight in the windows.

A dog barked furioudy. Claws scrabbled against the door. He heard her voice and leaned his



head against the doorjamb. At least Cybele would be glad to see him.

And she was, once sheld cautiousy demanded to know who was there, pulling open the door
and flying into hisarms, her soft blond hair perfumed and silken againgt his stubbled cheek so that,
laughing, he had to push her away. But it wastoo late: the grime which had obscured the twining
snakes and the glyphs of power on his cuirass had soiled her dress.

"No matter," she said, pulling him ingde"Well clean your gear and put you in hot water—a
bath; onefor me, too." She giggled and he shut the door.

"That'sabig dog.” It curled itslip a him, cocked its head and sneezed. It was black, huge and
formidable. Yet itstail thumped the floorboards, wagging, and it had not attacked him when he

stepped inside.

"A gift from your commander. Oh, Niko, he cameto see me while you were avay, to seeif |
needed anything, and | said | was frightened, alone, so he sent methe dog...Y ou are frowning.
Y oure angry? Why? He didnt mind."

Niko bent down and put out his hand. The dog offered its paw. He shook it gravely. "Some
watchdog, this."

But she was dready headed down the hdl, calling back that she'd start his dinner and their bath
at once, but that he must bathe before he ate.

In her tub, his panoply cleaned and hung upon arack and his undershirt and breech burning in
the oven (too filthy to be saved, shed said), shejoined him, laughing and teasing him, her nimble
fingers rubbing the fatigue from his cramped muscles asif by magic. Grouse roasting and potatoes
baking filled the whole kitchen with awonderful aroma.

"I don't know how you do dl this," he remarked, his head back, eyes closed, content to let her
gponge the hot water over him, one hand upon her supple thigh.

"For you, | can do anything. Now you must tell me how you got so dirty, and what reason was
good enough to keep you away from me so long.” As she spoke, her smooth leg did dong him and
the water, a perfect temperature, lapped against his chest.

"What'sthis?' She'd found the long scrape on hisarm held gotten in the tunnel and she scrubbed
at the garlicky scab there: "Primitivel Garlic does nothing for wounds, no more than for warding off
magic. Only love heds." And she kissed him, touching him, then eased atop him so that hiseyes
opened to see her hair, golden with jewels of water dropsin it, Soread out upon his chest asher lips
caressed him.

"Cybde" He pulled her head up. "Y ou cannot wait? Y ou'll drown!™

"l have waited long enough for you," she pouted and one of the candles guttered, then another.
In one of the other rooms, the dog began to howl.

He touched her breast and asigh came out of her. "I've got to go out later. I'm so tired... if we
make love now, I'll surdly fall adeep.”

"Good, then. Seep iswhat you need. Why should you have to go back on duty?"

"No." He hoisted himsdlf gently up and out of the tub. She followed, water shining on her skin,
no petulance about her, to get him toweled dry.

"Sit!" she commanded, pointing to the kitchen table. She dried hishair and held hishead
between her breasts. He couldn't refrain from touching them, each in turn, or from kissing the water
from her skin. Sheld been avirgin when he took her off the sireet; she was avirgin yet. With young
girlshed found it best to let them wait until they couldn't wait amoment longer; then they had a



good beginning, came to aman'sarms dick and hot and free from doulbt.

Inthe pagt, hed let her mouth him, dept hard againgt her, nothing moretill now. But tonight he
couldn't hold back with her, or even wait to carry her upstairs to the soft feather bed he'd bought.
He had dl he could handle to raise her head from between histhighs and lift her young hips up and
keep in mind that he had to breach her physical defenses gently. Once hefdt her shield give way, he
rolled them over, and while she gasped he had her there on the kitchen table, stopping now and
again to make sure he wasn't hurting her, that her teeth, sunk in hisarm, were clenched from
pleasure, not from pain.

She cried out that she loved him, and he'd made her wait too long, and rose up under him and
wrapped her legs around him so that he had to get his shoulders under her kneesto gain control.
And what he felt when she began to quiver, hed never fet in anew girl before, or in hisown
response to one.

Hesad so: "Usudly, it'snot likethisfor me until later... till agirl's experienced.”

"l loveyou," she muttered thickly from underneath hisarm. ™Y ou'll need no other girls, just me.
I'll make you happy. Y ou won't want—"

He chuckled, diding out and off of her. That, at least, was normdl.

Then she sat bolt upright. "The potatoes! Oh, devils save me; I've burned them." And naked, off
sheran to salvage his homecoming med.

Somehow, she'd cleaned his gear and fed him and found time to cuddle up againgt him and even
fall adeep. He held her in the crook of hisarm before the hearth and wondered if he had the
strength to go out again tonight.” He mustn't keep Bashir waiting...

Helooked up, and the black dog was hovering near. He thought at first it wanted scraps, to lick
their plates, but it stared at him and stared at him and sneezed and scraped its nose.

Strangdly, it seemed familiar. But no, it couldn't be... He put thoughts of wolves and mages from
his mind and set about dressing to go out; thefirst part (dipping out of Cybele's embrace without
waking her) wasthe mog difficult.

When he put hisweight againgt the heavy door to open it soundlesdy upon its hinges, the black
dog lunged past him and out into the night.

* % %

For the Stepsons use, the Outbridge station now had a chapel dedicated to the gods of the
armies and filled with implements of war. In Enlil'svault, Tempus met a length with Bashir of the
Successors, deep below ground among the weapons and the dead.

Thiswarrior-priest of Free Nisibis made Tempus uneasy: his upswept eyes which saw for gods
and sometimes turned within, unseeing, to take Their counsdl, reminded Tempus of Abarss; indl
other ways—from wide, flat face to broad, thick limbs—he was his father's son, long on guile and
comfortable in the company of death-dedling, vengeful gods.

It was eadier to enlist Bashir'said in the assault on Wizardwall than to warn him of Niko's plight.
A soiti. up-country with awarrior-priest of Enlil meant advancing upon warlocks with the god's
sanction; the Successors leader knew the crags and craved to pray atop them; to consecrate a
temple to the Storm God where the Osprey's keep now affronted piety was Bashir's fondest dream.

But to explain why Niko's hospitaity must be shunned, Tempus had to admit that he himsalf had
entered into an accommodation with Tyse's mageguild. Even for Niko's soul's sake, thiswas hard to
judtify. Only Ciritias, of dl the Stepsons, knew thefull extent of the Riddler'sinvolvement with the
mageguild; even Tempuswas distressed at having to join forceswith the Hazards. Not in dl the



wars heldd fought had he ever warred in tandem with magicians; if Niko's predicament had not been
his commander'sfault, Tempus would have shunned them yet, and |et the boy meet his damned and
heinous end.

Reveding dl to Bashir had been no part of Tempuss plan. A little bit, he'dd thought to tell,
enough to enlist the priest and pacify the gods who listened through his ears.

Then Crit cametrotting down the sairs, smiling hismost cynicd smile: "Randd's here. | thought
you'd want to see him. He hasn't got much time." Grit's sharp eyes assessed the progress of
negotiations. theincense burnt, the food spread out on polished stones, the wine jugs spent by
Bashir's unshod, propped-up feet. "I'll stay and go over maps and some logistical considerations
with Bashir, if it pleasesmy lords?... Also, Grillo's sent acopy of amessage from Adrastus Ajami,
saying that Machad will be Mygdonian by month's end; it's dready under Sege.”

Grit's forthcoming speech was for Bashir's benefit, to let the priest know just how efficient and
formidable anetwork he was being inducted into, and where Critias good in Tempuss
estimation—it was Crit with whom Bashir would have to come to terms on aworkaday basis, since
he was second in command.

"Bring him down, Critias. And I'll want you here. When we're through with this, well dl be going
to Bombas. Arrangeto befreefor the rest of the evening.”

Crit left to get the junior Hazard, and Bashir sat up among his cushions: "I'm not surethisisthe
proper place for meeting wizards, or that | should dignify this aberration by my presence...”

Tempus merdly stared a him until Bashir continued: "But I've seen for mysdf that Niko's
troubled; the gods have turned away from him; Enlil hasforgotten his name. He spoke of going
back to Bandara, the western sanctuaries, when histour with you isdone, to try to solve his
problems with the secular adepts. HE's never been aman for gods; 1'd thought, since he was with
you, perhaps thistoo might change.”

"Gods, these days, don't spesk to me”

"Ah, but they look over your shoulder. Y our Rankan Storm God's penned by magic. Defeat
Datan, and you might loose the Pillager again. If He were not merely out of play, Enlil would loveto
have you, but one god may not vie with another for adherents. Jealousy among the planes causes
havoc in theworld of men."

"So my cursefadlsoninnocentslike Niko, and even the Name ess Oné's daughter—Jihan, from
theloins of the Storm-bringer Himsdf—isbound up initsevil."

Bashir picked histeeth with athin, long blade that resided in his bracer. "There are other friends
of yours... entelechies, lords of upper planes, one who rules the seventh sphere of dream and
shadow... Things, revered Riddler, are not so bad as you make them seem. We will rout the
Osprey, reclaim your wondrous horses, freemy friend'ssoul. .. like that." He snapped his
fingers." All Successorswill rdly to such ajust and—"

"Six. | want just Six of yours, and your own presence as upcountry avatar and spiritua guide.
Until I'm cleansed of thistaint of magic..."

By the time Ciritias brought Randa down, they'd finalized their pact and were on to specifics of
the plan: Bashir would guide the Stepsons north, up Wizardwall's high pesks, if the gods dlowed;
Wizardwall and dl itsriches beyond what loot each Stepson could carry down would be Bashir's;
the Successorswould have their homeland, rule in their beloved mountains with no obligation to
Ranke, Mygdonia, or even to the Riddler himself.

But Randd's report dmost caused the newborn dliance to belly-up beforeit learned to swim:
the junior Hazard, puffing hard and wild-eyed, was nearly addled from al the krrf he'd had to take



to keep hisdlergiesin check and his courage resolute, and the burden his new knowledge placed
upon him:

"Riddler, my lords... It's Roxane... not just any witch, but Roxane who's got Niko. He's nearly
beyond salvage, enthralled for good. And her undeads... | heard her plotting with insurgentsto use
her minionsto kill the mercenaries representative, Vasili... use a Successor arrow, and thus set the
meres againgt the free men of Nisbis. And ther€'s her snakes— | killed one, couldn't help
myself—but they're not snakes... | mean, they're house snakes, but they're minions... like Niko
will be, if we can't—"

"Sow down!" Critias exploded. "Sit, light somewhere!™

Randd circled around in place asif ill the dog he'd so recently been, sighed deeply, and
squatted down wherehewas. "Sirs... lords... you don't understand.... If I'm going back, I've got
to leave here straightaway. Anything that Niko knows, Roxane knows dso... shesingde him al the
time, eating up hissoul. And she's sharing him with Datan, asfar as| cantdll... that'sthe
achmage—"

"We know who heis" Crit interrupted. "Now what's this about her being insde him? Areyou
positive? How can we free him?"

Bashir shifted restlesdy, his gaze averted, gpparently studying the maps before him; Tempus
heard a god's name muttered, saw fingerswork in invocation.

"Free him?' Randd repeated."Y ou can't. Death won't even do it. Burn the witch... it'snot
certain, just astart. Or buy him back from Datan, who could make her loose him. A trade... weve
donethat before...”

"No!" Bashir'svoicerang out. "No deds with magelings or their devils"

"No!" Randa |ooked from Tempusto Critias. "Who'sthis? Look here, my lords, I've got to
go... if youwant meto get back in there..." He Sarted to rise.

Crit strode over, put ahand upon his shoulder. "Tempus?"

"He'sright, atrade won't do. Randal, come with me: Critias, confer with our guest about
personnd and troop strength. If Mygdoniais entering Machad, we haven't got much time. We have
to secure the peaks before they reach Tyse's borders, or all thiswill beinvain. Meet usat Bomba's
inan hour or 0."

And, to Bashir: "Son of my brother, work well."

"Gods go with you," Bashir replied, and blessed him openly so that Randa scrambled up and,
shuddering, backed across the room to bolt up the stairs and Tempus had to chase him.

At the sairs head, he caught the mage."Be cam, mageding. He won't hurt you."

"Who was that? Nisibis sidelocks... wasit?... No, you wouldn'. It couldn't be... one of the
murder-god's lovers....Could it?"

"Randal, you've alot to learn about expediency and war. Thered condtitution of thingsis
accustomed to hideitself. That is, an unappirent connection is stronger than an apparent. Those
factionswhom | join together in thisventure are dl expressions of the sameforce, likewind and
water, fire and ether, the wet and the dry, which feed upon their opposites. Do you understand
me?"

"No. Without gods there isthe order of magic; with gods, there is the chaos of emotion. Magic
islogic; godsareil-logic..."

"Exactly. There, you do comprehend. Nothing exists without its opposite. To triumphin this



matter, we will bring opposites to bear. How would you like to become a Stepson?”
"What? A fighter ? Y ou jest. I'm not cut out for—"

"Y our bravery is proven. Most of your sort would have fled when they learned the identity of the
witch. Y our weaponswill be those with which you are familiar: spellsand so forth; well not have
time to make you aman at arms. But I'm asking you to become Niko's right-side partner in the
action brewing, to climb with us up Wizardwal and do battle with your hereditary enemies, every
one of Datan's clutch of evil beings...from demon to witch.”

"Why don't you just make me do it; go over my head and have the First Hazard give the order?
No, I'm being unfair. I... like Niko too."

"|sthat an answer? Have you volunteered?!

"Well need the Hazard's permission. And, | mean... do | get ahorse? | don't haveto be
fourfooted, do 17?'

Tempus chuckled. "I'll give you one of mine."
"Doesthis mean | don't have to go back to Roxane's... Cybel€sthat is?'
"Areyou endangered here?'

"No morethan Nikois." The magding squared his shoulders. "A Stepson... who'd have thought
it? All right, given the mageguild's assent, I'm yoursto command for the duration... magter.”

" Stepsons have no master. I'm their commander, Critiasis my second, Stratonisnextinline.”
"What of Grillo?"

"An advisor, aco-worker. Don't pass him any information; he gets too much through the
mageguild network asitis.”

"Hesveary... close... to you-know-who—the priest down there."

"We've gathered that. I1t's none of our affair. Now, back to work, Stepson. I'll expect to hear
from you in three days time. If Niko doesn't return home tonight, well have lured him out here or to
the mageguild, where | hope to get a second opinion on his condition. Do you think he favors that
girl you brought infor him enough to pay avist there?"

"Niko?Helikeshisladies. Y ou might get him there. .. but the witch will know, and the girl and
child may beinjeopardy... Oh, | see: you want to lure Roxaneforth, isthat it?'

"Go on, now, Randdl. If Straton doesn't come to the Peace River house looking for Niko, stay
in place. If he does, that's your signal to get out of there asfast as you can and come straight here.
Understood?’

The mageling held out a sweaty hand.
He'd be sufficient to histasks, Tempus redlized, as the youngster strode away.
Then he had to face his own responsihilities: no reason | eft to delay, no way to put it of f.

Niko's note had been quite plain; al Tempus had to do, to begin unraveling this mess hed made,
was humble himself before thelord of dreams and call hissigter, his heart's bane, down from her
sojourn among the planes.

Heredly didn't want to do this. But too many fates had become entangled with his own.

In the stable, saddling up to ride out among the mists and the intermittent lightning of the mages
feints which made late autumn out of summer skies, he nearly said aprayer for Niko, but managed
to refrain. He shouldn't let himself fed so much for these youngsters, or love his Stepsons the way



he did. But without the god to occupy hismind, his curse owned him fully.

Having Cime back would put thingsin perspective, if Askelon listened to hispleaand let her
come.

Without her, he had afeding dl his planswould come to naught—Niko die with soul enthralled,
consigned to deep damnation; Bashir would learn that gods were not so omnipotent or omniscient
asthey clamed and bury Successorsrather than pylons deep in the high peaks earth; and
himsaf—well, if Datan wanted battle-won soulsto do his bidding, an old one such as hismight be
the prize of dl the ages.

Hewould haveto wait and see, he thought, stopping only long enough to stroke Niko's pregnant
mare and promise her held have him back home soon, safe and sound and soul intact.

She whinnied softly, reassured.

* % %

When the last sounds of Niko's horses had faded and she was sure that he was well away,
Roxane cast asde her Cybde-form, made a scullery maid of her one remaining snake and oversaw
the clean-up of the kitchen. She could have willed the mess away, but the snake, its sibling gone,
was being punished. Stupid snake must learn enough to stay out of the watchdog'sway. Impulsive
and foolhardy, the snake her dog had chewed the life from deserved itsfate thrice over. But its
death presented problems—she hadn't used her water bowl to report to Datan or sent her soul on
high in person because when she did she'd have to say one snake was dead.

And shed nothing crucia to report yet; when Niko came back from this meet with Tempus and
his Stepsons, she hoped to know more; she hoped he'd bring Bashir back here, where "natural
causes' would soon end the Successor'slife.

In the kitchen she picked up Niko's cuirass gingerly, asif it were offal, not metal, then changed
her mind and left it with sword and dirk upon its drying rack. Sheld had to prompt him not to take it
with him; held gone out in dark shirt and tollman'strousers, not giving it a second thought. She'd find
away to claimit lost or stolen; it cramped her style. To keep it cool sheld needed to take extracare
with her disguise and never oncelet hodtility to Niko overwhelm her: it was magic hodtileto the
wearer which energized the dirk and sword and cuirassinto action.

Thisloving Niko was not difficult; it wastoo easy. So long insde his mind had taught her to
appreciate qualities she'd never understood: kindness, youth, naivete. She spoke acurse which
froze the snake in horror, and it dropped a stoneware plate. Would that Datan, lover-lord, had half
the sense of duty to which this child adhered so willingly, a heavy burden proudly toted that gave
meaning to alife of struggle no Nisibis warlock would endure.

She sighed and wiped her brow and sat up on the kitchen table where so recently they'd "made
love," as Niko said. Sheld never for amoment had to feign her passion; sheld amost let her
Cybde-face dip away when first he cameinside her, so transported by ecstasy was she.

Once sheld thought to murder him and nibble on his sweet young soul amorsdl at atime; she
might makeit last ayear. Now she thought of saving him intact, kegping him aminion in delectable
sarvitude—adive, awilling servant who would give her pleasure year by yeer.

And this complicated s mple measures: she could not send the snake with afew undeadsto day
him as he rode home with Bashir. She told herself that she yet needed him to spy on Tempus,
though the crafty Riddler gave out preciouslittle information to any man, somehow thwarting her at
every turn asif by accident, though she knew no "fate" or "luck" was so consistent.

Sheld failed to turn Bashir away with the undeads sent in Niko's wake to daunt the priest and
cast ashadow over their reunion. Sheld take the soul of Enlil's priest instead, though she felt with



Niko every pain and shared his sadness and histroubles. If she could, sheld have whisked her
Stepson up to Wizardwall tonight and kept him there; sheld soon make him awilling captive of the
pleasure she longed to share with him.

But Datan waited, and war was nigh, and witches never failed. She knew that half of what she
fet wasthetaint of Niko's suffering; sometimes she wanted to give him back his moat and let him
find his rest-place and be Cybde for him forever...

She laughed a harsh and angry laugh, and her snake, itswork done, scuttled away.

Sheld have him spurn the dut he had waiting for him in the mageguild, the one Tempus kept
reminding him to see. That whole encounter with the wolf-mage had been inauspicious;, much energy
had gone into making Nikodemosforget, and then the Riddler had found away to get the dream
lord's message from him. She'd done the best she could; she couldn't chance destroying Niko's
mind completely; he wastoo useful.

But she needed something favorable, atriumph to report to Datan, not merely alisting of
aborted possihilities, achronicle of little falures.

And held let the dog out; she heard it scratching at the door right now. Almost, shearosetolet it
in, but Niko was even then approaching Brother Bomba's and the dog would learn alesson; let it
wail dl night upon her stoop, at least till Niko and Bashir came home.

She deepened her trance and, leaning back, closed her eyes so that she could see through his.

And because of her preoccupation with Nikodemaos and her scheming, it never once occurred
to Roxane to wonder why Tempus had refrained from mentioning to Niko anything about the
Riddler'strip to see her or that held given her the dog, but only remarked, "Do you?' when Niko
said that he'd afriend down by theriver, and there Bashir had agreed to lodge.

When Niko arrived at Brother Bomba's, Bashir's horse in tow and his crossbow in hishand,
Madame Bomba hersdlf showed him through the crowd and down the tairsto where Crit and
Bashir sucked on bubbly pipes awaiting Tempus.

"Now, Stedlth,” she said, "don't think I'm being forward, but I've a proposition for you... your
unclein Caronne, you see... hesaman | crave an introduction to."

"It's been years—"

"Helovesyou, kin and dl. Just anote from you; I'd liketo be his client. I'll make you wealthy,
you won't haveto do athing." Shelet go of hisarm, stepped back. "Herewe are. They'rerightin
there. What say you? Do an old woman of the armies afavor, soldier?’

Shewas afriend of Tempus, he knew. Still, he never traded on that family relationship; he owed
hisunclefar too much... and hed refused to come into the family business; they'd parted on uneasy
terms. But then, lifewasfull of obligations. "A note, you say? Give me paper and I'll writeit. But as
afavor, Madame; you're a good friend to the Stepsons. Show the Sacred Band your usual
generosity; hep the Riddler. | don't want anything morefor this. It's nothing much to write aletter.”
As he spoke, with the quill and paper she pulled out of her voluminousy pocketed apron, he wrote
his uncle: Madame Bomba would have her contraband at haf the going price.

"May | read it?" Eager asachild, she scanned the lines, then stood on tiptoe and kissed his
cheek. He grinned at her and shook his head; he saw the child within her: what awench she must
once have been.

Then she did aside the thin partition and Bashir rose up to embrace him; their lipsmetin
northern greeting, and he heard a derisive snicker come from somewhere among the dozen men
within the smoke-filled chamber. Whether it was at his expense, he couldn't say. Half these men



stretched out on mats with pipes and blown-glass jars before them were Stepsons, Sacred
Banders; the rest were specids and apair of sde-locked free men of Nisibis; none of them had the
right to smirk. But upstairs as Madame Bomba brought him through held seen others of his
squadron and got no more in greeting than awave or nod of head. From the two who'd ridden with
him out of Sanctuary he'd asked for more—some indication that their promisesto act in his behalf
had been fulfilled. Distant stares and taut mouths were what held gotten; no one wanted him too
close, that much was clear.

Bashir's hug wasfierce and lingered: "Areyou dl right, my friend? Wherésyour gear?"

Niko saw Grit's hawk eyes watching. He tugged on Bashir's laden belt and dipped free of him,
replying, "There are wegpons a hand hereif | need them. | had to snesk away without waking a
certain lady.” He hoped he'd hidden the uneasiness he felt as he squatted down between histask
force leader and Bashir. He'd worn that panoply too long; he was glad to befree of it. In hisbelt he
had his stars and blossoms and a hunting knife, single-edged with serrations on the curve from point
to flat of blade. The only difference between a hunting knife and acombat knife was what you stuck
itin. Helaid the crossbow by hisknee: "Expecting trouble, are we?'

"Not unlessyou brought it with you," Crit said, his eye-whites red from sucking on the
waterpipe, whose mouthpiece he held out.

Thinking that he'd never be at ease sociaizing with histask force leader, Niko dragged deeply
and sought to pass the mouthpiece on. Thistime Bashir spoke up: "“Smoke on, were well ahead of
you." And as he did he thought that in this room where those he loved the best |ay about, relaxing,
he felt totally aone. The Stepsons stepping wide of him held half expected, tried to understand. But
Bashir, too, was acting strange, and this was sudden. Bashir was not oneto criticize or worry; Enlil
granted thewarriors he favored acalm heart and far-seeing eye. And Bashir knew Niko's skill with
Death Touch and found objects; together in the old days they'd thought and fought their way out of
many atight spot againgt ridiculous odds. He coughed, then drank the wine his old friend proffered
and put speculation by. It was hislot to be aone, hed had omen after omen of it.

When Straton and Tempus came in together, every man upon the floor sat up or raised his head
or straightened shoulders, but the Riddler waved them back and put them &t their ease.

By then Niko's head was spinning and voices loud and colors brighter than they should have
been and he found it difficult to spesk.

Tempussaid, "I'm late. Y our pardon, fighters. Sometimesit takes longer than expected to prove
onesdf atotd fool," and sat where Bashir and Crit moved over to make room for him with Straton
on hisright.

"Commander?" Critias asked hismeaning.

"Never mind. It doesn't matter.” The Riddler's eyes were on him o that Niko shifted, pulling on
histunic.

The pipe was passed and talk turned, astalk will, to women, and then to the girl Niko'd found
north of the border, and Strat suggested that they go take alook at her: ™Y ou can't leave her inthe
mageguild forever, Stedlth. They've few provisons for women there. We don't need to be beholden
to those sorcerous ants. And, too, if you don't want her, you could give her to afriend..."

He thought he'd say no, decline, explain he had no interest beyond preventing an innocent's
death. But somehow they al got up and staggered out of there, headed for the mageguild, Niko
wondering if he were dreaming this. one didn't go reding through hostile stregtsin the middle of the
night carousing with one's commander and one's task force leader. Neither Critias nor Tempus
were known as public revelers; having them on either side like drinking buddies of therank and file
was disconcerting; he couldn't decide whether it wasfor good or ill, whether he was being



accorded some due privilege, or just there to ease Bashir.

If not for al he'd smoked and drunk too much wine, he would have balked outside the
mageguild. He expected Bashir to do it for him, to the extent that he could anticipate or think out

anythinga al.

He never should havelet himsdlf indulge in drug and drink so carelesdy; he concentrated on
walking upright; when his eyes|eft hisfeet he saw the Tysan mageguild's colonnaded front. By then
he was leaning on Straton's shoulder, and he could hear voices behind him: Bashir's, and Tempus,
and Critiasin occasiond monosyllabic comment, al speaking Nis low and fadt, troubleriding
whispered sibilances and urgency in their tenses and their tone. But the sense of their discussion was
beyond his befuddled capacity to fathom and, next he knew, Straton wastelling him: "That'sit,
Sedth, just one moreflight.”

Then there were nightmarish halls thick with shadows and incense so sweet he gagged when he
breathed. Hed never in hismost tortured dreams thought to set foot inside amageguild. To bethere
with the Riddler, who disdained dl power arts— including gods, of late—and with Bashir, who was
on the other side from mages, and be there barely under his own power, leaning on Straton, most
superdtitious and cautious of al the Stepsons. .. he must be dreaming: passed out safe in Brother's
Bomba's, hearing their voices through his stupor, letting their presence spark the nature of his
dream.

But then Strat said, "There you go, Stedlth,” and, " Sit right there, don't move. Well be back to
get you," and dl familiar voices ceased.

He was propped against awall, and his eydids were weighted closed. He struggled to get them
open and when he did he closed them straightaway againgt what he saw.

Hewasin along, narrow chamber with lofty celling and painted walls depicting ceremonies of
adeptsworking classified acts of magic; at its end was araised and shrouded dais with ashriveled
mage upon itsthrone.

The eyesheld seen in that brief glimpse were cavernous and ancient; the head was barren of hair
and the mouth pleated and open: the words that came out of it danced in fiery letters before Niko's
eyes and then turned to ropes which bound themselves about his limbs. He had timeto think it
consummately sad that those held trusted most and loved the best had betrayed him. Then the
invocation of the wizened creature took over his spirit and he could not think at al.

* % %

"I'm sorry," the archmage of Tyse said, shaking his bad and ancient head as he came out of a
room only Straton had been allowed to enter, just long enough to seat Niko there.

"Y ou'd better be more than sorry,” Critias warned, stopped till where he'd been pacing; "you'd
better have agood idea about what we can do to help him. We didn't bring him here to—"

"That's enough, Critias." Tempus eft Bashir's Sde, where he had been trying to ease a
warrior-priest forced by circumstances and love to enter into the citadel of his soul's enemy: Bashir
subvocalized a curse upon sorcerers and their kind, which made the aged little archmage cast a
blazing look hisway. "Venerable magician,” Tempus began, trying hisbest not to let his own despite
leak through, "there must be something we can do. We have no intention of giving up on
Nikodemos."

"You'd best do it quickly, then, my children.”

Bashir growled awordless threat, and Tempus heard the rustle of hisarmor as he quit the wall
and he and Crit conferred. Moving close to the archmage, Tempus lowered hisvoice: "Theresno
hope?'



"Burn the witch, and you've her infernd lord to dedl with. Let her go on feeding on that boy, and
your problem will solveitself inamonth or so. Hell expire. Rid of him, you'll be better off. Hesa
oy in Wizardwall'sinterest. Willing or not is hardly germane. Or day him yoursf; it's kinder and
your sort isinured to murder, we've all seen.”

"Towhat end? Will he die apeaceful death? Find the afterlife he's earned?"

"Y ou know that answer, soldier." The burning coas which served thiswraithlike mage for eyes
met Tempus and held them. "Y ou're older than I, Riddler. Why aren't you wiser? Haven't you
learned yet that mortal-lovers consign themselves to recurrent, hopeless pain? Let him meet hisfate
and wreak your vengeance on the Osprey. Revenge, | know, you understand. Now, what about
thiswaif, the girl we've been keeping for him?”

"WEell take her and her child to Outbridge,” Tempus heard himsdf growl, trying to keep his
temper. Hisfingersitched and twitched to get themselves around that scrawny neck.

The magefdt it. "Well, you asked for my opinion. Y ou've had it. Let that one—" A wavering,
gnarled finger pointed to Straton. "—go in and bring the accursed forth. Wed prefer not to be
implicated; if heregains his senses, the witch will know he's been here. We've dl our aggressors

engaged—"
"Y ou keep him there. Kegp him safe. Y ou can do that, magician?' Tempus smiled as he spoke
but eyed the archmage blegkly. "Well oust the witch and then come back.”

Straton's sigh of relief sounded in the antechamber falen slent.
"We've put one mage at risk for you, deepless one—"
"Dothis, or Bashir and | will takeit ill."

Crit muttered: "It's about time."

Straton said: "Then | don't have to go back in there?”

Bashir said: "Hark to him, old man. The Riddler speaks for me and the god speaks through me.
Y ou don't yet know the meaning of ‘damned.” Keep him, and keep him well, or dl the devilsyou
feed from that foul hand of yourswon't save you.”

"Enough!™ Tempus silenced them. " Archmage, yeaor nay?"

The ancient waved a hand and Straton flinched. "1t fallswithin the bounds of our agreement, |
suppose. But don't blame meif boy or girl or babe dies of this mortal foolishness. Now go! Get out!
Your priest," he glared a Bashir, "disturbs our wards and right now you need them to protect this
sold soul you think still yours. Go make fools of yoursalves and fail asyou must. Then well hear a
different tone. But don't think to sacrifice my Hazard, young Randal whom | loaned you, for this
oldier—"

Tempus got them out of there. The details of his bargain with the Tysian mageguild were nothing
he wanted spelled out for Straton or Bashir.

Crit took his arm when they'd made it down the steps and whispered: "Where were you,
before? What did you mean about making afool of your—"

"Niko's message, when | got it, suggested that | might call upon the dream lord for acertain kind
of aid. | tried it. It didn't work. So perhapsit was adiversion prepared by Roxane. So | thought, at
any rate, and half expected to find you all in pieces or ensorceled when | returned.”

"Hal That day's till along way off. What say we go rout this witch now?'

"Nothing esefor it,"” Tempus agreed and added, dowly: "We may be doing Niko more harm
than good.”



"We must do something to let them know we won't give him up without afight.”

"l know, Critias." Tempus smiled again, just dightly, knowing that Critias was ready then to
stand and war with demons from a brace of hdllsif it would bring Niko's spirit back. "Try to get that
panoply. She's succeeded if sheswrested it from him."

Straton came up: "Y ou'd better explain thingsto Bashir. Me, | don't care whose aid you've got
or what you've paid, but if | listen to the warrior-priest much longer, telling me where and how long
I'm going to burn for this, I'll trade my war-horsesin for oxen and my wegponsin for sheep.”

"Done. But onething, Straton,” Tempustold him; "you've got to goin first, walk up to Roxane's
door, knock, and ask for Niko."

"By Vashankasthird and ghostly ball, why?'
"Srat!" Crit snapped. "We take orders, we don't—"

"Hehasaright to ask. Because that's Randal's sgnal to get out of there. Try to keep her talking
long enough for him to dip by, out the door.”

"Randd?'
"The dog, fool! HE'sthe dog, remember? Black and large and—"
"Oh. That's different, then. Consider it done, Riddler.”

Straton had never, in Tempus memory, caled him that before. Hefell into adiscussion of
strategy and tactics then with both Stepsons, forgetting Bashir until the warrior-priest joined them,
saying that Niko was his bond brother and whatever could be done to save him, Bashir must help to
do, mages or no mages. "Enlil will sanctify us, and hisfirewill purify those grounds aswar without a
god's clean flame could never do. Anyway," the priest grinned, "1 do love roagting the occasiona
witch. And thistime, it'sin acause that's more than just." The grin faded as he glanced back over
his shoulder at the mageguild, and when he turned, his countenance wasfilled with unmitigated hate.
"If I left Nikodemosin there, trusting you, theleast | can do is hasten the moment we can get him
out agan."

"He's never to know of this," Tempuswarned. "Not that we know the witch isin him, even when
itsover. | won't leave him there later than morning, Bashir. You and | have an aversion to these
necromancers in common. Now, when we get him back, well admit to taking him there to claim the
girl and her child, that's al. For the rest, he's had too much to smoke and too much to drink. And
never, if wedl get old together, are any of usto tell another person what we've learned. He has
troubles enough without being outcast, shunned and suspect.”

"You sad, "never."" Bashir remarked. "What if none of thisavailsus?'

"Then we take him back among us, keep his secret, let him spend what time he has with those
who love him begt.”

"How?" Crit objected. "When everything he knows, she knows? And probably the Osprey,
too?'

"An information conduit flows both ways. Well use him to affect old Datan's judgment; bad
information, given astruth from an impeccable source, can hurt the wizard's planning.”

"Inafight?' Strat wondered.

"Randal. Hell be atemporary Stepson; I'll assgn him to Niko'sright. It's up to you both,” he
looked at Critias and Straton, "to see that the squadron accepts him, and that no one knows what
kind of fighter Randa redlly is.

"No problem," Critias nodded, hisintelligent stare letting Tempus know held made the leap to



comprehension. With asource just like him Tempus could have scoured the known world clean of
evil.

And as Tempus waked toward the horses with Crit beside him, he heard Bashir explaining
quietly to Straton just what kind of weapons a mage such as Randa could bring to bear, and why

they both must put aside rightful prejudice, even lie and misrepresent themselves and others,
promising Straton that this once the gods would make alowances.

Tempus hoped he was right.

* * %

Critias sent Strat on ahead, almost too busy for misgivings. But held had to say, "Take care,
Ace, don't tarry with her; remember how she nearly charmed melast time," and clap hisfriend upon
the back, and even hand over his eagle-claw fish hook- for Strat to carry. "It will bring you luck.”

"Luck?Let'shopel don't need it." Strat was glum, but resigned. He stuffed the fish hook in his
pouch and strode up the winding drive which led to Roxane's with only one puzzled, backward
look.

After held gone, Crit cursed himself for letting Strat know how worried he was. He should have
kept silent. He remembered that night six weeks ago when held cast his personad prognosticatorsin
Sanctuary's hogtd, tting in the common room after Tempus had saddled him with the welfare of dl
the Stepsons.

He'd done well enough by the single fighters and the paired; al aman could do, he'd donein
accordance with custom and regulation aswell asin the spirit of the honor-bond that elevated
Sacred Bands. Watching Straton walk, lightly armed and with that swinging gait of his, up to the
vine-enshrouded house in the early hours of the morning, he knew held been fooling himself in
thinking pairbond was a problem he no longer had. Undeclared or not, his nature had found its mate
in Straton's; his heart went with hisfriend up to the witch's door.

Men were sneaking round the sides and bush by bush up close with incendiaries hastily
concocted from kitchen staples; when Bashir gave his jacka howl, they'd place them drategicaly
around the old manse's foundations; by the time dawn dared to break the whole place would bein
flames. Hetook an instant to thank the gods that Roxane had no high wall to be scaled. An arrogant
witch, she shunned mundane defenses. He hoped she didn't know better than he, that what seemed
an advantage to his sde would turn out to realy be one.

Above the masking sound Peace River made rushing behind her house, he could hear Bashir's
low baritone, intoning prayers and blessing commandos while overhead agodly cloud began to
mass.

Wishing he could see the door from where he crouched among the bushes, he crawled back to
join the other Stepsons gathered to receive Enlil'sblessing. It couldn't hurt. He bowed his head.

Then adog's bark, ending in awhine (low, then louder) broke his concentration and he dmost
sprinted up the drive.

Bashir caught him by thearm, intervening: "It'sin the god's hands.”

"Hug my crack. Every man'sin hisown hands, with alittle help from his brothers. Let me go.”
"Wait and see." Bashir held ontight.

"Too much rideson this

He couldn't argue with Bashir in front of Sacred Banders. He was glad the mgority of them
were deployed around the house. HEd have to talk to Tempus about which of them should



command thistask force when both had fightersin it: haf the men behind the house were
Sde-locked Nisibis. For the moment, he merely wrenched his arm free and walked away without
another word.

Back at hisbush, he could see alittle light spill forth among the trees asiif the door had opened,
and then something black and panting came careening into him, al teeth and tongue and wet-nosed,
itstail between itslegsand trembling.

"Randal ? Get changed, 1've got to know what happened. Where's Strat?!

Then he heard Bashir give the jacka cdl, and Randal howled along with it in some eerie dugt,
and Critias had to get hisbow and quarrels and form his men and cal firstline codes for "ready.”

A fire Bashir had made with pungent charcoals that burned green was now uncovered; those
with bows of Nisibis style had wrapped their pointsin cloth soaked with Enlil's holy ail; those with
crosshows didn't wait in line, but began scuttling through the undergrowth.

When Cirit looked away from the blacker shadow of the house againgt the purpling night, Randa
was darkly clad and crouched beside him.

"Strat?' Crit whispered.

"I'm not sure. I'm sorry." Randal spread pae hands, then obeyed Grit's order and put on his
gloves

"Come on, then, Stepson, let's go roast thiswitch-bitch.” Strat, Crit thought, this one's for you,
and disobeyed his own ingtructionsto wait until the house erupted into flames to sneak up closer.

But as he came within the house's shadow, charges flared and pieces of stone and wood and
gouts of flame erupted; he covered hisface with hisarm as concussions reverberated around him,
counting off the seconds between blasts, feding the heat sear the hair on hisarmsand warm his
helmet and sweat begin to run down his neck, along his backbone, as his battle-sharpened sense
dilated moments. The charges should have gone off smultaneoudy; some men were better at this
than others; held have to weed them out so that this sort of thing didn't happen again. A stone
dwelingishard to raze.

He looked up before he should have, afraid the house would have its walls intact and they'd
have to go in there fighting, room to room, with demons or undeads or whatever minions Roxane
hed. A soldier such as Critias avoided, when he could, such sorties round blind corners, in
unfamiliar passageways where others of your team could accidently kill you; he hated close-in
fighting, being penned by walls and prey to unexpected trap doors or floors and roofs which might
giveaway...

And what he saw when he looked up was aroof and climbing vines and windows dl ablaze and
figureslimned in firelight through burned-out doors and crashing timbers and then, from above, a
lightning bolt zagged down from clouds and wrapped itsdf around the house entire, ablue and awful
net of power. Stone by stone, the old manse came apart and showered men and trees and road
with pebhbles; chunks and even blockslike hdll-sent hail came flying forth from the inferno, so bright
his eyesteared and stung.

Something hit hishelm and he saw atiny congtdlation of new starsal his own; then the ground
came up to meet him, and he had al he could do to get up on his hands and knees, to shake away
the dizziness, to rise and run... Into smoke thick and cloying and sweet with the tang of roasting
mest he fought hisway, hearing whoops and cries and warriors curses, but seeing no one else, o
much sulphurous smoke did the old manse bel ch—or what was | €ft of it.

He'd reached what should have been its doorway, and there was nothing there but afall of
stones, some smoking timbers, an afterglow of whitehot nails and, he thought, something quivering



among the billows of greasy vapors. He heard avoice besde him: "Don't go in there yet!"

Randd'svoice, it was. Well, at least the mageling was no coward, to have come thisfar. Crit
stepped across the threshold and suddenly was halted by an awful keening, asound which grated
teeth and inner ear like dl the devils up from every hell might make, if they al sang out in chorus.
Then something dark and crackling with stinking arms or wings and crimson eyes brushed past him,
opening hisflesh whereits blighting extremities touched his unprotected arm.

He wheedled and took a shot, crossbow on his hip, firing blind, by ingtinct, and heard afar worse
cry than what hed just heard. Then Randal shouted " Aalieee! " and something besat the air about his
head with hellish wings so that Critias dove to ground, hot stones and nails and smoking earth
beneath him; rolling over onto his back, he levered and nocked and fired arrows asfast and best he
might.

Firgt crawling, then lunging through the ruins, he came upon what must once have been the
house's kitchen, just as one Successor and apair of Sacred Banders were scrambling in the other
way.

And there, coughing and choking in that steaming wreckage, he paused and waved the three
back. On adrying rack, gleaming through the smoke, bright despite the greasy pall on everything
about it, was Niko's panopl y—cuirass with raised enameled snakes and glyphs, the sword with
demons from elder myths, the dirk with stormbolts and fabled beasts on its scabbard, hanging there
from leather straps.

Hewaked cautioudy forward, fegling hisway among the turning stones and charred boards
beneath him, mindful that there might be acdllar under, and the whole floor give way to bury him
below. "If | go down, don't try to get me out yoursalves. Get Bashir and plenty of others.”

"Whatever you say," said the leftman and crossed hisarmsto wait and see. "Wedid it, looks
like"

"Y ou saw awitch's corpse?" he asked absently, hooking his crossbow on his belt so that heldd
have both hands free to grab for safety or keep his balance.

"No, but | saw aform or two aflamein here, and nothing could have survived—"
"Strat? Did you see Strat?' He was almost there.
"Straton? No. We thought he was with you."

The Successor, crouching down, said aprayer of thanksin Nis, picked up some pulverized
debrisand let it trickle dowly through hisfingers, an oblation to the gods.

Two good strides remained between Crit and the panoply. If thiswas some witch'strap, then he
was about to fal into it. He gave up caution and strode the distance, his hands outstretched to grab
the gear and flee.

When he touched the breastplate, a cry escaped him. Hefelt his skin sear and pulled his hands
away. He should have taken his own advice and put on gloves. He fumbled for them and, wincing,
eased them over palms burned white, and was just reaching out again when Randd's call came:

"Stop! Il do that."

The pain hewasignoring made Crit sngp sharply: " You? Why not? It's something you can
manage." Then helooked around.

The little mage's face was scored with long, pardld cuts, asif his cheek wereflayed or plowed.
One eye was swollen shut and, as he walked, he staggered, mumbling charms or spells or smply
cursing off his pain—Crit could make no sense of the didect.



But the mage came across the rubble and said, "Hold onto me." So Crit grasped Randa's belt
and the junior Hazard lifted the cuirass gingerly from the rack, his good eye narrowed, talking to the
piece of armor as he did: "There'sagood thing. Niko wants you back. Y ou've got to let me have
you," and so forth as he did the same with sword and dirk, then held them out to Cirit.

Crit let him go and held up handsto forfend that burden: "Not me. That stuff likes you better.
I've got the blistersto proveit. You carry it back to Niko, he'syour left-side leader, I've been told.
It'syour privilege and duty.” Hisvoice wasthick, and he wanted to be lone: Down beside the
drying rack he had seen a piece of abaone glitter. "Would you get that little fish hook there for me?
Right there. My thanks, Randal." And, the fish hook in hisfingers, he turned and walked asfast as
prudent out of the house and off among the bushes, to it and let his grief run its course where no
onewould haveto see.

He wanted to put his head between his hands, but they hurt too much. He bound his lacerated
forearm and lay on his back, watching the smoke disperse and the red tinge of sunrise eat up the
night, praying he wasn't going to cry for Straton, who deserved better than a death or undesath,
aone, whiletrying to save ajunior hazard who wasn't worth saving.

Most of al, hedidn't want to face the possibility that they might have a second Niko on their
hands; there was not a single bone or corpse or even a piece of Straton's panoply visblein the
kitchen; in fact, he hadn't seen a casudty anywhere within the chaotic ruin which once had been a
house. The wreck-and-rescue crew would go over what remained, of course, as soon asthey could
be pulled away from their current labors at the paace, where they still searched desultorily for roya
remains under collapsed tons of stone.

But Straton... Crit held the fish hook up before his eyes and it was blurry in hissight.
One of the men gpproached, stood over him; the silhouette |ooked down; Crit started to get up.
"You found it!" Straton said. "Gods balls, I'm glad of that.

"Strat, you bastard! Where were you?' Crit was on hisfeet, clagping Straton close. Then,
embarrassed, he pulled away. "Can't you ever follow orders?| want afull report, right now." Crit
crossed hisarms.

"Report?| don't know... | knocked, she opened the door, | asked for Niko, she said he wasn't
there, and that was that. No dog came out, though, so | asked her how it was doing, and she said it
had gotten out earlier and was outside somewhere, maybe I'd ook for it for her, so | had to look
around... then," Strut shrugged, "'l was around the back and the call came so | took cover. That's
al”

"That'sal?1 thought you were dead. Y ou were supposed to report back to me.”
"Crit, what's the matter?'
"How did thisget in her kitchen, then?"

"l don't know. | dropped it, | told you." Straton stepped back a pace, uncertain, scrutinizing
Critias. "'l do believe," he said dowly, "that you were worried.”

"Jugt alittle. Between Bashir and Randal and not knowing whether we won thisoneor logt it..."
He couldn't keep this up; there was no reason to suspect foul play or witchery just because Straton
had dropped afish hook, or to pretend he was angry when in fact he was tremendoudly relieved.
He said as much, made amends in his own terse fashion, and went one step further, so that when
they got down to overseeing the clean-up and regrouping, they did it as an acknowledged pair, full
and sharing partners.



Tempus reclaimed Niko from the mageguild before the sun came up. He had never been far
from him, choosing to stay close at hand in case the witch attacked Niko in the Tysian archmage's
stronghold, as the old adept thought she might, rather than take part in the assault. If Critias and
Bashir together couldn't raze the place, it couldn't be brought down.

Hed left hisailing Stepson only long enough to meet with Grillo, who had to be summoned and
informed: certain of his specidswereinvolved.

As Tempus had requested, Grillo had brought awagon in which to carry Niko'sgirl and her
newborn boy to the Outbridge estate; it was driven, as Tempus had specified, by the single survivor
of the Outbridge's sack, the specia into whose arms Tempus had collapsed that night, and his
favorite among Grillo's men, one heldd had transferred to him.

With the girl in safe hands and on her way, tended en route by the widow Madives, to whose
skill a healing Tempus could attest, he was free to turn his thoughts to other matters: the archmage
of Tysewas unabashedly eager to berid of Niko; Tempus amost pointed out that it could be said
that his Stepson's troubles were of this mageguild's manufacture: if they were not so impertinent and
vain, they might have contained this magewar long ago, before it overflowed into precinctswhere it
didn't belong and embroiled human empires and secular allies—mages should war with mages, men
with men.

But he had said it dl beforein former times and other empires; he himsalf had become accursed
because an archmage lusted after his sigter, Cime. So it went: gods mixed in and sorcerers meddled,
and puny mortals were the ones who suffered.

Having taken his spellbound, semi conscious Stepson from the mageguild amid the solicitous
stares and lugubrious looks of portentous, salf-important wizards gathered to gawk and
prognosticate and teach their gpprentices and impress each other as he half-carried, haf-dragged
Niko through the hals, he boosted the boy up on his horse and headed them west, sunrise at their
backs: Niko's head would clear now that the deeping draught and hypnotic spellsthey'd dipped him
were wearing off.

The sky was dark overhead and red along the horizon; he was late; al this had taken much too
long. He had hoped to have the Stepson safe and sound at Outbridge before the task force razed
the witch's keep.

Asit was, he had to hurry; he didn't need Niko looking back toward Peace River and the
witch's house and seeing smoke and flame; he hadn't yet decided what he was going to tell the
youth who wavered in his saddle but followed him without complaint. The archmage had made sure
Niko would remember only meeting with hisgirl there; the spell wastruly cast, for Niko asked him
thickly if Tempuswere sureit wasal right: "—Hhilleting her out at the barracks, | mean?"' Then:
"Commander, did you see that?"

He'd seen. To the west, above a brightening horizon, shooting stars came arcing down from
heaven, a shower of green-tailed arrows from the bows of the gods.

"Make awish, Stepson,” he advised the youth, and they rode awhile in silence as darkness
waned, and sunrise sought to defest amass of roiling clouds.

They'd stopped to relieve themsalves before he broached it: "Niko, you'll be billeted at
Outbridge yoursdlf from this day on. We're moving north in aweek or two."

The younggter turned around to face him, arranging himsalf within hisloinguard. unspoken
guestionsin his shadowed, degp-sunk eyes. Tempus saw those questions fade and Niko's
customary control take over, and recalled when the boy's facade had been uncracked, when
equanimity had seemed as much apart of Nikodemos as breathing, and redlized fully how much it
bothered him that this particular fighter suffered in his stead.



"Niko, I'm going to tell you something else. We sacked that Peace River house of yoursthis
morming.”

"You... what? Cybele! I—" Niko squatted down in place and, eyes lowered, pulled up grass
and earth. Then he twisted around and looked behind him, where an echo of sunrise might have
glowed in the southeast, then back. He blew out a bregath, then straightened up and threw down a
chunk of sod. "Thank you for teling me." A Sacred Bander wouldn't question authority or demand
an explanation; hewas still completely that.

But Tempus volunteered: "Death squad leaders and a number of insurgents have been seen
meeting there. It was the only decision we could take."

"You are sure, of course. I'm sorry you thought that | couldn't be trusted to know beforehand,
but it's not surprisng.” Niko's glancewas leve, hishazdl eyesblank and cold. "Everyone's been
avoiding measif | had the plague. If that stops, now, it'samost worth it." He looked away:
"Cybde... itshard to bdieve... shewasjust achild. | hope this doesn't mean you'll never trust me,
henceforth, commander. I'm—" Hefdl slent, went to hishorse and vaulted up on it, then sat
gtroking its neck, his shoulders dumped, hisgrief for agirl he yet thought might be an innocent
barely checked.

Tempus mounted up and kicked the roan; he drew dongside.
"No chancethat shelll survive and end up in Straton's hands?”

"None whatsoever," Tempus assured him and heard Niko's sigh of relief. "I have another piece
of news,; in the assault of Wizardwall, if you'll take aman | choose as your right-sde partner for the
action, I'll let you have the point.”

"The point?1'd endure Haram's company for that chance, gr."

So much, then, for the youth'sfears of being considered untrustworthy. But he had to chuckle.
"It's not that bad—it's not Haram. But it may seem odd—your rightman will be Randd, the junior
Hazard. | believe you've met."

Whatever Niko would have said beyond repesting " Randal 7" was lost, because the boy could
see past him. "Commander, you're not expecting an escort, are you? Onerider, one extra horse?'

Tempusturned in his saddle. Therider came cross-country, from the direction in which lay
Outbridge, and where the shooting stars had seemed to fall.

Niko was levering his crossbow; Tempus saw, out of the corner of his eye, the boy's hand go to
his hip where the sword he had been given by Askelon should have been, heard him curse,
remembering where he'd Ift it, then spoke up, telling Niko to wait right there, and spurred the roan
out to meet the silhouetted rider who was plainly bent on interception.

Ashe closed at amoderate lope, the dark rider got no lighter; it was helmed, and that hel met
had aflowing pair of horse-tail crestslike hair streaming down its back. Its mount and the riderless
horseit led were sable, likeits mail and arms. Soon he could see that its helmet had afull visor
drawn down; below, apae jaw showed between cheek pieces.

Hereined in hisown horse, told it " Stand,” and waited. Other than the pale triangle of mouth, no
light patch showed on rider or either horse, and both of these were Tros-large, with arching crests
and barrel chests and hooves that thundered when they touched the ground.

Horsesworth afight, worth daying for, was hisfirst thought as the rider dowed them to awalk
and raised one gloved hand in casual greeting.

A few lengths away, he till had not placed the armor style or the point of origin of tack or
horses. They were of no breed he had ever seen before, with dished faces, tiny wide-set ears, and



as great abreadth between their eyes proportionately as had their mighty chests. The armor seemed
to be asort of tiny-scaled corselet; no smith Tempus had knowledge of could work in such
diminutive fashion. In truth, when the horses danced up close asif they were on springs, he saw that
the rider was quite small aswell.

Then aray of sunlight struck its hem; it raised its hands and pushed the visor up, its mount
suddenly stock ill.

Ilo'mll
"Gresetings, brother. You caled?!
"l... received amessage that if | wished..."

"That's your Nikodemos, there, who has his crossbow trained on me?1'd tell himto put it by,
were | you." Shetook her hdmet off and hung it on her saddle.

Still stunned by the proximity of his sister, he turned and waved asignd; Niko wasto put his
weapon down and ride up. Then he faced her: "What took so long, sster?”

"I might ask that of you." She smiled, gray eyeslike smoke lying lightly on him, yet he saw that
they were puffy and red-rimmed, asif she'd been weeping long and hard. "Wetried to reach you,"
shesaid; "used that boy. How ishe?"

"Youtdl me"

She looked past him and on impulse he fumbled in his pouch and came up with a Rankan gold
Imperia. When she turned back to him, he held it out as so long ago he had seen the dream lord
do.

Her eyebrow raised. Her hand stretched out. She had to take it. She'd have to stay, now, until
sheld given sarvice. He could hold her thus as long as he could fend her off and not succumb to the
urge, risng in him even now, which had started al their troubles centuries ago.

Then she answered the question held forgotten that he'd asked: ™Y ou've hurt Nikodemos more
than helped him, brother. Asusud, you rush in where you don't belong. The witch yet lives; his
soul'sdl tangled up. Y ou should have waited for me. | could have freed him with awave of hand.”
She amiled a him pityingly. "But well save him, if it can il be done. ASkelon craveshim asa
morta instrument, if you have not aready guessed.”

Hed thought as much, but discounted it aswishful thinking. "Then why let him suffer 07"

"We don't own him; he's human. He has free choice. He has hisfate. And he's not ready to
make a pact with even the most benign of powers. Now hush, he comes.”

"Not quite yet. Why are you here?!

"To fight beside you, weakling brother. I've a dispensation from Askelon himsdif. It's clear youll
never triumph on your own. But there are forms to be observed. We could not interpose oursalves
without your invitation. Quite frankly, | was bored to tears with him; there's naught to do there.”

"We have aclutch of mages sorein need of killing."

And Cimetook her wands out and shook her hair down so that it floated, black and silver, in an
errant breeze. The wands refracted sunlight like apair of prisms, and al around them rainbows
shivered into being. She sighed; she pocketed the coin held give her, which would bind her to him.
She sad, "1 was beginning to fear you'd never ask. There's no shamein humbling onesdlf before
such alord as Askelon— Ah, Niko-demos, | believe we've met before.

She held out a delicate hand and Niko leaned forward on his horse to take it, then brushed it
with hislips, one eye on Tempus, hisexpresson guarded. "That'sright,” he said. "At the Vulgar



Unicorn, it was"
"Y ou've been a careless boy, leaving the dream lord's gift unguarded. But we forgive you.”

"We?' It wasto Tempus Niko looked, hislips drawn tight. Tempus snatched his neck and said
uncomfortably, "My sister hobnobs with the planelord.”

"That'sright,” she said. "And he's sent you atoken of remembrance and esteem, Nikodemos.
Useit well and remember whereyou got it." From her saddle she unwound the second sable
horse's tether and held it out.

Niko's bay backed three paces quickly; thefighter said, "I can't... take that... him"—he
squinted at the magnificent horse trapped in exotic leethers—"from you. | hardly know you; | cant.
My dlegianceisdready given. Commander, maybe youll explan?..."

Tempuswas at aloss for words; jealousy was an emotion he seldom had to dedl with; he didn't
know what to say.

But the sable horseraised up its head and curled its lips back and gave an ear-splitting call—half
challenge, half welcome—so that Niko's bay gelding lowered its head and shivered.

"Youtakeit, sr," Niko whigpered. "It'sfor you," Cime chuckled throatily. "Every time we mest,
Nikodemos, | get the distinct impression you are afraid of me. Now take thishorsg; it's bad
mannersto refuse agift from an entelechy; few men have the honor to receive one." She dropped its
tether and the sable horse, his head high, minced over beside the cowering bay gelding and butted
Niko with afine, intelligent head. Niko looked at it askance, then with an uncertain, soft laugh and
onelast glance at Tempus, stroked its muzzle. The big stallion closed its eyes and stuck out its
tongue.

Cimelaughed again: "Don't look so crestfdlen, brother. Thisonésfor you; I've no need of this
much help. We wish to make amends for the discomfort that we've caused you both, and the loss of
the Trés horses—"

"Loss?!

"Temporary, brother, temporary. Now, swap mounts with me and welll talk about setting things
aright while we ride out to your barracks—you will make accommodations for me?"

Dismounting with unconcealed eagerness, he knew he was accepting her too soon, without
enough close questioning or making it clear to her that he wasn't about to get involved with her so
deeply that he might not ever extricate himsdlf or even have the sense to know he should... Then he
thought about the heinous bargain hed made with the Tysian mageguild, and Niko's ensorcel ment,
and dl thetrias before them on their way up Wizardwall, and he too laughed: "My pleasure, sigter.
But you'll keep your place: not whore among my men or day wantonly while among them. Not men
or mages," he added, recalling Randa while he ran his hand down the sable mare's flank and Cime
dipped aleg over to dismount.

Asshedid down, he caught her in hisarms.
"A welcomekiss, brother? Or has the Froth Daughter completely turned your head?”

He knew he shouldn't; he felt the Stepson watching; but hislips met hers and sibling
consderations were no part of the welcome that she gave him.

He had to remind himsdlf that the chances were good that they had no blood relationship, then
force himsdf to disengage.

" S0, my dear and most faithful lover, you do remember me."
Riding into the Outbridge station on the big sable mare bred on the archipelago of dreamswith



Cime beside him and Niko bringing up the rear, he wished he didn't remember quite so well dl the
harm and anguish she had caused him over so many years. But he was so deep into unsavory pacts
with agents of sorcery and magic that amage-killer like Cime might be exactly what he needed. He
hoped so0. She usually created repercussions worse than the problems she solved. He wondered if
the dream lord had found this out, and was glad to foist her off on him. But she wouldn't answer
questions of that nature.

Crit, Bashir, Randa and Straton came riding in soon after, with Niko's panoply and areport of
mixed SUCcess.

Cime demanded to see Grit'sforearm, and when he had unwound the bandage and she'd
fingered the dry, seared cuts, she said: "No doubt of it. The witch escaped.”

"Who'sthis?' Critias had whispered to Niko when the four werefirst ushered into Tempus's
quarters where they expected to report. " His sister,” Niko had whispered back, and turned away to
answer Straton's questions about the two new horses drawing an admiring crowd outside, then
offered to take Strat out right then, and let him try Niko's.

Since then, Critias had watched and waited without aword, his demeanor saying he wasn't
about to speak fredly with awoman—any woman—there.

Y et when she touched first his palm and then his arm with the butts of the diamond rods taken
down from her hair, he covered her fingerswith his own: "That's much better; it fedsfine now.
Thank you." His voice was very soft.

Shesad: "Cime. My nameisCime."
"I'm Critias, Tempus's second in command. And thisis Straton, my right-side partner.”
"Sacred Banders, are you?' Still her hand rested under his.

Tempus hadn't heard the rest; Bashir had pulled him off to one side to confirm what the priest
suspected: that this was the famed and deadly sorcerer-dayer of legend. "What about Randal ?
Even for you, Riddler, thisisadangerous, convoluted game.”

"Theway up and down is one and the same.”

"Meaning it isworth the risk?"

"Meaningif it weren't, weld till have to accommodate her. Don't you have rel atives, Bashir?”'
"It seems to me she's going to be accommodeating Critias.”

"Did you see the horse she brought for Niko?"

"And onefor you. Let's hope you don't need them to trek to hell together.”

"With you here to watch over al our souls? Come, Bashir; let us see whether a priest of Enlil
can drink an old soldier under the table.”

And they left, with Randd trailing after, his eyes wide and hiswitch-scored face pale and
wonder in hisvoice: "She says she'shereto help us, Rid—commander. And she wantsto confer,
aone, with me?'

"Keep your bt tight, mageling, and you should surviveit.”

Already, sheld brought more troubles than he thought he could handle. But Bashir was as
anxious as he to start the ascent to the high peaks keeps,; after that, he wouldn't need her.

Niko had his cuirass back, if not his soul, and the sorrow in the Stepson's eyes was partly eased
by the magnificent gift Askelon had sent him; they'd not lost a single man to Roxane during the
attack on the Peace River house; Bashir was committed and even Grillo seemed to be keeping his



place. Whatever doubts the ranks had had were assuaged by the luminaries convening for this
misson.

He heard Sacred Banderstalking quick and easy victory asthey headed for the mess; what with
Enlil's priest and a successful night'swork behind them, and the omen of gift horsesfrom the

entelechy of dreams, they could even fight hand to jowl with mages, against mages. It wasadmost as
if they had Abards back again, so high were spiritsin the camp.

Every one of them was spailing for afight, and Tempus knew onething for certain: they were
going to join the battle of their lives, sweat the blood of legends, and perform feets of vaor thelike
of which they'd never know again.

Book Five:
UPWIZARDWALL

Around Wizardwall the wards snapped tight and rockfdls glowed bright blue. Nothing over fifty
pounds in weight could pass through unnoticed or unscathed or by dint of force done: the perimeter
wards turned unwary insectsinto exploding fireflies, roasted rabbitsin an instant, charred birds
feathers asthey hit the high-strung fence of power wound about the citadel like ritua wool.

And down from the high peaks winter blew, and wizard westher vanquished summer: not one of
the adepts gathered on the heights expected an easy rout, but al agreed averdant carpet of
flowered earth was not a proper welcome for the Riddler, his murderous sster Cime, Bashir of
Free Nishiswho brought Enlil into the war, and Grille, representative of Ranke under whose aegis
even the Tysan mageguild had sent ayoung adept dong to fight.

Nisibis warlocks had never been so busy; dready they were engaging the Machadi enemy side
by sde with Mygdon as the Mygdonian Alliance's most fearful weapon. Most of the blood-hungry
and the high-spirited warlocks had joined Lacan Ajami'srear echelon retinue; whose remaining up
on Wizardwall didn't dirty their hands with mortals or mix among the puny or the damned. A wedlth
of tender spirits and newly unconsecrated dead were delivered up to them by the lesser mages; the
greater burped and lazed and fed, not redlly troubled by the distant, raging war or even sixty-9ix
guerillafighters climbing up with dogged determination to bring the war to them.

To teach Tyse alesson long past due, blizzard weather was sent down. After camouflaging the
high peaks routes and filling crevasses with treacherous drifts of white, it rolled on down the
mountainsides, dispatching the summer with its blighting bresth that bit off limbs and whispered
harshly in reddened ears of famine soon to come.

Exploratory lighting bolts had been parried by Tyse's overweening mageguild; fair warning was
ignored. Mere Hazards were not up to battling weather. Terror waxed among the townsfolk astheir
treasured prestidigitators bowed their heads and warmed their hands over sputtering hearths and
triedin vainto cal the banished summer back.

Priests pontificated over pious congregations larger than they had ever been before; armies
drilled through dushy streets, ashow of pretended force; mothers wrapped coughing children close



and bought draughts that didn't cure them from overworked physicians; coins changed hands on
Commerce Avenue for forecasts of fate and weather meant to make the frightened brave; whores
warmed the bellies of unending clientswho had fieldsfull of frozen cattle to forget; girlswrapped in
skins queued up before the mageguild to buy prophylactic spells and aborting preparations, but
those who'd gone through times like these before just accepted that ababy boom was on the way.

In Brother Bombals, the owner's wife was uncharacterigticaly glum: the place was full up night
and day, reservations in advance were needed, and the storage magazines beneath would hold for a
month or more while everything shot up in price and amug of warming wine well-mulled or abarley
posset was worth what a girl's night used to cost. But Madame Bombal's "soldier boys' were out
mountain climbing in foul weather and this, her confidants agreed, was what was wrong; only good
news down from the high peaks or word from one of Grille's specids made her smile; a Sacred
Bander, when one came down with a horse gone lame, was treated as her guest of honor; al
others, rich or well connected or even intimately known as was her husband, were virtually ignored.

And high above the town the archmage Datan, in his preoccupation with the Froth Daughter
snoring in his seraglio, could not be shaken to his senses or even spoken with, most days.

Since Roxane had flown up to heal her wounds and gird for battle, she/d hardly seen him. And
when, chancing upon him in onyx, private hals, sheld tried to apprise him of his peril, he'd called her
"stupid, short-sighted, and inept.”

Shed left him with hisbelly shaking as helaughed a her and al his chins aquiver, certain then
that she'd been right to deem him due for toppling. When thiswar was over, al of Wizardwall and
the northern range would be hers, and hers aone.

Thus she didn't have to explain her own behavior; not how the snakes had died (though shed
been ready to blame it on the surprise attack by Stepsons) or even why they'd caught her unawares.
She didn't have to judtify the fact that sheld spared the young fighter Nikodemaos for more spying
despite the dream lord's cuirass or His alleged interest in the youth.

So she rehearsed the moment when she'd triumph and planned the fates she'd mete out to
enchanters, high and low, to Enlil's priest and to the Riddler and hisrightly-accursed sister, whom
Roxane had hated at first sight in Sanctuary when One-Thumb introduced them.

Asthe Stepsons and Successors and specias of the army trudged on through snow and deet
she found those witches and warl ocks she wanted for her faction, and prepared the oaths of fedty
they must swear to earn salvation.

She was meeting with a chosen few when Datan called her to war council; the enemy had
passed through the warding spells unharmed. It was Bashir, Enlil'sfoul priest, who'd facilitated this
with sacrdligious prayers sent on high, when from Wizardwall al worship was directed downward.
Certain demons were incensed. The priest, it was decided, would befirgt to die.

* % %

The snow was deep, the shadows purple. Above them, as night fell, it ssemed aman could
touch the starsif only he reached out with lance or sword. Tempus had split the force once Bashir
was sure that sorcerous ramparts were well and truly breached: Niko had aready taken his mixed
group of Stepsons and Successors northeast; Grille would have the western face to scale with
Sacred Banders and his specids; Critias and Straton were to drift off in the morning with five pairs
they had chosen for surreptitious entry and undisclosed diversionary action; Cime and he would stay
with the main contingent and Bashir.

There had been somelittle wrangling. Critias had wanted Niko in his squadron: they were off to
do what Niko liked and did the best. But Tempus had prevailed, citing Randd's presence as one
reason to count againgt it. The witch's oversaght through Niko's eyes he didn't mention until Critias



and he had crunched knee-deep in snow to a pot near the horse lines where Tempus could be
certain they were quite done: "'l want her thinking he is the main threst, that where Niko goes and
what he penetrates should be the wizards primary concern.” He'd sent Niko's team off firg, then
given out further orders. The young Stepson thought the balance of the incursion force would follow
close behind his advance, that he and Randa were the shock troop leaderson which al else
depended.

Critias gpat into the snow. "Youll likely losehim."

"By standards such asyou or | employ, weve dready lost him. He's got the mage close on his
right; if he comesthrough this, it will be acombination of hisluck and Randd's ill, not anything
more or |ess, that saves him. He's got awitch upon his back, her collar round hisneck.” To no one
else would Tempus have explained himsdlf at length. But Grit's usefulness was enhanced the more
he knew; he saw and understood too much to be kept ignorant, allowed to draw hisown
conclusions, which might be wrong. "And Cime's been over dl possible contingencies with Randdl.
Y ou've seen for yourself that my sster isunparalleled at strategy with men.”

Crit looked at him sdelong: "Have you objections to my spending time with her? She's your
sdter, after dl... perhaps| should have asked. I'm not serious, not inlove—just..." He stopped
and frowned: "That's not how | meant to say this... | mean, it'sawar, commander. Men bunk in
where and how they can.”

Tempus chuckled at histask force leader's discomfort: Critias was seldom at aloss for words;
Tempus couldn't remember him ever being obvioudy nonplussed. "Aslong asyou're paying her
what she asks, it's not my business—"

"Y ou know about that?"
"Would thet | did not."
"S0?... It'sdl right, then? Y ou've no objections?’

"Would it matter if | did? No, I'm sorry, Cirit. It's hardly a case where you need to ask or | want
to give permission. She'sten times your age, you know, surely old enough to choose her bedmates
on her own. I'm not her father, nor will | give my blessing to any union she makesfor the occasiond
coin... Shehasalong, infernd history of which, if you're smart, you'll stay in blessed ignorance.” He
knew he had been too sharp, that Crit might misunderstand, and uneas ness between them was one
thing he could not afford. Y et he didn't like her bedding his best officer, the one man on whom he
must be able to depend. Twice in the same evening, he found himsalf wishing Critiaswere atrifle

less perceptive.

"Ligten, Fox," Tempus used Grit's war name; the sound of it brought his second in command up
short. "She'smy sister but she'snot..." He couldn't explain it. He said instead: "Be careful of her,
she's not abelly-warmer. And she belongsto Askelon, lord of dreams, not to men. It's sport for
her, and if it's sport for you, that's fine. But | need your head, unturned, and your eyesfull sharp,
and your mind on business. | can't have you leading men into battle half adeep.”

That lightened the mood, and Crit's cynica grin flashed white as the snow about. The moon was
rising, gibbous and bright. "Now you sound like Straton. | promise I'll pace mysdlf. It's not afull
time occupation of mine, pleasing women. I've aright-side partner now, you know..."

And on firmer ground they |eft the subject, talking of the Successors trick of pushing off from
crags, their body-weight guiding silken-strutted winglike kites, and whether they could useit; and
checking mules and asses among the horses on the lines, and trying to eva uate without prejudice
Grillo's men and Grillo's motives—a difficult task when both wondered where the Rankan redlly
stood to profit mogt, for that was where Grillo'sinterest always lay. Neither had expected him to
volunteer to make thetrip. Critiaswasjust venturing that it must be because of Bashir when a



commotion among the low, black goatshair tents sent them at full tilt, running in wide-paced strides
through the snowdrifts.

They followed sounds of horses screaming, growls and howls and men shouting curses until they
came upon acrowd milling uncertainly about a collgpsed tent with thrashing shapes beneathiit.

"What's happening here? Who'sin there?' Crit collared aNisbis fighter with arrow nocked and
pulled him off hisknees.

"Let mego! My lord'sinthere... and Grille, too... and something... something else!”

"Y ou can't shoot what you can't see, man. Come on.” And Crit was running, pointing and yelling
names and codes and gathering agroup to lift the tent, another with ready arms, spear and bow and
sword, to day whatever was growling and howling under it when they got the cover off.

Asten men moved into lift the tent, awind began to gust. Snow rose up in blinding eddies of f
the ground and clouds attacked the moon. An unearthly whine came from thewind that blew the
snow into their eyes and men snapped down their visors or held up armsto keep their lashes from
freezing asthey blinked and cursed, but Critias and Tempus, with his own sword drawn, wouldn't
let them back away.

When they'd gotten it halfway up, the torches and intervals around al guttered, but Tempus had
seen something furred and fera, aglimpse of glowing greenish eyes, and dived under, into the tent's
confines.

"Bashir? Grille?"

"Aye, my brother. I'm still here" Bashir replied, but faintly.

"Tempus? What took so long?" Grillo sounded stronger, closer. Y ou fed anything. See
anything? Let's not hack each other to bitsin here, my friends. All hold!"

And, pausing, his sword fouled in something—:tent or beast, he couldn't say—Tempus listened.
He strained his ears. He waited for jawsto close on him. He heard Grill€'s breathing on his|eft, and
Bashir's, too ragged, somewheat farther away. "1 think you'reright, Grillo; it's gone, whatever it
was—or wasn't. Let'shelp them lift thisup.”

Grillo answered; Bashir did not.

And when, with much straining and pulling and pushing from within, they got the tent (which like
agresat bat with awill of its own seemed to want to smother them) pulled up and cast aside, and
someone brought atorch Tempus hardly needed in the light from amoon come clear in agtarry
night with no traces of wind or snow to mar it, al could see the black blood running from Bashir's
gut around the hand he held to hisgrain.

Hewas curled up, and Tempus called: "Get Cime," refusing to let Successors, pushing back the
othersto get closeto their wounded leader, move him.

Bashir's eyes were open wide, and Tempus could see the shock in them. If he started flailing, he
would surely die. So Tempus sat down in the snow and talked quietly but insstently to the
warrior-priest, who had bubbles at the comers of his mouth, about what had happened and
demanded a description of the attacker.

Bashir wastrying to get hiswords out clearly, willing himself to ignore the pain. Men crouched
slent, close, and hit their lips; from farther back, Tempus could hear curses and prayers begin to
sound.

"Make way, here. Let usthrough. Move, hillman!” 1t was Stratons voice. Then Tempus heard
Critias, talking fast and low to Cime about getting her anything she needed and what it was going to



mean to the endeavor if Bashir died now and his men, asupergtitious lot, deserted, leaving them not
much better than lost among the crags covered with snow.

"Crit, not now. Cime, look at this."

Then hissister was beside him; Bashir's grip tightened on his hand. The priest shook his head;
no, he didn't want that kind of help. But he hadn't spoken aloud and Tempus leaned down,
whispering, "Thisisno timefor scruples, fighter. Unless you're acoward and seek an easy degath.”

That put lifeinto Bashir's brown eyes, and Cime bent over him, diamond rods aglow.

As sheworked, Bashir, againgt hiswill, gave one soft cry and sucked in breath; when she
straightened up, she ran one bloody hand through her hair and said, "I cannot say for sureif this
availshim.” Then, louder: "Successors! That blood wine of yoursiswhat he needs right now. All
you'vegot, and hurry! Get it!"

"Straton!" she continued. "He needs alitter, adry, warm tent—mine will do. Lots of furs,
painkillers, get al the drugs together and someoneto tell me about each one you've got. And start
some soup—Wwe need clear broth."

"Soup? Woman, with awound like that?Y ou'll kill him," Grille objected.

Tempus was about to intervene; with al Bashir's Successors listening, the last thing he needed
was dissension, open questioning of Cime's heding kills.

But she said: "The wound is closed. It'sthe blood he'slost which concerns me. And the pain
he'sin. Now, get back. Where's Straton? Brother, move these men and speed this up. Hell be on
hisway to Enlil's handsif heliesmuch longer inthissnow.”

When sheld used that same snow to wash away his blood from the angry, closing wound, she
caled her brother close: "Put your hand right here, and keep it there."

"| thought you said it'shedled?..."

"In deep, itis. Weve got to squeeze the fluids up and out; if it were to heal over poison, or his
own wastes, we'd lose him. Just hold it closed and don't ask questions.” He did as he wastold,
noticing that Bashir had quite passed out.

Later, within her tent, they traded guesses asto what had made the wound and whether Bashir
would have to be left behind.

"One placeis as bad as another. Thetrip up won't kill him more surely than the trip down.
Leave him? And if it attacks again? Weve got to take him, brother. The god loveshim; if it's Enlil's
will, hell mend."

Grillo sneered that gods had nothing to do with this, that it was awerewolf, probably planted
among the men.

"Ohyes? That's your guess? Then go out and find him, Rankan. Usethis." From her belt Cime
pulled alittle dart, Slvery and very thin a itstip.

Once theflap had closed behind Grillo, her mocking laugh rang out. "I keep wondering when
those foolswill grow up, but the answer isthat they will not.”

"There's no werewolf, then?' Straton asked.
"Not unlessit'syou, Stepson. Or Ciritias. | keep those stickersto pick my teeth.”
Straton shuddered, made aface, and scrambled up to seeif the broth was ready.

That left just Critias, Tempus, and Cime, her cheeks smeared with blood like rouge, alock of
hair hanging down before her eyes. She pursed her lips and blew it back: "Well, beloved sirs, what



think you? His color's better."

"WEll take him," Tempus decided. " Critias, go spread the word among his men and see what
you can do to ease their fears—the whole camp will be sitting up on doubled watch after this, and
we cannot afford to let fear of magic waste their strength.”

"I'll tell them," Crit said wryly and dipped away, touching Cime's neck as he passed by: "You
can hed meany time"

"Now, brother, don't say anything," she warned when Crit was gone.
"l was going to remind you that | havefirst claim on your services," hereplied.

"Which ones?' shergjoined wickedly, but as she did, Bashir groaned and tried to rise up on his
elbows, then thrashed as some men will in delayed shock, and they had their handsfull trying to
hold him sill.

* % %

Three days after being bitten by a hell-spawned demon, Enlil's priest till lived. Thistroubled
Datan grestly; watching Jnan deep in his seraglio, his massive head propped upon onefigt, his other
hand on the tow-headed boy who cuddled by his knee, he brooded. The poison in Bashir'swound
had failed to do its work; the priest had too much aid from higher realms: his own pious soul, the
god Himself, and Askelon's mage-destroying bitch, sicced on Datan straight from the archipelago of
dreams.

Theimprobable was fast becoming likelihood, the unthinkable now had to be considered: he
was about to find hisfortress under siege. Every adept and lesser mage and first-class sorcerer and
warlock who'd lounged about under Datan's wards for eons knew it. Some were packing up
bel ongings, some were making safety vaults secure; some struck further bargains with the loan
officers of hell to whom they'd one day be consgned; some even came to him with urgent pleasto
underwrite adim chance of Wizardwall's surviva by surrendering up the boy and Jihan to these
grim soldiers of the gods who ignored their mortal fears and smiled in desth'sfoul face.

But these forgot that death, to god-fearing armies, was but awell-earned rest, an end to alife as
full of terrors as death was to those who'd forfeited eterna peace and given up their souls. The
Riddler's troops sought only degth with honor, their placesin the finest afterlife aman could claim
were well assured. And so the fear Datan had once thought to strike into hardened commando
hearts had boomeranged, come back upon his subjects like aflying wing to demoraize the high
peeks lords with doubts. Only Roxane and a handful of her cronies huddied hatching
counterschemes, and those might do more harm than good.

He'd thought long on the fate of Jihan, and hisfeding was that the risk he took by keeping her
adeep, unwitting hostage, in order to forefend her father's mixing in, was well worth taking.
Otherwise, if held sent her with the boy as once held thought to do, Stormbringer might be tempted
tojoin the fray. And that chance, Datan couldn't take.

It wasironic that the superstitious fear he'd thought to foster in the hard young men who braved
his spells and curses had come back to settle a his own hearth. But he'd not lived so long or gained
so much to loseit to amotley crew of mercenariesled by apair of accursed siblings and an
al-too-human priest.

He was glad now that he'd kept the boy; he saw adifferent kind of savation in those wide-s¢,
worshipful eyes. He touded the flaxen hair beneath his hand and told the boy, "Rise up. Quietly
now, we mustn't wake her." To hold Jihan thus, he needed to let her wake awhile every day or o,
and then Shamshi was necessary to make fast the illusion Datan fostered in her that both the Froth
Daughter and the prince of Mygdon were il resting up to leave—that only days, not weeks, had



passed since they'd come into his care. And when she woke he wooed her, and put into her
impress onable head resentment toward the Riddler.

With her, he'd made good progress; as with the boy, he'd already won what mattered: the child
was his, heart, soul and mind, as Jihan soon would be. Let the legion of the damned who clambered
up hismountain come; let them clamor for revenge and even tear down his venerable citadel stone
by stone. In child and more-than-human Froth Daughter he had acesyet to play.

"Where now, father?' young Shamshi asked, once they'd | eft the deeping Jhan and were out
among the wenches of the seraglio and, behind, thewall of stone which came and went at Datan's
bidding entombed her once again, itsfacel ess, unmarked expanse giving no hint that Froth Daughter
or room of summoning or anything at al but solid rock wasthere,

"WEelIl have abit of sport with some of these," hisfather said, indicating the herd of fawning
women, "then go seek out our friend Roxane. AH adepts must help one another now that our hour
of crigshasbegun.”

He saw young Shamshi's eyes go wide with wonder and excitement mixed in just the right
proportion.

And he smiled down at his son. He might win this yet, on the larger scale eternals used to weigh
their work. Let Enlil mdt his snow and dissolve his demons and fend off hisfiends, it didn't matter.
All that mattered was the outcome—just survival, and the leave of those he served to "live" to fight
agan.

* % %

Crit could see the peak now, the ramparts black and craggy asif just natural rock scratched at
the dusky sky. "See? There?'

Straton blinked and rubbed his eyes and cursed the blurriness through which he saw the world:
"If you say it'sthere, I'll take your word, Crit, but it's just rocks to me."

Twidting in hissaddle, Crit said to Cime, "Strat'svison, my lady. I'd take it asafavor if you
could do anything for him."

Her tinkling laugh was gentle: "One victory at atime. Stepson. Now, let'sfirm thisup: leave
Straton with the men to secure the horses and plant the charges and take positions, or not—But one
way or the other, | am going in there. With you or without you."

"I don't know..." Crit had five pairs of Sacred Bandersto take care of; he couldn't seem to
make her understand the gravity of that responghility.

"Now you sound like Tempus. Decide, soldier, or muddle through aone," She dipped off the
big roan the Riddler had loaned her and handed Straton itsreins. She waswraithlikein the fading
light; brown-armored with her crested helm, she might have been aman. But Critas knew from
sweat-drenched nights that Cime was dl woman, and enough more that she made him
uncomfortable whenever she wasn't making him more comfortable than hed dreamed aman could
be.

Thiswhole operation was a mess; she should have stayed with Tempus, attended to Bashir. "I'm
not anurse," sheld said, and invited hersalf along once Bashir had regained hishold on life, and the
poison he fought off was no longer an imminent threst. When Bashir waswell enough to begin
supplicating Enlil to melt the snow, sheld proclaimed him heded, and that wasthat.

They'd spent one day dogging through the mud and dush Enlil's bright sun and warm winds had
made of Datan's snow, the whole main contingent kept together by Tempus's order because, he
sad, the men should see their priest surmount his plight and gain their spirit back by watching gods



make light of hostile magic. Thisextraday spent altogether put Niko's squadron far ahead and sore
at risk. Critias didn't understand why neither Tempus or Bashir nor Cime were concerned with that.
The Riddler smply refused to discuss sending aman or god-facilitated message to warn Niko to lay
back another day, Cime had laughed at Grit's concern that timing and coordination were crucia to
the venture, saying only: "I have conferred, dear lover, with Randa. All contingencies have been
covered. Now come hereand kissme..."

He had afedling that Tempus was piqued, withdrawing from his sister and Critias so as not to
tacitly sanction their affair. But when heéld tried again to either talk it out or smply shake off his
infatuation, first brother and then sster had merely smiled a him.

And now shewas al but calling him acoward, He handed his own reinsto Strat; their Srategy
was S0 precisely planned that either Ieft- or right-side partner could reciteit in his deep. Beyond the
point where strategy or planning would apply, every man was on hisown in any case. The attack
was st for dawn. He dipped an arm around her waist and said, “I'm afool, but I'm coming with
you. Just tell mewhat the point is; I've got to have a sufficient reason to leave my men."”

Straton muttered afarewe | blessing and reined the horses back. They stood before adeep
defile across which they'd just come, every horse and man intact under Cime's aggis. shed made a
bridge of cloud where empty air had been before. They'd planned to leave their mounts on itsfar
sde when they'd gone over the terrain in the Outbridge maproom with Bashir. But Cime changed
everything, every rule of every game—hed been warned, but had chosen not to listen.

He turned on hished to give hisfriend more than a cursory godspeed, but Straton waved him
off in genuine disgust. That, too, he'd have to solve soon. Cime was disruptive, a passionate
influence, just as Tempus said. Y et hisown ingtinct told him that the opportunities she offered, in
more than just the sphere of lust, might never come again. And if the dream lord took offense, or
even Tempus... well, then, that waslife.

"Well bein and out of there and back among your fighters, leader, before they havetimeto miss
you. WEell like as not have dain the archmage or hisfavorite witch; well surely reconnoiter unseen
halls, maybe open up the doors. Enough ‘point’ for you, soldier?"

"Just tell me how," heingsted, uncomfortable, and let her go, squatting down on turf that felt like
permafrogt, so cold it numbed him through his boots. They'd suffered from this weether, horse and
man dike.

"Disguises, soldier. Well look like familiar mages, like friends of whomsoever we chanceto

"How? By magic?No thanks, lady. It'sagainst my religion.”

Sheraised her visor, studied him. "Yes," shesghed, "I supposeitis. Well, | shouldn't be
surprised that you are dl dike. Y ou, my brother, dl these men. It'sawonder any of you liveto
regret your prgudices. | thought you'd do, but | waswrong. Stay here, then, soldier. And may your
god protect you. | cannot.”

He put out ahand to object, opened his mouth to explain, but as he closed hisfist where her
shoulder had just been, there was nothing there but air.

The mage-killer Cime was gone, winked out of existence asif sheld never been.
Fedling foolish, but relieved, he headed back toward his men and his horses.

Straton had never been so glad, he said, to see him as when he came back from the edge of that
deep defiledone.



Niko and Randal weren't getting on as paired fighters should. But then, Randal wasn't Niko's
sort of fighter. When they'd used the Successors tactic of soaring across chasms so deep even
wizards snow couldn't hide them, depending on natural updrafts and the favor of the godsto guide
them to a safe landing, higher up, on thefar sde, Randd had baked at using the"flimsy" kitesand
come across some other way.

No one among Niko's squadron wanted to dwell on how. Having amagician with you when
you're out to day magicians might have benefits, but it had debits: the tough talk fighters used to up
their courage and fan their hatred offended the young adept; outlandish boasts of what Nisibis
commandos did to Nishis mages when they caught them made Randa's ears turn red and wards
drip from hislips, and oftentimes he blanched.

But now, athousand yards from the high keep's sprawling blackness, whose sentries seemed so
tiny atop the gargantuan blocks of stone piled high, everyone could see how labyrinthine the fortress
was, and men had begun to watch their tongues.

"Why do you think they let usget so far?' Ari wondered through teeth clenched againgt a
sharper, less natural cold than that which had made them leave their horsesin a Successor-guarded
cave where they'd spent the day and regained their strength and eaten from stores protected by
Enlil'staismans.

Men were caring for their weapons, checking springs on crosshows, pulleys on Nisibis
double-strung bows which used hdicaly-fletched arrows instead of bolts or short flights, putting
poison on their tipswith careful fingers. Each bowman had brought up "firgt ling" ammunition: ninety
bolts or feathered shafts apiece. The archers concern was rain, which would make the fletched
shafts go wide and some go useless; the swordsmen just talked low of prior exploits hand-to-hand
and what they'd do when, ramparts breached, at |ast they were freeto "mix it up" with an enemy so
long vilified and so hard to convince to stand and fight. Thistime, al were sure, they'd have to; Niko
never could remember men so eager for afight. All the years of being polite to foul enchanters and
enduring their excesses as if Sacred Banders were alower class made Stepsons just as passionate
to shed mages blood as were the men of Free Nisibis.

Of al hismen, only Ari was reluctant. Niko had requested him because he had liked what he'd
seen when they first met, and taken Ari's measure while schooling him with blossoms and throwing
gars. But Haram hadn't liked that, and Tempus decree was all that came between Niko and Haram
Setting the matter with naked blades.

Now Niko heard Randa whispering to Ari, who had dared to ask a question no one wanted to
congder: thiswhole, easy ascent could have been atrap. The snow might have dowed them but it
didn't stop them; surely the feared wizardry of Nisibis could wreak more havoc than this. Niko
crouched and scuttled toward them, keeping low. Thelights werelit above them in the magicians
fortress, guardians of the ramparts could be seen, in torchlight, to be not quite human.

Reaching Randa and Ari, Niko brokein: "Randa, nobody redly cares why they 'let’ us get so
far, or if they did. Just hold your tongue. Supposition has no place on abattleline." And he pulled
the junior Hazard away from the omen-conscious special when the mage was succeeding in scaring
half to death by answering his question in ways asoldier didn't want to hear.

"Gods, Randal, can't you keep shut? Why | ever brought a pud like you upcountry, | don't
know. If you live through this, maybe you'll become aman, but if you open your mouth again to one
of minewith this portentous drivel, I'm going to shut it permanently, on the spot, mysdlf. Clear?!

Niko would have given the panoply he wore—charmed cuirass, dagger, sword, the lot—to
have hisold |eft-sde leader back, or Janni ingtead of Randa on hisright. Thiswas hisfirg sortie as
aunit commander; he had to do it right.



The mournful look on Randd's face made him try to explain just alittle of what it meant to bea
professona soldier, what aleftman expected from hisright, and what commanding fighterslike
these demanded in the way of white lies and the exercise of common sense. He took the mage off
alone "... soyou see, you don't advise them of purported dangersthey can't see, you don't tell
them to beware what they don't know how to fight. We've got to stir them up and hel p them face
thisthing asif were engaging an enemy who's equd; let them clutch a winning, not convince them
that they don't know how to meet thisenemy. By Enlil's—"

"Don't invoke any of your doting deitiesto me, Nikodemoas. I've got enough problems. I'm cold
and wet and I'm not fool enough to believe welll live to face the battle in the morning. If you haventt
redlized it, your beloved Riddler sent us out ahead as diversionary fodder, to take the warlocks
attention from the real incursion force. We're dead, you just don't know it yet—" Randa'svoice
wasarisng wall.

Niko dapped him, backhanded, across the cheek without even thinking. "Lies. Didn't Cime
‘contact’ you in some mysterious way and tell you to tell meto pull back aday and wait?'

"Yes, yes, but that'sjust what | mean—"

They were arguing in low and urgent tones, walking upright now behind a shieding tumble of
high boul ders through which not even Wizardwall's best could see, when suddenly Niko heard his
name whispered, and Randd his, and both men stopped.

"Oh, by the Writ, weve done it now," the Hazard said, and clutched at Niko: "Go on, soldier.
Run. Flee. Y our men can't do without you... I'll handle—"

But then the whispers came into view, and Randa's hissing voice was stilled.

Undeads with pure white eyes shuffled through the snow with hands outstretched and smiling
faces. Tamzen, hisbeloved Tamzen, in the lead. And each child was weeping, begging Niko to help
them, please, to free them and to comfort them and to take them home. They missed their mothers
and their fathers and they missed their home, and they were damned becauise of him,

"Don't listen. Draw your weapons, fighter,” Randa urged, his own fingers weaving blue-tinged
wards before hisface.

There were Six undeads, Tamzen, her girlfriends, and other children Niko wished he didn't
know: youngsters dain in battles long ago, in sacks of towns, or afterwards, when those who can't
be saved must be digpatched; one even from the davepits where held been incarcerated, aboy
who'd died beside him of soldiers rgpein chains.

Randd's voice was digtant, indistinct. Tamzen's face implored him. Hed seen it in too many
dreamsto let the white eyesfrighten him. He was used to her; his soul cried for her; he thought
they'd come to take him off to play their games amid the grass and summer of hisrest-place. He
had to touch her, to hold, console her; he had to make amends...

He was walking toward her, arms spread wide, when Randadl tripped him and he fell face down
into the snow. The cold of it upon his cheeks and in his mouth helped to bring him to his
senses—that and the way his cuirass was heating up. 1t seamed where it touched the snow and he
heard: "Draw your blade, idiot. Or you'll be wandering around like them for eternity!™ but the voice
was muffled.

Niko rolled, confused, onto his back and saw Randd with three undeads hanging on hisarms
and pulling at his clothing, their teeth bared and their mouths open wide, and they were chanting
awful, low sounds interspersed with clacks of snapping jaws. He could see the mage's popping
eyes, hisfearful struggles.

"Hold on, Randa!" He vaulted up, cross-drawing sword and dirk as he gained hisfeet and



leaped toward the struggling Hazard, being pulled down into the snow.

He remembered wondering why the mage's magic couldn't help him, and hearing Tamzen tell
him it could, he needn't worry, just come with her; and then, dipping in the mdting snow, he
reached the embattled mage upon his knees and swung his sword in adownward arc meant to
sever undead necks.

But as his sword went through the firgt, head and torso disgppeared, and when his continuing
swing touched the shoulder of the second, it howled and fdll apart; and the third, Randa's blood
running from its mouth, scrambled back, its hands outstretched, calling: "Niko, Niko, don't! Were
friends. You can't day me!" But thedirk in hisleft hand, with awill of its own, shot forward out of
hisgrip and impaled itsdf in the neck of the boy held watch die so long ago upon adaver's chain.

"Niko! Niko! Stop!" It was Tamzen's voice, thistime, tremulous and full of fear, and ashe
wheseled to face her specter, something jumped upon him from behind, its clammy hands locked
around his neck, its childish legs clamped to hissides.

Then it screamed asits limbs made contact with the cuirass, and burst into flame and threw itsdlf
back to sputter and flare into the snow.

Tamzen and her best friend advanced upon him, and he could barely seethem for histears.
Tamzen's sobs were soft and low: "Hold me, Niko; hold me, I'm so cold.”

Helowered his sword uncertainly, an instant, and in that instant both undeads sprang, their
fingers crooked like claws.

Yearsof training prompted him; he didn't have to think; he stepped in, not out, and the blade so
hot and shining now with ruddy light waslike aliving being in hisgrip, dicing down into the breast of
agirl hed introduced to love and been at pains, dways, to protect. The blade went through as if
through cheese and continued, the momentum of its arc catching the other girl beneath her ribsand
opening her from sideto side.

But they didn't fal into lifeless puddlesright away; they didn't disappear; they both stood a
moment, fingerswith long, long nails spread over the wounds held made—which would have killed
them if they'd only been dive. And Tamzen cocked her head, and nodded, said: "Niko. | knew
you'd come," and tears streamed from her eyes, no longer white-on-white, but human eyes, dark
likevelvet, asthey'd beenin life. Shetottered, turning to her friend, saying: "See, | told you Niko'd
save ud" and then both she and the other girl disntegrated in agust of wind. There was a puff of
fetid dust which blew hisway, then nothing, only Randa scrambling, panting, through the snow,
holding awound that bled profusdly at his neck, his breath rasping:

"Blessyou, Niko, blessyou. By the Writ, that was as close to damned as | ever want to come.”
Niko backed away. "Y our neck. Y ou're wounded. Are you now undead yourself? Or worse?”

The mageling managed afacamile of achuckle: ™Y ou've been ligening to too many firesdetaes
spun by your gullible comrades. A little snow to clean the wound, a healing draught to give me
srength, and I'll befit and well again." Randd held out hisfree hand. In it wasthe dirk Askelon had
given Niko. "Takeit. It'still hot, but then... you're used to that. And don't talk to me about
proscribed methods or magic in the future, fighter, not with weagponry likethis.”

And Randa clapped him on the back, so that Niko had to shrug him off and tell the mage that
he'd join him back at camp when he was ready, and Randal should precede him: "Don't say
anything about thisto them, no matter how proud you are of not dying on the spot from fear or
whatever kind of omen you think you've made of this, or for any other reason. Under stood?'

"Yes, commander,” Randal aped acringe of terror and hurried off with exaggerated stedth.



Niko was so sick at heart from what held seen, he didn't even have the will to correct the
mageing: one doesn't cal onesleftman "commander.”

He kndt down in the snow where Tamzen had been and felt around for something—bone, or
jewd, or piece of cloth— anything. But there was nothing there. And a part of him was glad for
that: physical undead or vicious gpparition, hewasfairly certain that her spirit, by the grace of the
sword bestowed on him by the entelechy of dreams, had found its destined rest.

The assault on the high peaks keep came with dawn; pink-tipped arrows raced a hundred yards
graight up, glowing with Enlil's sanction, dmost invisblein the tricky light of sunrise, to fell human
thrals and fiends upon the ramparts. Ghouls yowled; undeads sparked and flared and burst apart
when the god-sent arrows pierced them; demons crashed from dizzying heights to splatter on the
rocks below.

And as the sun banished night with lavender and pink and lemon light, the very foundations of
the citadel began to tremble and to shake, and warlocks to quake where they girded for battle.

Women walled; wizards paled, someone cleared the wards from gates and high doors, front
and back, and the enemy poured in where men were never meant to tread.

Datan's remaining minions and the bravest of the sorcerers had been on the southern rampart,
trying to rout the tiny men below and stop the rain of quarrels whispering desth asthey whistled
over walls magic should have kept secure, when flames licked the ancient rock which by sometrick
of Enlil's began to burn like tinder. The defenders begged for mercy asthey roasted, but eager
underworld claws and grasping hands from other planes reached out to take them. The very
heavens split asunder, and specters of eterna retribution strode atop the battlementsto claim
shriveled soulsthey'd long been promised.

By thetime it was clear that the attack on the keep's southern flank was just diversion, charges
shook the towers, and stones began to rumble and tumble, and Nisibis warlocks ran sobbing
through its hdls. The guardians of their fate knew who was due for death this day and weren't
content to wait. They brought their deeper darkness aong, cold and dank with degth, to trap adepts
and wrap up prized and damned witches who'd traded dl they had and now could only weep and
cower when their spellsdied unsaid upon their lips and eternity beckoned al to begin to pay aprice
that suddenly seemed too great. But it wastoo late for everyone who'd lived too long and fed on
hapless, weaker souls. They shrieked; they threw themsalves off towers and sought to gulp down
poisoned draughts or fall upon cursed swords. But it was too late; the reckoning was here. Even
repentance, tried by some, availed them not; they had bargained away their find option of salvation
for power, long ago. The gods they supplicated had lost scores of followersto sorcery, and met
wizards pleaswith lists of ungpeskable sinswhose payment had come due.

Roxane closed her earsto rumbling stones and cringing women's cries and ran, her hands above
her head to ward off the ancient mortar and pulverized stonefalling al about. Whoever had opened
up the doors had to pay for treachery; she sought the coward among her own, but there were too
many: she couldn't tell.

She skidded round a corner and saw Tempus Stepsons thronging hallowed halls, every javein
and drawn sword and flying wing and crossbow bolt glowing pink with sanction from the god. She
stopped. She estimated forces and chances. She turned and fled the other way, pushing aside other,
lesser witches frozen in confusion or dashing aimlesdy about, seeking protection in placeswhere it
could not be found.

Datan'sfault, dl this. Sheld known it would go ill when held come to her with his princdling
wide-eyed by his side, fresh from debauching with the boy, and demanded she sic her most
precious undeads upon Niko and his Hazard friend, young Randd. 1t wouldn't work; it was too



soon, she had objected. But Datan was still her ruler; she'd not chanced confronting him right then.
So sheld lost her persona protection, given up Tamzen and her playmatesto try to make an end to
Randd without killing Niko—even in these draits, shed wanted Stedlth dive, somehow to save him
while putting histeam of fighters out of action. But Randa, more sdlfless than sheld thought amage
could be, had put his person's safety by and striven to save Niko—in the end, she'd lost her best
undeads.

And Niko's unit hadn't run off, daunted by the specters she had sent to freeze them in their
tracks with fear, but hunted witches now within these very hdls, every accursed god who loved the
armieswith them in spirit and in strength.

Sheld seen enough; she turned again and fled toward the inner sanctums, where awitch might
make away or make a stand and pass from life with honor.

On her way, she cursed the soul of Datan, who was nowhere to be found, hearing Critias and
Tempus shouting maneuver codes behind her asthey fought their way upward, stair by dair.
Stopping long enough to peer out a high tower's embrasure, she saw in the courtyard far below
such carnage as made even one so inured to horror as Roxane close her eyes.

Datan. she knew, could stop this, Tempuswould call ahdt to war to face him, hand to hand.
Heart pounding, she dashed through the seraglio's carpet of weeping women swooning on the floor
and eunuchs of the blood huddled in the corner, seeking Wizardwall's master where he hid.

Behind the facdesswall of stone which barred the summoning chamber from the lesser mages
and the sight of men, she found him, with the deeping Froth Daughter and his boy. In the center of
his power glyphs he stood, his huge bulk somehow smaller. And, beyond, the globe he used to
concentrate his power spun, colors from itsinset stones making kae doscopic patterns on thewalls.

"Hold, Datan! Stand and fight! This daughter doesn't have to be. Go facethe Riddler! Thisis
your doing! Undo it and save those adherents whom you may!" She strode over warming stones
and stopped the globe, biting her lip at the Sizzling pain she felt when she touched it with her hand.
Then the soulless eyes of the Osprey fixed on her. and as he whispered, "No," and shook his head,
hisarm raised up and afinger pointed at her.

Shewas going to spesk histrue name—it was only fair, for thisfat and loathsome creature
whom she'd served had betrayed every single one of them.

But Datan's spell worked faster. From hisfinger abolt of roya blue shot out and caught her by
the throat. Struck dumb, she redled and stumbled backward, hit thewall and did down it, nearly
sensdess, crumpled in aheap.

Thelittle boy let out acry and ran to her. Shamshi's eyes werefilled with tears. He looked up at
hissre, and back to her, murmuring, "Roxane, oh Roxane, can you hear? Speak to me! Speak to
me!"

She struggled to put out her hand and then she touched him, stroked his hair. Her vision cleared,
and with what strength she yet had, shetook hishand in hers. And into the boy she poured hersdlf,
taking over mind and tongue.

Datan wouldn't strike his own child dead or dumb, she knew. And as she opened Shamshi's
mouth to use hisvoca cords and lungs to speak the Osprey's true name and consign him to the hell
he'd earned, Datan redlized what it was she had in mind, and that great hulk of a creature whedled
with more speed than she'd thought he had, and even began to run, casting behind him another
agonizing spell that made dl things fade away: the chamber of summoning, the princely child who'd
not hurt anyone or anything, the glyphs and globe—everything dissolved in pain and fractured,
ranbow lights.



When next she thought &t all, she thought she heard Jinan, awake. Shelooked up, blinking,
trying to focus over the head of the boy who hugged her close and sobbed her name. Jihan stood
there, though beyond she saw a deeping form upon the couch where Jihan had long been snoring,
insengble, at rest.

This Jihan, however, leaned down over her and touched her throat, demanding to know the
proper word, the true nature of Datan's secret name.

And with what strength she still possessed, she whispered it, told the Froth Daughter what to
say, and lost Sight of everything once again.

* % %

Half the outer wall was crumbled; debris and bodies were everywhere. Tempus eyeswere
smarting from the sulfurous fumes and the stench of rot that set in once these ancient foes met deeth.
His sword glowed pink and dripped with acid blood and wherever he stepped ichor, in grainy
puddles, ate into the paving stones.

He'd seen Critias, Straton too. They were bloodied but their teeth were bared and their eyes
glittered with the shine of men engaging aworthy enemy in an honest fight.

Bashir held left long since, protected by his god and twenty men. The priest was gill weakened
from the demon spittlein hisblood, but his god was not, and Enlil's blessing had hel ped to win the
day.

He ran through hals where wizards sought surrender and met their deasths instead. Smdl young
demons flapped their wings above, and with hislast three quarrdls he dispatched them. His
twice-human speed and his flickering, shark-hiked sword made him the avatar of desth, and he
meted it out with impunity to dl he met.

Therewas neither timefor nor usein taking captives here, where every foe had
more-than-human guile and none knew mortd restraint. He had seen Stepsons go down with their
throats torn out; he'd pulled fiends off friends of hiswho'd had legs or arms bitten through so that
jagged bones peeked out. The fury held once thought was lent him by agod raged insde him; now
he knew it was his own. Thelast time he had met inhuman foes, held taken far too long to hedl. Y et
held lived to fight at least this one moretime and if indeed he met his death here seeking Datan, his
heart's sworn enemy, the mage he hated most of mages, an archmage he'd cursed throughout the
ages, then he'd be content with that. One head and one a one he longed to sever. Once he'd seen
Datan to hiseternd unrest, Tempus would have avenged the spirit of Abarsis, Niko's suffering, and
even crippled magic's rule upon aland so fraught with troubles that the meddling of enchanterswas
awretched, godless expression of evil and excess.

A clawlike, warty appendage snatched at him from afoggy shadow: some demon lying in wait.
He dashed with sword and the hand fdll twitching; ademon cursed his name. He shrugged it off:
accursed so thoroughly as he'd been through the eons, one moreill-wisher meant little to hisfate.

He'd taken cuts; his naked arms bled fredly; hisright cheek was abraded. But his staminawas
undiminished.

He stalked Datan through every corridor and at last, on the highest rampart against an
inappropriately delicate and lovely morning sky dl blue and gold and fleeced with clouds, he found
him.

The archmage had both armslifted, and dark turbulence was beginning to massfar in the west.

"Datan! Turn and fight, arch-enemy of old."

The massive head turned but words no man should ever hear in atongue which was the native



speech of hell burned Tempus's ears and made them ring asif held been struck hard upon the head.

He staggered back, forcing his kneesto lock to keep from falling: hed never missed his patron
god so much, and Enlil would not fight upon hisright. It was archmage and ancient warrior of
heaven, faceto face.

And as he longed for battle, hand to hand, he forced hislimbsto move, though dark assailed
him, dark from Datan's eyes. Hed have him, or be had by this prince of horror. Either way, hed
win. Death was no stranger to a man who'd fought so many wars, sometimes he thought they had an
understanding, he and the regper whom Tempus had served so well, bringing multitudesto their
fete

Doggedly, he closed, though dark winds wailed around him and cold bit &t hisflesh.

He heard hell's hounds howl and sirens sing and then, as he was struggling to come the last few
yards, old Datan laughed agusting laugh that blew the pink glow of salvation from Tempuss sword
and thrust him back asif from a parrying blow. But then the world, instead of fading into blackness,
grew bright:

Jhan stood there, her scale armor &fire, her arms outstretched. .. not to him, but to the
archmage.

Andfor aningtant Datan's eyes | eft his, where they'd been locked in awful battle, and Tempus,
the archmage's hold on his senses broken, sstumbled forward asif physical bonds had been cut
away, his sword arcing down and singing through the air.

But the copper-scaled woman was quicker still: Jihan stepped close, then closer, to the
archmage, saying, "Thy nameisUomo, thy fate is agony unending. Go theeto the reward thine
awful life has earned, and stay! | banish thee!" She shot her hands forward and Datan, his mouth
open wide and hands up to shield his ears, his soulless eyestight shut, ssumbled back, and back,
and ashe did so, the crenelated wall behind him crumbled away and ablack rent in Nature's fabric
took its place.

From it horrid devilsleaped and grabbed him with talons so hot that his skin smoked and
crackled, and Datan, the Os-prey, Uomo and archmage of all Wizardwall, let go acry of terror so
loud and horrible and ringing that everywhere fighting had been raging, men stopped till, demons
dropped their prey and fled, fiends went to ground, and al about, a silence thick as deep came over
them.

Datan'swailing, kicking struggles as hell's coil s closed about him soon diminished, and then the
black tunnel into hell had swallowed him, and began to shrink and spinin upon itself, and it too soon
was gone.

Tempus sank down where he was, his bresth coming hard and his knees weak and shaking,
glad for rock beneath hisfeet and gods above, after what he'd glimpsed beyond that dark maw
where Datan waswell and truly bound.

"Jhan," Tempus sad, "thank the gods you're safe. We've found you—"

A tinkling laugh made him look up and then Sit upon the stone, his sword clattering to the flags
where it steamed and cooled. What had been Jhan in tri-color scale armor was changing shape,
shimmering and wriggling.

Hewasn't sure he had the strength to fight another foe. He merely watched the transformation
under way, and then lay back flat: it was Cime, his benighted sster, who stood there laughing at him
gently in her brown-black armor, and her blacker humor chilled him.

"Jhan," she mimicked, "thank the gods. .. thank me, brother. Without me to save you, you'd



have had the seat next to Datan'sin some musty hell. It'sagood thing | was hereto help, that's
sure, or you'd have let your men be daughtered for no better reason than—"

"Cime, can't you hold your tongue?' He was staring up at the fine blue sky where the white
cloudslazed and brightnessreigned. "Or am | cursed with you forever?'

"Not quite forever, brother. But nearly s0." Her voice was close; she leaned down over him.
"Now, are we going to be mature about matters, and let me hed thee? Or is suffering so beloved in
your sight that you'll take extra, more even than your due?'

Hewasfull of demon's poison, exhausted and weak. He couldn't find the strength or make up
excuses not to let her help him. And so, with words and deeds, Cime managed one more time to
bleed thejoy from triumph, to beittle him even in what might have been hisfinest moment. He
closed hiseyesand let her tend him, asubmission he was loath to make.

Afterwards, he and she together went seeking Jihan behind a solid-looking wall his sster waved
away asif it wereacurtain.

And there he found the deeping Froth Daughter and a weeping tow-headed boy named
Shamshi, son of Adrastus Ajami, the Mygdonian general, who was reluctant to believe that the
bloody giant in gory mail and the battle-armored woman were his saviors.

Tempus soon convinced him, over Cime's objections, that he wasin friendly hands that would
soon return him to hisrightful homein far Mygdonia

Crit appeared, soon after women had begun to weep in Ac seraglio beyond, to ask if there was
anything that Tempos needed, any instructions as to the disposition of the women, or anything else
that Crit should know. He gave the boy into Critiass custody, saying: " Guard him well; he's specid.
Asfor those women, let Cime make sure that they're dl harmless—no witches hiding in among
them—then let the men consider them as spoils. Speaking of which, find Bashir, and start dividing
what weve got here. Have you seen Grillo? Niko? ™

Crit said laconicdlly, "Both. They'll live. And Randal, too, 1'd bet, though now it's over, he's got
an uneasy stomach that he says some krrf might cure.” Crit was looking straight at Cime, an odd
expression on hisface: "My lady? Shall we obey our orders?' He bowed a mock and sweeping
bow and Cime brushed haughtily past him, so that Tempus knew they were no longer quite such
close friends as they'd been before.

She cdlled back ingtructions, telling Tempus what words would wake the Froth Daughter, and:
"Since she's about to join you, I'll be bidding you goodbye. Don't bother to kissme afond farewdll,
my brother. I've no doubt well meet again. Regards from Askelon to you and Jhan. And do be
careful, if you can."

"Not so fast, sgter. Y ou've taken coin from me and not yet given satisfaction. Y ou're not going
anywhere without my leave, and | wont giveit."

She glared a him, stuck out her tongue, made a handsign that was fit more for a Stepson than a
woman, and stalked away with Critias, his smirk ill-hidden in her wake.

Then he went to the Froth Daughter, deeping on her bed, and leaned down close and, before he
gpoke the words to wake her, kissed her flushed and lovely lips. Sitting back, her cool hand in his,
he said them. Her eydidsfluttered. He wasrelieved: It was not beyond his sster to tell him wrong,
to give him words to say which would hurt, not wake, her riva.

But Jhan's eyes came open, blinked. She stretched, pulling her hand from his. She rubbed her
gyes, she sat up, frowning, demanding: "What's this with you and the widow Madives? I'm only
gone afew days and you have some petty twit to hump instead? How can you debase our union
s0? And what, pray, are you doing here? Where's Datan? Y ou haven't done that poor man harm, |



hope. HE'stold me all about the grudge you bear..."

During the ensuing argument, he shouted: "And what about my horses? Y ou stole them! Trés
horses! Y ou foolish amateur at womanhood, you've not abrain in that beautiful head," and many
more things he shouldn't have, until he redlized that only one resolution to their argument was
possible; and whirled her round and stripped her down, and, tired as he was, took time to have her
on that bed she wouldn't believe sheld dept upon for weeks, not days.

* % %

Despite the biers being set and the funerary gamesto come, Niko had been glad to leave the
captured citadel early. He wanted only to reclaim his sable horse from the Successor-guarded cave
where he had |eft it and to be rid of Randal, whom Tempus had decreed he must escort safely back
to Tyse, though Niko suspected that the Tysian Hazard didn't need any Stepson's help. During the
battle, when he and Ari had used up the last of their blossoms and stars and were pinned down in a
garwel by three gigantic, drooling fiends with whirlpool eyes, Randa had changed from manto
towering, fiend-eating beast and devoured an enemy to whom poisoned blossoms were mere
irritations. Niko, sword drawn, crossbow bolts expended, had been ready to movein and take
what wounds he must to engage them with his dream-forged sword. But Randal had beaten him to
it. Randa had, like as not, saved them. And Randd, throughout the entire battle, had been steady
on Niko'sright, so that never during the protracted fighting had Niko needed to worry about his
back or even think about what might be coming up behind him.

The dight, long-necked, large-eared mageling had proved hisworth in Niko's eyes, even put
Stedth in his debt. But explaining that to other Stepsons would be perceived as boasting or some
excuse for having accepted a sorcerer on hisright; he didn't try it. The Stepsonsin his unit had seen
what kind of fighter Randal was, the rest would hear it from men whom, unlike Niko, they could
believe.

For his part, he wanted to be quit of Randal, and wished he didn't fed that way. So when they'd
brought their unit through without a casudty or incapacitating wound and stood in Datan's sanctum
after Crit had counted heads and the Riddler himsalf given out commendations, Niko had made sure
that Randal knew he was entitled to a Stepson's share of pails.

"l want nothing, Stedlth; I'm pleased to have been of service." Randa had just come back from
conferring, head to head, with Tempus, and Niko saw asmilein the mageling'seyes. "Feding
better, fighter? Y ou ought to be. Though Roxane's not been found, Cime, Bashir, mysdlf and your
commander al agree: thewitch'shold.. .power, that is... isbroken. Y oure—were free of her and
Datan and dl therest."

"S0?Why tell me? Look here, Randal, you saved my life. Take something. It's not fitting if you
don't." And Stedth had looked around him, spied the magician's globe which lay tumbled off its
golden stand and picked it up. A moment's examination confirmed Niko'sfirst impression: the globe
was studded with precious stones and marked with arcane glyphs, its diameter such that it fit nicely
under hisarm.

He'd brought it back and held it out: "Here. Thisglobesfor you. My share and yourswill more
than cover what it'sworth, and | want to call useven. Y ou'll make good use of mis, | own."

"Oh, my Niko. | couldn't..." The mage murmured, his astounded countenance confirming that
thiswas just the sort of spoilsto put agleam in an enchanter's eye.

"You'd better. Or I'll tear you limb from limb." He'd tossed the globe and Randa was at painsto
catch it beforeit hit the floor and smashed.

So held come out even—not beholden to some Hazard of the mageguild or stuck with a
right-side partner he didn't want or need. His men had fared well, [uckier than some. Therewere six



biersto belit and seven serioudy wounded who'd need litters to be carried down or have to stay
awhilein the citadd, which was undergoing intense and fervid purification to purgeit of al traces of
evil. Niko could see the smoke and hear the chanting of Bashir's Successors and even see Enlil's
sanctifying glow upon the remaining towers as he and Randa took their leave.

Tempus had given him afond and persond farewell, singled him out for commendation, athing
which made him proud. But when they'd waked atop the ramparts talking, man to man like equals,
about what the victory could come to mean with Bashir in control of Wizardwall so that the war
was now awar of men—Mygdoniaagaingt Imperial Ranke, soldier to soldier, priest to priest, lowly
mageto lowly mage—his sister had come out to join them. Niko had falen slent, remembering the
time she'd grabbed him by the belt at the Vulgar Unicorn and offered him her favors. She made him
even more uncomfortable this day, telling him while Tempus listened that the dream lord loved him
and coveted hisdlegiance, and that any time he wished he could cal on Askelon for help or counsel
through hisdreams.

And the Riddler had said nothing, staring off over amountainside of frostbitten grass and dead,
brown clover, histiny kill-amile pulling at the corners of his mouth.

Niko had objected heatedly that specia favors from ente-lechiesin higher sphereswere
something he didn't crave and offered back the cuirass, sword and dirk.

"Y ou'd best keep them, fighter. Y ou still need dl the help you can get,” shed replied.

He'd been impolite: "I'm not used to taking orders from awoman. And if | need apatron, | have
Enlil to cdl on, as befitsa Stepson. So you just tell your unholy boyfriend 'no,” next time you see
him: | want no part of him... or you."

Then Tempus had turned about, and taken Stedlth aside, telling him to go on ahead and to forget
about what she'd said, but: "Keep the panoply. We all need what help we can get.”

So, under orders, he'd done as he'd been bid and brought Randal, one Trés horse, and those
men he'd led upcountry back to Tyse—all but the Successors, who stayed there in the high peaks
with Bashir.

And Bashir had wished him life and offered him ahome with them, which Niko appreciated but
declined. Hed loved Bashir, loved him till, but hisfriend was too much the instrument of hisgod. In
their younger daysit hadn't been like that, but then Bashir'sfather had till lived. Bashir had ridden
down asfar asthe cave with him, though, and they'd embraced and talked about the future:

"You are dill going west to Bandara?' Bashir had asked, hiswide brow knit with worry lines
and flat face full of care.

"I'm not sure. Thefighting made methink I might be better off solving my problems on my
own—no gods, no adepts, no specia help...just me. That'sit in the end, I've cometo think: just
you. That'sal any of ushavegot.”

Bashir had tsk'd mournfully: "Shrivel me, Niko, if you weren't so stubbornly agnostic, you'd
make aformidable warrior-priest.”

"No thanks. Gods have bloody hands. I'm reverent from adistance. | don't want to be any
closer to the gods than desth will bring me, and for that companionship, I'm content to wait.”

So they'd parted on anote of honesty, each wishing the other was different than hed become.

But the sable horse wasjust exactly right—perfect, Niko thought. With al the respongbility of
leading men in battle, he'd not had timeto revel in just how good was this horse he had. Even the
shadow cast over the gift by its source had been banished by the sunny days through which he rode
it down to Tyse, adozen fighters at his back. Tempus had spoken of breeding the reclaimed Tros



horses and both the sables during the coming winter quartering: astud farm could be purchased by
Stedlth and his commander; they'd buy a dozen mares and charge no stud fee to Stepsons. Both the
Riddler and Niko were eager to seeif the sableswould breed true; the sable mare they'd certainly
breed back to Niko's stdlion, and thusfix the pure ASkelonian line. And Niko's mare, once she
threw her Trosfoa, would be immediately bred to his new mount; he could hardly wait for them to
mest.

After parting company with Randd at the mageguild, held thought to go straight to the Outbridge
barracks and be reunited with his sorrel mare, but An and the others wanted to stop by Peace Falls
and be thefirst to recount their exploitsto admiring girls at Brother Bomba's, so they rode down to
Commerce Avenueinstead.

Passing by the mercenaries hostel, its back doors open wide, made Niko think of Cybele and
the Peace River house in which she'd died. Held learned long since to accept lost loved ones. Degth
came where and when it willed. But apart of him felt that somehow the sweet young girl hed tried
to help had died because of him.

In Brother Bombas, its proprietress was effusive in her welcome, near beside her stately self
with joy to hear that the Riddler'sforce had triumphed, and al but two Stepsons would be coming
home—the others dead were Grille's specials and Successors, men she didn't know or care about.

It wasn't until Niko's belly wasfull of food and wine and his head was pleasantly spinning from
the pulcis mixture laced with krrf Madame Bomba pressed on him "to remind you of our business
dedl, and, of course, because you're my favorite Stepson,” that he remembered what Randa had
sad: Fedling better, fighter ?

The words danced in his memory while agirl Madame Bomba sicced on himtried to lure him
upstairsto give him a"hero's' welcome, so that as he thought back over dl thefighting hetried to
determine just when held regained that particular bal ance between gpprehension and acuity that
Niko caled his moat. Perhaps about the time they'd fought the giant fiends, he guessed, but like dl
things which redly matter to aman, the moment he'd reclaimed his equilibrium had passed avay
unnoticed: It was so natural to Niko to proceed with perspicuity and balance, onceit returned it
was asif hed never been without it.

L eaving Bomba's without the cadre, ponying Tempus extra Trds behind his sable horse, he rode
due west toward Outbridge, part drunk, part drugged, but with most of him turned inward,
reclaming his rest-place. Where his mind went then, no agonized spirits met him, no ghostsloitered
nor spectersresided: just peace and asafe, green field for contemplation met him.

Riding thus, he heard his name called: once, then again.

He pulled his sableto ahalt and looked around, then listened. He knew that voice. He cdled
out: "Cybele? Cybele?' and waited for an answer. But none came.

Shaking his head, he cursed what must have been too many drugs he'd ingested during the
revelry back at Bomba's, then urged the sable into alope. He was on the outskirts of the Outbridge
quarter, where Grillo kept ahouse and others of high station had sculpted hedges and well-guarded,
walled estates. It must have been anillusion, he decided, part guilt and part wishful thinking.

Y et when he rode through sentried gates at the Outbridge barracks, Cybeesfate still rankled.
Refusing to think about her didn't help his mood. Both krrf and pulcis have adownside, and Niko
never had been much of adrinker.

Intheinner court, he had to fend off a crowd of anxious, then ebullient, stay-at-homeswho
wanted word of the Stepsons faring in the battle, and find stable room for Tempus precious Tros
and his new sable; then take time for areunion with hismare.



He was stroking her, insgde her stall, letting her rub her head againgt his hip and whicker while he
scratched the spot where neck met chest so that she closed her eyes and sighed, when he heard it
again: "Niko? Niko?'

His hacklesrose; he turned and leaned out over the stdl's haf-door, looking left, then right. A
girl stood there, comely, young, yet her face in the darkened stable corridor was shadowed.

For an ingtant he thought that it must be the waif held run to ground when hefirst crossed the
Nisibis border, but then she called out, soft and low, "Oh, Niko, I'm so glad | found you," and ran
toward him.

"Cybele? Cybele? But how?What?... Tempus said—" He vaulted over the stall's door.

"Hush, hush, my lord, Don't ask me any questions.” Her arms were about him, her soft blond
hair in his nose, and she wanted—so she said—to lie with him just one more time in fond embrace
before shetook her leave forever.

She wouldn't answer any questions; she kissed them from hislips. She made him promise not to
say aword to anyone, especialy not to Tempus, about thisfind tryst: Y ou must not say you've
seen me. Y our commander and | are enemies, he thinks, though some day he may reconsider.
Now, promise me."

"l... | promise." He had her in hisarmsand al he could think of was the bed of straw that
awaited in the hayloft.

* * %

Roxane flew north on eagleswings, Niko dept soundly, far below and far behind her. 1t had
been arisky move sheld made, for reasons barely understood, to take again the Cybele form and
bed him one more time. But when Datan had gone to his reward, the string she'd latched onto that
the archmage tied s0 long before was snapped like twine; her hold on the fighter war-named Stedlth
was broken.

But hison her, it seemed, had not been. To bresk it clean and start anew, she'd had first to face
thefact that it was there; then face, Sraight-on, al she'd done and lost because shéd fdlenin love
with a petty mortal and not been wise enough to know it. If anything had won the day on
Wizardwall and lost thewar for magic, it had been her fedings for ayouth who didn't even know
her.

So sheld flown south, not north, to liewith himin carnd love and try to overcome her fedings.
Failing that, she'd hoped to convince hersdlf in some way that saving him wasworthit.

But Niko was what Niko was—no more, no latent mage or superman; she left no quieter of
heart than when she'd arrived. She had to leave. He loved Cybele, not Roxane. Too many forces
worked againg her here: the Cybele form was known, notorious; he had friends among the
mageguild; the Riddler considered himsdlf young Stedlth's protector; and even A3kelon coveted the
child'sdlegiance. She'd hoped to find out why, what the fuss was over this resoundingly morta boy.
She hadn't. Nor had she banished love with another dose of it, as she'd hoped. In hismind, which
sheld so long inhabited, she could find naught to hate.

Below, the pastord fires of evening lit; the purple sky ahead was glorious. In Mygdonia she'd
ettle, build afollowing, apower base, and wait for Shamshi to come home. Sheld insnuate hersdlf
into the Mygdonian court: they were sore in need of mages, and she knew just how to do it.

But she couldn't outfly her regret, one sheld never thought sheld have: for oncein along and
powerful life, Roxane wished that she were mortal, inconsequentia, featherheaded and girlish with
modest wants. .. in fact, she wished she could be Cybele. But live alifewith Niko as awench?
Age? Lose hisfavor to others? And for what?



An eagl€e's cry rang out across the steppes, and echoed.
She banished dl thought of Niko then, sent it out with her hunting call.

She would remember him fondly; have him later. She was, after dl, Death's Queen: she was
eternd: she was Roxane,

* % %

A week after coming down off Wizardwall, Tempus was still plagued with repercussionsfrom
his"victory."

War with Lacan Ajami's Mygdonian Alliance was now winnable; on this everyone, from Grillo
to Bashir, agreed. On nothing €l se could Tempus reach a consensus: not on where the Stepsons
would best be fielded next, or whether Successors or specias should continue to be integrated into
his shock troops, nor even if Tyse was a suitable permanent base for his Sacred Banders, though a
manifestation of Abarss on bier day in the high peaks had convinced the fighters themsalves of that.

The problems were political, and asfar as politics were concerned, Tempus tended to agree
with Critias: they'd be better off without them and those who acted sdlfishly, cloaked in this or that
"political necessity."

His cadre would do what he ordered, and, findly disgusted with territoria wrangling from

Grillo's camp and purportedly god-prompted advice from Bashir's, he ordered it to settlein and
begin training up for an undisclosed venture,

These problems he was having with men unable to consider themselves lessthan
"co-commanders,” his sister Cime proclaimed, were of hisown making: hejust wasn't capable of
being any lessthan completely and autocraticaly in control.

If thiswere true, he would have ridden both his sister and Jinan out of town tarred and feathered
on matching rails, or lashed them to rafts and let Peace River wash them out of his hair, he retorted
one night. He wasn't used to being henpecked, and those hens he had were dauntingly powerful, the
pecking order itsdf their main concern.

He reminded himsdlf that women were divisive, spent as much time as he could sted with his
sable Askelonian mare, and fended off his Sster's advances as best he might. In al these years, heldd
never succumbed to her. But riding alone out behind the Outbridge station, he admitted that he
wasn't going to be able to hold out much longer. The night before, a dinner in his quarters, they had
been done, and Cime had spoken bitterly of the years sheld scoured aworld quite like this one, but
subtly different (aworld aplane away), of sorcerers, until Askelon alone had remained:

"And you know how | botched that up, brother." She'd sighed and shifted so that shelay fiat on
her cushionswith her head on hislap. "If I'd know that being cured of my curse would mean I'd
have to subject mysdf to interminable happiness and unending boredom in the dream lord's realm,
I'd have finished him on the beach that day. Then there would be no Froth Daughter to trouble you,
or dreams of mortality at the sour price of humbling yourself to Askelon. Believe, brother, no
afterlifeis sweet enough to be worth bending your knee and bowing this," she reached up and ran a
finger through his hair, then down across hislips, "glorious head to the entelechy of bandity. Hug
your gtrife close, dear one, and battle on. It suitsyou. Life on the golden streets and the crystal
quays of that archipelago would drive you mad, if lifeit is. Now, come here and let's take the sport
we've earned; you've paid me, herel am..."

Hed pulled away only when hishand in herslay on her breast, thinking there must be atrick
here somewhere; perhaps she though incest would keep Askelon at bay. He used the thought of it
to keep her from seducing him: though their mothers were different, the chance remained, despite
the legend that agod of war had sired him, that their fathers were the same.



Hed said: "Y ou think to use me asashield against the dream lord? Think again, Cime. I'll keep
you owing until | decideit'stime.”

And she'd gone off looking for a Stepson or some other to console her and make him jealous.
Watching her, whose flesh called him like no other woman's, but whose soul—in spite of Askelon's
promise of salvation to come—seemed more damned even than his own, hed felt despair. They'd
never solveit. That wasthe page and line of their shared and equal curse.

He'd found solace with the Froth Daughter, who was livid with jeslousy and rage: "Bad enough
she stole my destined husband, now shéelll have you too, and I, who am innocent of any wrongdoing
whatsoever, will beleft dl donewith only soldiers! Riddler, tend mewell, or my father will hear this
whole sordid talel”

Between the two of them, he was miserable, and his sable mare, who'd falenin love with
Abarss Trés horse and pranced around the paddock with her tail straight up for him in immodest
display of heet, but ignored Niko's sable stalion asif he were agelding or amule, was making
matters worse.

He had just decided to send Jihan with Shamshi, over what would doubtless be Grillo's most
vehement objections, up to Mygdon, and was reining her around to find the Froth Daughter and
make fina his decree, when awind whipped up and the day (which had been mild and gently
fading) went dark in hisvicinity.

His horse stopped till, shivering. He did down and, feet firmly on the ground, fist upon his
swordhilt, looked dl around: "All right. What now? Who or what wants aword with me?”
Somewhere there must be aland where Nature ruled completely, where thingslike day and night
and life and death could be counted upon to proceed in an orderly, not arbitrary, fashion. But in this
world his curse had consigned him to, beyond the truism that al things were happening by strife and
necessity, nothing could be said for certain—not that day would come or night would follow, or that
deep would ever be his, though lately war had tired him more than once it had.

There were bushes scattered about, their edges obfuscated, and trees off farther in the murky
dark, not night or day but dusky like anatural setting or rising of the sun. It was hisfavoritetime
when it came naturaly. Right now, out of sequence, it brought back al the disgust and revulsion he
felt toward manipulations of the natura order held studied so diligently in hisyouth. But thistime, not
even his despite was pure, for he'd consorted willingly with mages, broken arule held obeyed for
centuries. A part of hismind told him he deserved this, whatever it should turn out to be.

What it turned out to be was Askelon, the very lord of dreams, who cameriding over gently
swdling ground, much more vital and substantialy supernd than held been when last they met.

The entelechy wore asimple cloak of no color asif his mantle had been woven from the peculiar
light which swathed them both. The horse he rode was like the sable Tempus held; the two beasts
exchanged familiar greetings, and the lord of dream and shadow raised ahand to Tempus asif it
were perfectly naturd that Askelon would manifest, histhick black and silver hair waving in a soft
breeze, his cloudspun eyes fierce and too near at hand for the distance yet between them.

"Greetings, Ash," he said when the entelechy dismounted.

"Riddler. Blessngs on thee and thine." The dream lord extended ahand and Tempus had to
shakeit; when helet it go he felt more peaceful, asif even the mad cosmos helived in had shed
disorder and al histroubles bled away.

It was aspell, he thought, and shook it from him, saying carefully: ™Y ou look well."
"And you look tired. Have you thought about my offer?"
"My answer isdill the same.”



"In that case, immortd sufferer, let uslessen at least one of your burdens. Y our sster's here yet,
| must assume.”

Leading their horses, they walked toward the barracks. "Still here, yes. She's not anxiousto go
back there."

"Areyou tdling me you'l interfere with a pact solemnly undertaken? She has ayear to spend
with me. It wasfor your sake, and not hers, | gave her leave to visit and lend her particular sort of
ad”

"For me?| didn't know you cared so much. Or wasit for young Nikodemos? That soul, I'll fight

to keep unfettered. He's told me he wants no part of dispensations from any higher plane or sphere
or what-have-you. Isthat clear?

"Sufficiently, for now. And yes, | covet Niko'sfedty. But you yoursdf know that a man cannot
be brought to high estate againgt hiswill."

"Hewillsit not."

"Yousadthat."

"That'sright. | did. I'm saying it again.”

"l could grant you deep, one night'srest in thousands of degplessnights. I'd just liketo talk to

him"
"Absolutely not."
The dream lord sighed. "Whatever you wish. But Cime conies back with me.”
" She's taken coin from my hand and not yet given service.”

The dream lord smiled. "She would try that. Well have her giveit back. Release her from her
bond. Unless, that is, you want the two of them—Cime and Jinan—to try to ded with. | wouldn't,
but the choiceisup to you."

"She'smy sdter. | can't consign her to—"

Askeon eyed him sdelong: "Consider it medicinefor her ills. Without my help, shéelll languish
with that curse forever. She's never quite grown up. Children often resst medicine.”

Tempusthought that over. "I'll get back my coin and leave the two of you aone. Therestisup
toyou."

"Good." He smiled and a break came in the dusky sky; sunrays burst on through. Then the
dimness blew away and they walked in bright, pure sunshine. "A word of warning: that boy you
have, Ajami's so-caled son, is half awizard. Remember Abarsis, and be careful with him. What he
becomesis partly up to you, Riddler.”

"Up to hisfather, or the man who clamsto be so0. Y ouretelling me that Adrastus doesn't
know?'

" Sugpects, deepless one. Suspects. By Mygdonian law, hed haveto day hiswifeasan
adulteress and put the boy to death... So you see, as human matters are, it'sdelicate. It needsa
hand like yoursto—"

"I have no patience with children. He goesto Mygdon; that isthat.”

"Asyou wish, again. Now, take meto your Sster. And let'stry to avoid meeting Jhan, if we
w,]lll

Tempusgrinned: at least they had something more than overlong existence in common; even



Askelon feared the Froth Daughter's righteous wrath.

They found Cime cuddled up with Straton in his quarters; Critias was pacing back and forth
outsde.

"She'sin there with him, says shelll hedl hiseyesight, but Strat's not up to fending off..." Crit
paused, looked up for thefirgt time, saw Askelon and made awarding sign. Hishand dug in his belt
pouch, and Tempus, who knew hisfirg officer quite well, knew Crit was fingering his good luck
charms. "Wdl," hefinished lamely, "shé's... more awoman than any of us quite know how to
handle, my lords..." Heraked his hair with sporead fingers: "Going in? Y oud better knock firgt."

Tempusdid that.

Straton came to the door, flushed and disheveled: ™Y our Sster. Y es, commander ... right this
way. I've got to go find Crit at any rate. Shewas seeing if she might aleviate thisblurriness| see
close-up or very far avay—"

"It'sfine, Straton. Thank you. Crit'sright outsde.”
Then Strat had hurried past them, and Tempus stepped in first.

Shewaslacing up the llsig doeskins she yet affected, breathing heavily, smiling just abit. "Now,
brother, let's not argue. A woman spurned takes comfort where and when... she..." Seeing
Askelon, she scrambled up, her hands before her.

"I'll takethat gold Imperid | gaveyou,” Tempus said quite low.

"You beast! You wouldn't! Oh please..." Then she seemed to quiver and to blink away the
extrabrightnessin her eyes. "Here" Shefumbled in her belt and dapped the coininto his
outstretched palm. " Satisfied? Stay with your storm-sprung dut. And may you soon have need of
me again. Now, go! Get out of here, traitor! Leave, and leave me to my fate, as you aways do and
ever have done. It'salucky thing, after dl, that you don't deep, for al the wrongs you've done
would surely make your dreams a horror—"

"Silence best becomesyou,” Askdon interrupted and, amazingly, Cime shut her mouth.

"Good fortune, Riddler,” Askelon wished him. "Asyou said so long ago: 'War iscommon and
right isgtrife”" War rightly, and may your Stepsons flourish, and your might prevail .

Then, in an eyeblink, both the dream lord and Tempus sister were no more.

Alone, he sat down on Straton's unmade bunk to reconsider mattersin the light of what had just
transpired. With Cime gone, Jihan was not amgor problem—his Stepsons weren't thrilled to have
her bunking in among them, but whatever he did was accepted without question by Sacred
Banders, and the otherstook their cue from how the pairs behaved. Perhaps Grillewasright in
wanting to keep Shamshi as collatera until Adrastus came through with al the aid held promised.
He'd keep Jihan close at hand (the boy was fond of her and she of him), and they'd confer on what
to do about the child.

When he came out of there, ared dusk wasjust beginning, and Crit was loitering by the
threshold: "Everything dl right, Commander?"

"Perfect, Critias. And with you?'

"Strat's vison—he saysit's better.” Grit'scynica grin flashed. "1 didn't think that was really what
she meant todo with him...."

"l know." Tempus, aswell as Crit, felt uncomfortable.

"Cime?' Crit asked, peering beyond Tempus, into the shadowed, empty room. "The dream
lord?!



"Gone where dreams go and waking men can never follow, let'shope.”
"Let's" Critias agreed.



