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Book One:
DEATH IN TYSE

Two Rankan couriersrode into Tyse three hours apart on the last day of summer. Neither was aware of
the other; both carried the same information. The partiesin the Imperial Rankan court who had
dispatched them to seek out a man known as the Riddler needed to be sure' their message would be
delivered.

The sun was setting when thefirst courier, who went by the name of Belize, urged his exhausted horse
thelast few miles up Broadway and into the souk, Tyse's open-air bazaar . Where the horse traders had
their stalls he was supposed to meet the Rankan agent who would lead him to the Riddler.

But no one had warned Belize of the curfew. They had warned him not to go to Embassy Row and
check in with his countrymen. They had warned him not to trust the Rankan intelligence chief, Grillo, and
thus effectively barred him from making use of his upcountry peers and doing thingsthe easy way. They
had warned him not to depend on the mageguild network or on anything but the evidence of his senses.
Imperial Ranke was bel eaguered and embattled from within and without; every diplomat and cabinet
functionary who favored peace over this protracted and expensive war with the Mygdonian Alliance was
well aware that summary execution awaited anyone caught conspiring against the Empire—even to bring

peacetoit.

In the souk's maze, he dismounted and led his blowing, swest-drenched mount through a stinking,
narrow-eyed throng hurrying home with the days profits, bargains, or spoils. Everywhere, salswere
being shut and locked. Pickpockets lurched and fumbled their way through the thinning crowds.

Bdize looked up: an early-risng moon, full and pale, smiled down on him. An armored cavaryman
wesaring the yelow-lined mantle of the "specia” occupation forces didn't: ™Y ou don't have one of these,
traveler.” The soldier, frowning down on him from his saddle, tapped an embroidered armband. "Y ou'd
better find aguest house. Curfew'sin effect.” Thislast was spoken around a chunk of lamb pulled from
itswooden skewer and into the soldier's mouth by teeth bright in the light of torches being lit dong the
rows of wooden stalls, goat's-hair tents, and brightly colored yurts of the souk.

Asthe"specid" kneed hishorse on by, Bdlize took a chance and asked for the talls of Palapot the
trader—a chance because the specid forcesin Tyse were Grillo's men. A chance because the armband
he'd seen had on it the unit device of the Stepsons—hbulls and lightning bolts—which marked the wearer
asone of the Riddler's own dlite squad of Sacred Band pairs and seasoned mercenaries (just the men
whose attention he did not want to attract). A chance because the rider's fine-featured face was Syrese,
not local, and the sharp eyesin it had sized him up with cold and minute precison.

Bdlize knew his own kind when he saw one; the mounted officer was no less observant.

Therider turned in his saddle, his helmet swinging by hisknee, hisbare head, in profile, somehow vaguely
familiar. " Sure you don't want the mercenaries hostel? Or the east barracks?"

Belize had tofill the pause the soldier left empty. "Paapot the horse trader. I'll swap this horse and then
find abed.”



"Snap it?Y ou ought to put it out of itsmisery. The only place you'll get anything for that poor beast isin
the free zone. And," the soldier looked up at the sky, "you don't have any time to speak of—curfew's
upon us." He cast the half-eaten skewer of lamb into the dust, then with his free hand motioned to the
rapidly clearing street. "Palapot will ill be there tomorrow. Asfor that horse, you oweiit at least one
good night'srest. It'll end up in somebody's stew pot if you tradeit looking like that. Come on, citizen, I'll
ride with you asfar asthefirst guest house."

Bdlize had to agree, had to show his papers when he got there—which was, he thought, what the specia
waswaiting for, sncethetal officer in cavary-issue leather and mail had indgsted on escorting himinside
and stayed on, chatting with the innkeeper, after he'd been given aroom key and achit to stable hishorse
around the back. He looked back once at the short-haired Syrese leaning on the counter and caught the
Stepson unabashedly staring after him. "Lifeto you, Belize," said the other, a professond’sfarewell.

Hedidn't answer with amercenary's reponse— Belize wished no man life, or glory. The Stepson had
guessed wrong, after dl. Belize wasn't amember of the mercenaries guild, nor aprofessond soldier. He
wasan n.

The guest house the Stepson had escorted him to was @ the Tysian city limit, where Commerce Avenue
and Peace Falls, the adjoining township which observed no curfew, cut into Tysian disciplineand Tysian
jurisdiction. He had only to stable hishorse, secret his effectsin hisroom, cross astreet no wider than an
aley, and he would be within a stonée's throw of Commerce. The Stepson had done him afavor, showing
him to the merchants quarter which abutted the souk and spilled over into Peace Falls anarchic bustle.

Theinnwas cdled the Dark Horse; he memorized its sdlient features—back doors, overhanging roofs,
rear baconies, and adjoining buildings. As he bargained with the head groom for liniment, sweet feed,
and abetter stal for his mount, Belize kept an eye on the intersection of Commerce and Souk avenues
visible from the stable yard, hoping to see the Stepson on the big bay horse ride away. He didn't. So he
went ing de the stable to examineits box stals while the head groom, biting the Tysan haf-crown
between histeeth, began trying to make good his promise to "have him road-worthy in the morning,
generoussir. Just pick any stal you like and I'll move out the other nag.”

Belize had everything he needed: locdl currency, genuinetrave papersissued by the Rankan chancdlor's
officethat afforded him safe conduct empire-wide, afree hand in accomplishing his misson.

But his gut wastelling him held missed something, some detail more troublesome than being aday late to
meet a man who didn't know he was coming. Damn the mages, every necromancing, oversold soul
among them. If the mageguild network had been trustworthy, things would be much easier. Infact, if the
mages weren't suspect, Belize wouldn't be here a all. He was alittle bit more than your average courier.
But then, some messages require specidized delivery. Whether the Riddler agreed with the propostion
he carried or not, the parties Belize served wanted their dictates expedited.

He put the third horse held run into the ground to get here into the stall held chosen for it when the groom
had cleared and cleaned it, then headed for the rear stairsto theinn.

He heard no sound out of the ordinary in the summer night: laughter wafting on a southwest breeze from
Peace Falls; horses behind in the stables and before on the street; the snap and hiss of oil-soaked
torches. He took the back stairstwo at atime despite the deep and dancing shadows. afew minutesin
his room and he'd be ready to see what Commerce Avenue had to offer. Just aquick prayer to hisgod,
some security precautions.. . it wouldn't take long.

Halfway up the creaking staircase, he thought he heard adiding foot, leather scraping on wood. He
stopped. He turned full around. He saw the stables, the head groom, horseboys. Nothing more. He



wiped his hands on histhighs. Why was he so nervous?

Turning back to vault the last few steps and begin his quest, Belize fdt asharp sting at histhroat. He
dapped the spot. There was amarsh nearby, but mosquitoes didn't usudly... Hispam fdt thelittle dart
even as he dapped it more deeply into histhroat so that its point pierced a nerve. He hdted ashe pulled
the barb loose, thinking about the scuffling footstep he had heard. Then his eyes began to tear and a
burning sensation spread out from his throat to reach up into hisbrain and down toward his heart. Ashe
grabbed onto therailing for support, sensation |eft his extremities and histongue fdlt asif it had swollen to
thrice normd sze and was suffocating him.

Hedidn't fed theimpact as hefdl to hisknees on the board stairs. He was awestern-trained fighter; the
mind-over-body discipline hed relied upon for yearsto prevail againgt his enemies and endurerigors
maost men could not survive alowed him what he craved most then: alook at his assassin.

What he saw, as hisbody fell forward like a sack of stones, was an urchin's face, grubby and beardless,
with hair like straw and huge eyes that seemed colorlessin the torch light. Hefelt himself being turned,
soon enough, but by then thefirein his blood was consuming him entirely and therewasalight far upin
the night sky which he must follow. He fdt the young mugger's fingers searching out his purse and his
wallet, and even the belt at hiswaist in which was secreted. .. something... something he'd been at pains
to protect. Anger pushed back death's croon for amoment. Then it could not.

* % %

The body still lay asit had been found, askew on the Dark Horse's back steps, when Randal the
Hazard-class mage arrived on the scene, theiron grip of the Stepson, Straton—who'd come banging on
the mageguild gates, disturbing haf-cast spells with this unwe come summons—camped numbingly upon
hisarm.

Around the corpse was an efficient cordon of uniformed specids, keeping back theidly curious
stablehands and afew patrons. On the staircase itsdlf, crouched over the body in apoal of torch light,
were two of the most shadowy—and deadly— personagesin Tyse: the specials commander, Grillo,
chief of operationsin Rankan-occupied Tyse and the entire northern theatre, ablack marketeer of
renown; and Critias, the Stepsons task force leader and second in command of that private army of
Sacred Band pairs and mercenaries which the Riddler, caled Tempus, had brought north from Sanctuary
to the front afew months back in search of "honor and glory," aswell asriches and territory, inthe
ongoing war with the Mygdonian Alliance.

They'd gained some of each. Randa ought to know. Randa had fought in the war to drivetherival
Nisbis mages off Wizardwall and make al Nishisisfree. Thus held cometo know these men, whom no
safety-conscious, salf-respecting mage of the Tysian guild should be seen consorting with, and become
embroiled in their affairs of war and degath. It hadn't been Randal'sidea: it had been fate; the intervention
of Askelon, thelord of dreams; and the urging of his own venerable First Hazard, which had made
Randa the favorite sorcerer of the armies. The Tysian First Hazard had jumped at the opportunity to
make a pact with the Stepsons commander, the virtualy immorta and redundantly bloody Riddler,
Tempus, who had been an enemy of the black artists for better than three centuries—ever sincean
archmage had laid upon him afar-reaching and horrendous curse. Randd's mentor, First Hazard of the
Tysan mageguild and nameless, aswere dl top-echelon wizards, had "offered” Randa the"honor” ina
way Randal couldn't refuse: Randa had been a junior Hazard for two years longer than was appropriate
for further advancement; it had been hislast chanceto revitdize his ascent through the ranks of magic.
Perhaps, the ancient archmage had prognosticated with glittering eyes, Randa would acquire attributes
aufficient to outweigh the debit of hisdlergies—Randa wasdlergic to furry animas, especidly when he
became one. And the First Hazard had been proved right; Randal gained sorcerous spoilsin the razing of



the Nisibis wizards high keeps. Hed acquired a globe of power. He was now afledgling adept, a
Hazard of the seventh level, a person of power.

But Randa now had acurse of hisown to contend with: the murderous crew of fighters called Stepsons
considered him one of their number; the scrofulous Sacred Band pairs counted him as a brother.
Whenever their superdtitious fear of wizardry was overcome by the redlity of need, it was Randa they
caled upon to banish impotence or make alame horse sound or grant them luck in gaming. And thiswas
happening more and more frequently, asit became clear to the followers of the Rankan war god that their
deity was not answering their prayers. It was said that Vashanka, one of the primary gods of the armies,
was plane-locked, bound away from his followers by magic—or dead. It was dso said that this
disappearance or neutralization of the Rankan state-cult's Storm God portended the fall of the Rankan
Empire.

Asthe unyielding hand on hisarm steered him through the nearly silent crowd of well-disciplined specids
and nervous horseboys toward Critias and Grillo and some poor dead fool who was aslikely avictim of
mundane greed as of anything more interesting, Critias Sghted them, touched Grilleésarm, and |eft the
corpse, heading their way. Grillo's handsome Rankan head came up and, as his gaze fixed on Randal and
his escort, Randal tried to shake hisarm free. "Enough, Strat! Unless you want to lose every hair on your
heed, let me go.”

"Can't have you disappearing, can we?' Straton's grip didn't ease. Strat was Critias's partner, bound to
the task force leader in someinfernal degree of relationship the intimacy of which varied. Sacred Band
pairs swore to fight together, shoulder to shoulder, to die together (if need be) while defending some
elusive overdevel opment of honor only they understood. From a core of ten Sacred Band pairs, Tempus
had created the shock troop squadron called Stepsons, augmenting the pairswith distinguished single
mercenaries from ascore of nations. Within the dite unit, differences existed— one could be a Stepson
without being a paired Sacred Bander—but al Stepsons were committed to carrying on the nearly
mythical tradition of peerlessferocity begun by the original Sacred Band under the leadership of Abarsis,
the Saughter Priest, of which many of the pairs had been members.

And of which, dueto circumstances and politics, Randal was now considered a member, though he was
cdlibate by choice and nonviolent by nature, though his"partner,” one Nikodemos, had withdrawn from
Tyse and the Outbridge barracks/estate and the much-vaunted camaraderie of the Sacred Band to a
western sanctuary far, far away. Broken pairs, however, were common. Once a Sacred Bander, always
one, went the saying.

"Listen here, Straton. For appearances sake, let me go!" Randal wished he could do half the magic that
the superdtitious Stepson thought he could— disappear out of the iron grip which held him without taking
Straton with him; make Straton's hand go numb. .. something, anything short of turning himsdlf into an
anima form. But since it wasthat or nothing, he forbore a shape change, wishing, not for thefirst time,
that the globe of power he'd earned on Wizardwall was small enough to carry around with him or smple
enough to employ that by now held have mastered its use. But it wasn't either, so histhreats were empty.
And if they hadn't been, Critiass taciturn right-side partner was no man to curse unless one was cursing
tokill.

"Lifetoyou, Randd," Critias said formally as he joined them. "How are you faring?'

"My arm hurts." Randal stared steadily into the eyes of Tempus'stask force leader and saw them crinkle
with amusement.

Critiasshad avery cynica smile. "Strat, | think our friend can stand on his own two feet."



Randd knew that Critias didn't like him or gpprove of hisinduction into the Stepsons. Suddenly, his
resentment faded and he redlized that Critias must have had avery good reason to send for him. But
Straton was aready detailing Randal's reluctance, hisvoice very low and very angry. ... had towait in
that godless hdlhole and 'state my business; to one mincing mageling after another. Half of 'em need
training bras. And whenthis... Sepson findly deigned to give me ahumping audience, he's asking me
why and what for, with the gods know how many witchy ears as big as his pressed to the damn walls. By
the gods, Crit, hed not have his pink-and-lacy suitein theleft wing of that Fun House if not for us, and
he'sgiving me an argument—or the balsto tell me hé'stoo busy, there's spells need casting, and—"

"All right, Strat. All right.”
"Not dl right. What do we need him for, Crit? What do we put up with him for?"

Randal didn't like the way the conversation was going, or being spoken of asif he weren't present. And
nobody argued with Critias. Even Tempuswas very careful to explain matters to the task force leader ...
He thought he'd better try it: "Critias, I'm sorry. Y ou caught me at abad time.”

Straton snorted.

Critiassad, "Strat, take alook at this. It's the murder wegpon.” He held out alittle dart in the palm of his
hand.

Randal, shorter than the other two, craned his neck to get a better 1ook.
Straton took it, held it up to the light, squinting, then put it to the tip of histongue.
"Straton!" Randal objected. "It's obvioudy poisoned.”

"Not asdumb as helooks," Strat marveled. "I'll take it around to some of the snake milkers. It's not
arsenic or cyanide—tastes too sweet. Want me to go now?"

"If you would. I'll be here until high moon, anyway. Then I'm going over to thefarm. If the Riddler's not a
Brother Bomba's, helll bethere. | sent somebody over to seeif he was with Madame Bomba, but maybe
you'll drop by to double check.” Though Critias answered Strat quietly, his gaze never left Randal's face.

"Pleasure. Just answer me: What do we need him for?"
Randd fdt his neck grow hat, the flush crawl up his cheeks.

"Read the dead. Y ou can do that, can't you, Randa? Tell uswhat histhoughts were? Maybe what he
saw, who put him down?"

Strat grunted. Randal temporized; the big officer, about to leave, clapped a bearlike hand on his
shoulder. "Do a good job, mageling. Prove you're worth the trouble | went through to get you here." And
then Strat was gone, more quietly and quickly than Randa would have thought he could move.

"He'snot at ease with this," Critias said softly. "Neither am |. But | didn't haveto go into the mageguild,
so I'm not angry. Don't pull this sort of thing again, Randa. Y ou're a Stepson; you come when you're
caled. You don't ask questions unlessthey're strategic, and then not until you're given leave. Come on.”

Randd found himsdlf trotting along beside Critias. "That'swhat | want to talk to you about. I'm not at al
happy with this arrangement—"

"Neither am |. Tak to the Riddler. Or Niko. Later. Now, you're going to read this dead man and tell us



who we'relooking for." "Whom." "What?"
"Looking for whom."

Though Randa, angry himsdlf, had been correcting Critias, the task force leader misunderstood. "' saw
his papers before he was robbed. The name on them was Belize. Very comprehensve safe-conducts,
issued in the capital. Grillo says he hadn't heard anything about anew agent being sent up here, whichis
what thisman must have been. | know one when | see one; the papersjust confirmed it. | want to know
if Grilleslying. Canyou tdl methat?'

"Perhaps.” Randd squared his shoulders. They did need him. He didn't feel so short, so put-upon, or so
resentful. "But reading the dead. .. it's not pleasant.”

Grit'sgrin flashed. "'l imagine not.”

"So you'll have to bear with me. Ask me again what you want to know when I've got him—made contact
with whatever'sleft, that is. It'sjust impressions... | might act... strangdly.” They were passing by apair
of specidswho had agroom with them.

Oncethey were past, Randa continued. " So bear with me. It's... frightening.”

"I understand. No one's going to draw any conclusions about you from this. Just don't et on to Grillo that
we're wondering how it isthat he didn't know about thisfellow. I'll buy you around of whatever strikes
your fancy afterward. But my gut'stelling methisian't just arandom incident. | came upon thisBelizein
the souk about curfew and escorted him here myself. Checked him out. He didn't know anything about
the town, not even enough to get aroom before dark.”

So that wasit: Critiaswas afraid he might be implicated. The task force leader didn't make friends easily,
and he and Grillo were defacto rivals. Of al the private militiasin Tyse, the Stepsons and the specids
enjoyed the most open contention. When they weren't chasing Mygdonian-backed death squads or
Nisibis refugeesin the free zone, they were rousting each other. The army, of which Tysehad a
surfeit—four garrisons, one at each compass point—was Rankan, and thus Grillo, should he chooseto,
could call on garrison aid. None speculated on what arrangement existed between Tempus and Grillo,
but everyone knew it was strained, now that they weren't fighting acommon enemy. During periods of
inactivity, with no declared or obvious foe, mercenaries and career soldiers engaged in urban war gaming
to keep sharp their "edge.” Part of Grill€'s"edge"’ was caravaning contraband surreptitioudy; Critias had
recently interdicted a shipment entering Tyse which Grillo couldn't have owned, but in which he surely
hed invested heavily. The proceeds from the auction of this"unclaimed" salvage were now inthe
Stepsons pension fund.

It was, Randa knew, awar within awar, kept under wraps only by Tempus's and Grillo's need to keep
up appearances—and to some extent by their shared interest in the continued survival of Free Nisbisis
and its charismatic leader, Bashir. Technically, Tempus outranked Grillo, being a Rankan generd. Long
off the active-duty list, however, in order to employ questionable methods and lead the mercenary life
with his Sacred Band without being subject to the congtraints of Rankan oversight, held cometo Tyse
seeking vengeance upon the Nisihis mages. Some said the interests in Ranke he served weren't those of
the emperor. Randal didn't want to find out the truth of it. Even a seventh-level Hazard was mortd; the
Riddler was not.

Critias was taking to him as they mounted the steps, where Grillo could hear every word. "... awoman's
wegpon, or achild's. Just lay your hands on him and give us your impressions, or whatever you do. Then
we can close the matter.”



"Maybe," Grillo amended. His features were aristocratic, Rankan perfect; he was dressed likea Tysian
hillman, but then he never wore a uniform, and even hishair changed colors. Grillo's eyes, however, were
apiercing Rankan blue, and hisintellect was not to be underestimated.

Randa would have lied for Critias, but he hoped Critias redized he wouldn't be able to: one read what
one read; one saw what one saw. In the deep trance he'd need to summon to see what Belize had seen,
such matters as white lies and quotidian advantage would fade from him: he would be Belize. And he
would bedying.

He shivered, told both agents to back off abit. "I need quiet, room to relax.”

They did, and he saw Critiass hand dip into his pouch where the Stepson carried his charms and
amulets.

Then Randa touched his own amulet, whispered award so that his mind could not be snatched or tainted
by hostile forces while he gave it up to adead man, and folded into a squat beside the corpse who'd
been cdled Bdize.

Hisfingers brought incense out of hisbdt. Helit it with aflint and sted, feding the tingling of trance begin
in histoes, and put the joss stick in the dead man's mouth.

Even before his palms had gone to the temples of the dead man, as he felt the cool lipstouch his
fingertips, he got an impression: another pair of lips the dead man had seen, lipswith agold coin between
them, teeth biting down on a Tysian haf-crown to prove it was no gold-washed copper: he saw the face
of the head groom.

Then it faded. Randd's heart was pounding, pushing the trance-cam away. He called it back, breathing
deeply of thejoss, causng hiskneesto fed asif water ran over them and wondering why the "he'" he
sought could not remember that Belize wasits name. He cdled that name thrice, got no further
impressions, and then redized he wastrying too hard.

Hedidn't want to call back the deed, only visit afading mind. He closed his own eyes and felt the cold
flesh, telling the corpse he would avenge its death, if only the murderer could be determined. Then hewas
in agtable with the smell of marsh hay in his nogtrils, then coming out.

Belize was not this man'sred name, heredlized as he recdled like his own memory the rooftops and
escape routes this sharp-eyed operator had detailed before he climbed the steps. Then helost all sense
of "Randd." His pamswere sweating and he was wondering if the bad luck he/d had in meeting a
Stepson who fastened on him like aleech in the souk was an evil omen as he climbed the airs. ..

He'd heard afootfall, hewas sure. Shnk! Histhroat stung. He dapped a mosquito. Then therewasa
burning pain and a determination to beat back death and see hisassailant. The dart in hispam. Faling.
Being turned, pardyzed, hdpless. Wanting to hold the mugger off; then hands at hisbelt, at hiswallet.
Bdlize saw theface of hisattacker, but it was swvimming in pain and degth: pae eyes, pae hair, dirt
obfuscating what the poison did not. A child; agirlish, beardlessface; ayouth... " Randal ? Randal !"

Heknew that voice: Critias. He opened his eyes, knowing he couldn't yet fed his extremities, and then
realized he was sprawled on top of the corpse in the exact position as was the body under him.

Legslikewood, hisheart pounding loud in his ears, he scrambled off it and sat, arms around hisknees, to
quell hisshaking. "What did | say?"

"Nothing," Grillo replied. "Not athing.”



"He's... hewas... up hereto contact someone, deliver amessage. He wasn't thinking about that until the
girl, or boy, or whatever, robbed him. Then he was just thinking that he'd been at painsto protect the

message.
"The face, Randal. Did you see aface?' Crit asked.

"Blond. Pale eyes. Teenager. Girl or boy, can't say. Very dirty face. And he was partially—a most
fully—parayzed by then. But it was a child, an urchin, a street waif—someone from the free zone. Or a
Rankan." Randal |ooked at Grillo: There were many blond Rankans, even Grillo's dark ash-blond head
might once have been pae.

"Or aMygdonian?* Grillo countered.

"Y es, aMygdonian. There aren't that many Mygdoniansin town. Plenty of youngstersin the free zone
who'd fit what | saw.”

"So you don't think you could recognize him or her again? If you saw agroup of children, could you pick
out theright one?' Critias, with narrowed eyes, asked clipped questions, no rdlief evident, but tenson
spelled out clearly on his Syrese face.

"No. Not unless | were dying of the same poison. It was a chance event, amugging. Nothing more. Can
| go? Oh, one morething.”

"Yes?' Grillo leaned forward.
"The head groom. The man gave him agold piecefor extra service. Maybe he saw something.”

Grillo pulled on his nose and unfolded from his squat. Looking down, he said, "I've got to admit | didn't
think therewas any point to caling in one of you people. | waswrong. Thank you, Randa. And my best
to your First Hazard. Crit, I'll have my man interrogate the groom. We don't want Straton's overzealous
sort of assstance on this. Or yours. It'saloca item, now, something for the garrison police squads. Our
regardsto the Riddler." He stepped over the body and descended the stairs.

Critias blew out along breath. "Bless you, Randal, or whatever equivaent thereof is acceptable to your
kind. Ready for that round of krrf | oweyou?' Critias helped the shaky young mageto hisfeet.

"That's not necessary. It wasn't even redly magic... merdly amenta trick.” But Randal was proud of
himsdlf, and held developed ataste for krrf, the stimulant which was the fighters recreational drug of
choice. When held been working closely with the Stepsons held used it frequently; it kept hisdlergiesin
check when he was assuming anima forms.

They werewaking away from the specias then and Crit gestured toward the alley which would lead
them to Commerce Avenue and Brother Bomba's.

"What about Straton? Aren't you going to wait for him?”

"Hell find me." Crit bent down asif to pick up something from the dusty street, then straightened. Randa
saw him peering behind to see that no onewasin earshot. Then Crit said, "Y ou'll need the krrf. I'm not
through with you. And | have afeding you've not told me everything."

"Wrong. You're wrong. See here, task force leader, I've paying customersto attend to: a spell to cast for
no less than Madame Bomba hersdlf, or one of her girlswill get pregnant..."

"Randa, did the face you saw remind you of anyone? Anyoneat al?'



"No. Yes. | don't know." He could see that face now, wide-eyed and towheaded. But he wastelling the
truth; it looked like any of adozen urchins faces. In the free zone, where refugeesfrom thewar lived ina
squalor too bleak to be contemplated, he'd seen more faces like that than held like to count. He said so.

"Wasthere anything unusud, then—anything at al?' Crit waslike adog worrying abone.
"No. But you know something, don't you?' Randa ventured.
"Indeed. A number of things."

They came out onto Commerce, where no curfew was observed and ladies of the evening escorted
gentlemen into establishments which catered to the Sege mentality that prevailed in Tyse: anything, these
days, could be had on Commercefor aprice.

" Something specific, something you want meto confirm.”
"That poison isn't locd; it's Mygdonian.”

"Oh. Oh, my." The Stepsons had a hostage from the war, a highborn youth who was pale and blond and
very vauable: the son of General Adrastus Ajami, the Mygdonian warlord's brother.

But before Randal could object that the boy, Shamshi, was surdly well guarded and not running about the
sreetsin rags, Critias posed a question. " That man was too good a skulker to have been surprised by a
free-zone ddinquent. Magic had to have been involved, or one of these mind tricks you spoke of. Did it
seem likethat to you?"

"No. Yes, Maybe. Please, Critias, I've got to go back. | don't think it's wise for usto be seen together in
public.”

"Y ou're not going back for awhile. Y ou're going to Bandara."
"Pardon?"
"Y ou heard me. Y ou are to seek out your partner and inform him he's returned to active duty.”

"You jest! Do you know how long that will take?Y ou don't send an adept of the mageguild to Bandara.
They won't let mein the gates. And, on top of that, what if he won't come?"

"If he'd been here, | wouldn't have needed you. Niko could have tracked down the assailant before
unrise”

"Wdl, hewon't be ableto do it by the time we get back here. He tracks by aura, so he says, and that will
be long dissipated; hest trails disperse.”

"Randd." Critias stopped dtill, fists on his sword belt. "Read my lips. Y ou're a Stepson, dispatched to
fetch your |eft-sde leader. Y ou'vereceived adirect order. Y ou don't ask questions, unlessthey're
pertinent. Ak me how long you've got to get back here, or what | expect you to do with thismoney."
Critias pulled apouch from hisbdlt. "Here."

Randal was speechless, hefting the pouch. He thought of al the reasons he couldn't do this. Then he
realized he was wondering whether Nikodemos would come back at al.

"Now, let'sgo snort some krrf, Stepson.” Randal found that he was pacing Critias and heard himself say,
"Asyou wish, Critias. But | do have to know what the money's for and how long I've got to bring him
back. He probably won't want to come by cloud-conveyance.”



"Y ou're getting better, Randa, much better. The money isfor aboat. Buy onein Caronne and sail over
to the Bandaraldands. Tell the secular adepts there that it's our gift to them if someone sails back to
Caronne with the two of you. While you've got Niko there, have him stop by hisuncle's. He'sto findize
some business he's doing for Madame Bombawith hisfamily. And you've got,” Crit looked up &t the
sky, where the full moon was clearing the rooftops, "amaximum of ten days."

"Ten days?| was jesting, when | said cloud-conveyance," Randa sputtered.

"Ten days. YoureaHazard, aren't you? Y ou've got Datan the archmage's mighty globe of power, don't
you?”

"Well, yes, | do, but..."

"Ah, | forgot." Critias grinned. "Y ou don't have the stand for it, do you? The golden stand with al that
funny writing on it, the oneit spinson. Wdll, | forgot to tell you: | took the stand as part of my share of
the spails. And I'll giveit to you, Randal, as soon as you bring your partner back.”

"You've got that? Oh, Crit... that is, gr: it'sinvauable. I'll be ableto utilize the globe much more
effectively. Bring Niko back more easily, more quickly, if you'l just et me haveit now..."

But Critias was shaking his head, chewing a piece of marsh hay heldd had behind his ear. He said around
it, "Later, mageling, later. Go fetch Niko home.”

* % %

As a haughty young philosopher, ages ago, before the curse which had made him a tirel ess wanderer,
bereft of degp and love and what men call peace, Tempus had said that "God is day/night,
winter/summer, war/peace, satiety/hunger..." Further, he had proclaimed that out of al things can be
made aunity, and out of aunity, dl things.

The most daunting consequence of the curse which afflicted him was that he must live and learn the truth
of those things held said when talk was idle and wisdom cheap. He called himself Tempus becausetime
was his, unending: he wasthe river of it—always changing, aways the same. Once he had been called
The Obscure by those who knew him; now they called him the Riddler, the deepless one, and worse
behind his back.

For he was degth's prophet, aliving talisman of war. Those who loved him died of it; those he loved
were bound to spurn him: this burden an archmage had laid upon him. He never dept; he could not die.
His body regenerated itself tirdesdy, even without the help of the Storm God whom he had served so
long and who finaly—like everything € se he loved—had deserted him.

He was done among men, no matter their quality or their number. Even surrounded by his Stepsons, his
curse kept him solitary: he loved them dearly. They were morta, to asoul. Every one of them would die
and hewould not. There would be many requiemsto be said for them, many biersto light in the daysand
years ahead. So hetried not to care too much for them, the Sacred Banders and the rest.

And yet, hethought, Sitting in Brother Bombals with Bombas wifein her office, looking down and over
the patronsin the ground floor barroom through achemicaly crafted one-way glass, he was not quite so
aone or quite so unhappy as he customarily liked to think he was. The woman whose hospitdity he
enjoyed was unabashedly middle-aged, aformer barber-surgeon of the armies, tough-minded and
pragmatic in the face of fate and dissolution. A weathered and wrinkling smile (which would have sent a
lesser woman running to the mageguild to sdll abit of soul for theillusion of youth and beauty) dways
greeted him. Eyeswhich had looked on fields of casudties sustained in defeat and victory dways met his



dteadily. She was what few were to him: arespected, trusted friend. Once, long ago, they might have had
congress, he couldn't remember. Women in genera he found tiresome, even lesslikely than mentolive
up to their potentia . But Madame Bomba had no illusions: she knew desth intimately, she was free from
fear and loved life too much to forget what lay at the end of it. Like her bones, her spirit was yet strong.

With her, he could spesk fredly. With him, sheawaysdid. If not for her husband, he continualy teased
her, their liberties could be extended. But that was not what they spoke about tonight.

"That woman there, the onein silk and lesther like a Rankan fighting lord—you do see her,
Riddler>—camein asking for you."

"How long ago?' He had come up the back stairs, as was his custom; but not gone down into the drug
dens beneath as he usudly did. He was avoiding someone—afemale someone, a Froth Daughter from
the twelfth plane come to earth to spend ayear asamorta. Six months of that year were up, and the rest
of it loomed unending before him. Jhan, daughter of the nameless Stormbringer who'd spawned the
world's pantheons, was spending her mortal year with him. She was his companion, perhaps his equal,
but not hisfriend. He peered down through the smoke and the crowd. The woman who had laid her
Machadi hemet on the bar and wore cavary boots like a Syrese fighter and a cuirass some smith had
had to mold from a plaster cast made live on her physique was not Jihan. This woman was not muscular
enough, nor tall enough, nor was her hair burnished like copper. Jihan, though she had many superhuman
attributes, could not change the shape she had chosen, the shape in which she had entered the world of
men.

"How long ago?' Madame Bomba repeated, shrugging and holding up one hand to indicate with thumb
and index finger the pan between knots on a Tysian rope which aflame would have burned in that
interva. "A Rankan hour, perhaps. She ate and drank; now she waits."

The woman drank between mercenaries at the bar; more, she drank like one. The man on her far sde
had his head bent to hers: adark head, short-haired. "That's Crit with her?' Tempus ventured. The
angled face was hard to make out from his vantage point.

Madame Bombas hearty laugh rang out. ™Y ou're ruining my story. Y es, that's Critias. Thou art: popular
with thy band. He's the third to come here asking for you this evening.”

"Would you know why I'm in such demand tonight?"

"No morethan | know where the gods hide their treasure. |'d sooner ask your Stepsonsfor their favors
than their secrets, as you well know. But of course, one hears of doings on the street.”

"One does, of course," he prodded.

"One hears that there was amurder at the Dark Horse tonight, and that the victim was aman Crit
recommended into the innkeeper's care. One hears that both Crit and Grille were at the scene soon after,
and our own Randa summoned from the mageguild's crypts.”

Madame Bomba had appointed herself surrogate mother to the Stepsons; she loved good fighters,
Sacred Banders most of all. They were her "boys," and it was to the benefit of everyone, even Tempus,
that thiswas s0. But she liked to draw out her tales and had a penchant for innuendo. Tempus didn't try
to hurry her or to interrogate her; he wouldn't spoil her fun; her eyes danced with glee over something.
He had dl the timein the world. He leaned his chair back on two legs and poured some umber krrf
carefully into thewd| of hisfist from aslver box, snorted the powder, offered her the box.

She pinched two piles, lay them on the black marble table at which they sat, and inhaled them through a



golden straw that hung between her satined breasts on addlicate chain.

She sniffed loudly. "Aah. Good. Very good. When this woman was done eating and beginning to
drink—just after Crit camein and he and | were talking at the bar—one of my staff came up to us saying
the woman wanted to go upstairs.”

Madame Bomba kept girls for whoring, but no boys: it was apersona prejudice of hers. Shewas, in her
way, straight-laced: even her girls must be over twelve. Tempusfingered asmile. ™Y ou ought to let her, if
shewishes."

"Oh, pish. Don't interrupt me. | was about to, when Crit asked which woman we were talking aboui.
When | pointed her out and mentioned she was looking for you, loya Critias offered to pretend to be
one of my whoreslong enough to turn the tables on her and find out what she'd thought to learn from one
of my belly warmers. If she'stipped him, well share the gratuity.”

"They're done, then?"

"So it seems. And very friendly, yet. So what's your pleasure, deepless one? See the girl? Crit? Both?
Neither? I've angp room behind that curtain—" she pointed behind her with anaughty smirk "—you've
not seen yet."

"Y ou've got me curious. Go tell Crit I'm here and follow hislead asto whether or not she should know.
AI,1 Cl n

Bombawas dready getting up. She paused quizzically.
"—sghould Jhan comein," he warned, "your answver's fill the same: you haven't seen me."

"Seen who?" she teased, tossing back gray-streaked hair once chestnut, now faded. "But a question,
dear friend and guest, in case thereés no time later or you suddenly are invisible to me aswell asto your
other |ladies”

"Spekit."
"Stedth, caled Nikodemos? Any word of him?”

"None." He didn't want to talk about Niko. She sensed it and, though her question had been prompted
more by business consderations than idle curiosity, let it pass. Niko had been Tempuss favorite among
the Stepsons; held left Tyse abruptly. Tempus would not conjecture about or try to ater Niko's decision.
Those the Riddler loved were bound to spurn him. In Niko's case, it might be better thisway. The young
fighter's soul had been coveted by aNisbis witch, who for atime possessed him, and his patronage was
gtill sought by no less a power than ASkelon, the entelechy of dreams. Nikodemos had retregted to the
western idand sanctuaries, where held been trained. If ill befell him there, it would not be Tempussfault.

When he looked up again, the curtain in the doorway was rustling and Madame Bombal's tread could be

heard descending the stairs. Niko'simmediate family was long dead of war. He had an unclein Caronne

who purveyed the finest and rarest of drugs; it was this that Madame Bomba wanted with Niko. The boy
had written aletter of introduction for her and she/d sent it on to the uncle, but so far thereld been no

response.

He watched the woman and Cirit at the bar, now, as Bomba sidied nimbly through the crowd, then
whispered in Crit's ear. The foreign woman's gear was eclectic. Only in the Rankan capitd, or perhaps
Mygdon proper, could such an assemblage of international craftsmanship be procured—or ina
mercenary hostel near ahotly contested front where there was much dying and hiring taking place and



camp followers pitched their mercantile, mobilecities.

The two women and Tempussfirst officer conferred briefly. An ancient, dusty jar of wine was produced
from behind the bar, its seal broken, lid sniffed by the madame's educated nose, abit poured into three
goblets. Then abarmaid headed toward the stairswith thejar.

Only Madame Bomba followed, and that along interva later. Crit and the foreign woman had by then
disappeared through the bar's far portal, whether to the drug dens beneath or the playrooms above,
Tempus couldn't tell.

"Crit says," Bomba announced, her smile dropping away into afrown as she poured the fine wine for
hersdf and Tempus, "that he's not done with her. Hell bring her out to the farm in Hidden Valey when
he's through—on the 'off chance," hetold her, that you might be there. He wants you to know that she
claimsto be of the Rankan 3rd Commando. Isthat possible?’

"Why not?' He sipped the elegant wine. "Because she's awoman? Because she's so far upcountry? Or
because she'slooking for me?' Tempus had formed the 3rd Commando a quarter-century before. It had
been ingrumenta in Ranke's northerly expansion during the so-called long wars. It had been used badly,
in hisopinion, for purposes other than honorable; it had obliterated city-states and contributed to the
downfdl of aworthy empire. Hed left it to those who had perverted its purpose; hed not served asa
Rankan field commander on active duty since that time. There was not a desth squad or even aremnant
of the once ferocious Nisibis mages (who had awell-earned reputation for viciousness) that rivaed the
3rd Commando in fielded crudlty or gratuitous violence. Ranke's fame as barbarians second to none
stemmed directly from the"unending deaths' the 3rd Commando inflicted on its captives. Taking to heart
the doctrine that an army hasfailed inits purposeif it must befielded, awar already lost once one must
be fought, he had conceived them, hand-picked them, trained them, and spread word of the scourge they
had become—to use them as a deterrent. But the emperor had turned them loose on subjugated peoples
and rebd city-states and the daves they had taken and sold off had made of the original membersrich
landowners, lords, and statesmen.

But nothing could change their true nature: they were ns, experts at torture, skulkers, and
berserkers—true followers of the Rankan gods of war. If this woman was one, she was seeking him for
good reason: there was nothing in Tyse worth the time of even one of that unit's members. Y ears ago
they'd conquered the north and deported its peoples, and driven the feared Nisibis wizard-caste up into
the peaks known as Wizardwall.

Hewas curious, riding toward the Nisibis border on one of his stedl-gray Tros horses, asto what the
3rd Commando wanted with him.

Hewas dsointerested in Grit'sreasons for handling the matter as he had.

Preoccupied thus, heforgot all about his determination to avoid Jihan. And so as he crossed the border
into Nisibis through anarrow canyon which led directly to Hidden Valey, where he and Niko had
recently agreed that the stud farm (which belonged in part to all Stepsons but mostly to Tempus and
Niko) would be established, Jihan spurred a second Tros stdlion out from behind arockfall to intercept
him.

"Hal Riddler! You arefound out!" On hishorse, she was an arresting sight in her brown/green/ gray scale
armor of metaphysica manufacture, her proud, classicaly beautiful head high and bronze hair streaming,
her broad shoulders, impossibly tiny waist, and muscular thighs shown to her best advantage as she
cantered up beside him astride a horse than which there were only two better in the known world.

Asthe horse was not hers, neither was she responsible for the beauty of her form or the perfection of her



accouterments. she was a Froth Daughter, asuperna sprite, and her eyes glowed with red flecks of
anger as she brought her mount alongside his and reached down to grab his horse's reins below its bit.
"Where have you been, daggard?

| have searched everywhere for you. Y ou must not leave me done so long." There was no womanish
whining in her voice; rather, there was awarning tone.

She was as strong as he, perhaps stronger; her ssaminawas unparalleled. She played at womanhood as
she played at life. Asabedmeate, he found her suitable; as a companion, she wore upon his nerves. Six
months on earth was not nearly long enough to have mellowed her.

He squeezed hisknees againgt his mount and muttered, "Hai," toit. It reared up onitshind legs and
walked three steps, fordegsflailing, breaking her hold onitsreins and causing the second Trds to back

up rapidly.

She pouted and put her hands on her hips. His horse came down on al fours again, and by then, she'd
thought better of her behavior. "Let us start anew, surrogate husband. | have missed you. Let us hurry to
our quarters and reacquaint our bodies with one another.”

He was not through punishing her for having been taken in by the Nisibis archmage Datan during the
summer war for Wizardwall and turning againgt him; she was not yet through punishing him for the loss of
her betrothed husband, Askelon, lord of dreams, to Tempus's own sister, Cime. That they both enjoyed
the gtrife they engaged in, neither would admit—out of bed. But tonight there was something new about
Jhan, something he didn't understand—a sense of urgency, atension in her. "Race meto the barn,

Tempus," she cdlled out, and the Trés she rode lunged homeward.

She Hill had a haf-length lead on him when they thundered into Hidden Valey between the sheer rock
wallswhich curved in narrowly to make an easily defensible choke point. One could climb out of the
valley other ways, one could not ride out. Bashir, warrior-priest of Free Nisibis, had given theland to
Niko and Tempusin gratitude for their assstance in routing the Nisibis wizards who had long oppressed
his people. They had taken it gladly; Mygdoniaand Ranke might war unto the death of both, but Bashir
and his Free Nisibiswould endure. Sometimes Tempus considered throwing in with the warrior-priest
permanently: the Stepsonswould settle in gleefully among the free men. Asit was, they were hdf a home
here.

Nisibis free men, braided sidel ocks confining their long hair, lounged around the paddocks and trained
desultorily with his Stepsons, even now as the moon neared its zenith.

Two of each sort of commando ambled over to take their horses. It was a measure of the easy
atmosphere and mutual respect at the farm that Tempus could leave hisanimalsto othersto tend.

He dipped to the ground and caught Jhan as she did off the blowing Trés, rump to horsein cavary
fashion, lowering her gently to the ground. "Come, now, Jhan," he said, kissng her brow though he
hadn't meant to. "What's the matter with you? Y ou're not trying. Y ou could have beaten me by two
lengths, perhapsthree.”

And she melted against him asthe horses were led away, so that he was very much aware that they
stood in public. She said, her words muffled againgt hisleathers. "It occurred to me today, alone and
friendless, that I've only six monthsleft with you. Then what, deepless one, will happen to me?' She
raised her head and the red flecks were muted, saddened.

"Happen to you? Whatever you choose, I'd dare say. Y our father is not one to withhold his blessings.”



"What if | told you | want to stay? Be with you permanently?”

"Permanently, with me, isavery long time. Y ou'd become bored, restless. Already you complain that |
spend too little time with you. We would be at each other'sthroats, eventudly. Y ou don't want that.”

"| want to stay.”

He disengaged her and walked toward his quarters, an arm over her shoulders, thinking he knew what
she needed. Jihan's appetites, like her abilities, were greater than a mortal woman's.

"Then you will say," he said to defuse apossible argument. "But | doubt that even your father could
alow it without some reduction of your... extraordinary gifts.”

"But then, if | gave up some... things, you would accept me? Marry me?'

"No!" It came out of him unbidden, a pure reaction. Hetried to mitigateit. "1 don't believe marriage
would improve our lot. But you may stay with the band aslong as you wish. Of course, there'sthe dream
lord to consider... You might yet take ayear with him, when my sister isdone.” "Hhmph. Come serve
my needs, Riddler. That'sdl | want you for."

She vented her anger on him, but he was used to it. He rather enjoyed her attempts to make what was
consummately enjoyable for them both apleasure for her only. Jihan was an infant in an adult's body; her
tantrums were part of her charm for him, and would be until sheredized it.

They had worked up agood sweeat on hiswide, feather pallot when someone came knocking. " Send him
away," she muttered blackly, "or I'll freeze him where he stands." Jhan's flesh was coal to the touch; that
she sweated now was an indicator of the degree of her passion. She got up on her knees and dapped his
thighs. "Banish him, or | will! Irrevocably!" Cold was her weapon, aswasto some extent al water: she
was born of thetides of the primordia sea.

"I'm expecting someone. Y ou've had more than your share tonight. Go look in on our hostage. Y ou
wanted to keep the boy, to 'discover your motherhood'; you cannot in good conscience neglect him.”

Jhan's guilt was gtirred by Tempuss inference and she dipped, naked, corselet in hand, out his back
door while he was dressing to let Crit (whose knock he knew) in the front.

Crit had the foreign woman with him and she was gracious, comely in abusinesdike fashion, lithe, and
possessing a handshake as firm asmost men's.

"l hear you've enjoyed ajoke at my expense, you and Critias," she said without preamble.

"Critias? Me?' Tempusfeigned ignorance. "Crit, you look weary. Y ou know where everything is.
Refresh yoursdlf." And Crit did look exhausted; hislips were bluish and his eye-whitesred.

Crit saluted Tempus and inclined his head. " She's got amessage for you. Shewouldn't give it to me, no
meatter the persuasion. I'm going to collapse back there until you decideif she's staying. If she's not, wake
me and I'll ride back to town with her. Night, al.”

"Pleasant journey, Stepson,” she cdled huskily after him, then unlatched her mantle, putting her helmet,
black-crested and visored, on a hook next to his.

Tempus noted the little unit device on her cuirass: ared enameled horse, the workmanship raised, the
horse rearing with three lightning bolts clenched in his teeth—3rd Commando.



But there was no rank designation benegth it. "Have you aname, sster?”’
"Kama. Of the 3rd, but you'd know that, my lord. Permission to St?"

Hewaved hishand. "I'm not your lord, unless you're offering yoursdlf in service. Weve afighting woman
or two..."

"Something likethat." She was reaching up under her armor and into her loinguard. From it she extracted
afolded parchment, sealed with red wax. She hdd it out. "Thismay explain, my lord." She handed it to
him, then sat at the smple board table which dominated his front room, pushing the oil lamp on it toward
him.

Hedlit the sedl. He knew the crest samped in it; it was from a Rankan whose bidding he till occasionally
did—for large amounts of money. Tempus had gone south to the empire's nadir, wretched Sanctuary, for
thisman'sfaction.

The note wasin code, introducing the messenger, Kama, and offering amisson: take the boy Shamshi
home to Mygdonia as a specid emissary of the Rankan government; negotiate a settlement of
Rankan/Mygdonian differences which would ensure that al borders reverted to their former status—that
is, return Machad to Rankan control; de-escalate the conflict dong the fronts; draw up an agreement of
nonbel ligerence which would put an end to Mygdonian-funded revol utions and the feud between the
Rankan mageguild and the remnants of the Nisibis mages who had fought for and fled to Mygdonia
Tempus was authorized to sign any such agreement in the name of the emperor.

"Sorry," he said, handing it back to her, "not for twice the amount they're offering.”

The woman had thick eyebrows, abroad, high forehead, and a generous mouth tapering to a pointed
chin. One eyebrow raised and she bit her lip. He could almost see her mind work behind wide brown
eyes. Then shesad, "May | ask why not?"

"It would mean returning Wizardwall to the Nisibis mages. | like Bashir; I've fought beside him. | won't
fight againgt him or stand aside while someone dse triesto take from him what's his by right.”

"| can't argue with you, my lord. Certainly not about rights. But | don't think that anyone considered that
angle. If you could see your way clear to act in our interest and somehow alow Bashir to retain
Wizardwa l—after dl, he's not a Rankan treaty signatory—well be more than content with that.”

"How isit that you can speak for them? Isthat aroya we ?

"Not exactly. The man whose message you hold isadistant relative of mine. They trust me. | had a
chance of getting through. | can offer the 3rd's support, if need be. Or if need arises. Of course, should
the Mygdonians refuse our offer, we would have no choice but to redouble our efforts to wipe them off
the map." Kamagrinned like agargoyle and then sobered. "Either way, we think it'sfitting if you make
theinitial overture. If we're accepted into Mygdoniaand get to Lacan Ajami, anything can happen. Well
seethdr true strength, that's certain, and gather useful intelligence.”

llWe?l

"I'd be dlong as an observer. And to convene my unit, of course, if you decide you want us." "How much
of thisdid youtdl Crit?"

She chuckled, leaning back, onefoot up on achair rung, her legs spread enough that he saw astain on
one legther-covered thigh. "More than 1'd thought to tell, | admit. But only that we had alucrative
proposition which might lead to him and me spending more time together.”



"Convene your unit? In Mygdon?

She shrugged. "I'm going to need an answer before we discuss details. Let me assure you that the 3rd
can do what we say it can do, and would be honored to work with you again. After dl, it'sa sort of
poetic necessity, having you aong: no one winswithout you, do they?'

"That'samyth."

"Or coincidence. But having coincidence on our side couldn't be bad. Oh, yes, one thing that we didn't
want to write down, dthough it might aready have been solved..."

"Goon."
"A man named Grillo, here, isno longer trustworthy. Wefed it'stimeto retire him without honors.™

"Youll haveto do that yourself. Stepsons don't do Rankan dirty work. Asyou say, it'snot in the
message.” He held it out, |etting its feathered edge catch fire from the flame of the oil lamp.

"Isthat an acceptance of the commisson? And me?”

"Twice what we've been offered, and whatever spoils we happen upon during any battles we walk
into—but no territory. Were mercenaries, not acountry or part of any Rankan expansion cadre. You
may stay until we hear from them that my terms have been accepted, on one condition.”

"What'sthat?' Kamas eyes were sharp and clear, and for some reason, he didn't doubt that she could
convenethe 3rd, beit in hel itsalf.

"That you don't wear out Crit. HE's got aright-side partner and he's my firg officer. Find someonedse.”

Shewaved her hand, " Condition accepted,” then extended it. "L et me say I'm reasonably certain that
your termswill be met, and thus I'm personally gratified that well be working together. I've been looking
forward to thisfor along time."

"Why isthat?' he asked politely, expecting her to respond that it had to do with cadre integrity and the
history of the 3rd Commando.

"Because," Kama responded with just the hint of asmile pulling at the corners of her mouth, "unless my
mother wasin error, you're my father."

* * %

Before the Stepsons had joined forces with Bashir's guerrillas and taken Wizardwall, there had been
nothing between Tyse and her northern enemies but the four Rankan garrisons at the town's compass
points. Tyse had been—and still was, in Crit's estimation—one of the most fragile buffer states of empire.

As dawn broke and he and Straton rode past the gate guards into the free zone, Crit's eyes strayed to
the peaks of Wizardwall, brooding like angry gods over the town.

They wereriding toward the dtar pits where ascore of gods from nearly as many lands were worshiped.
They could have avoided the Rankan sentrieswho officiated at the bresk in the free-zone wall, reciting
their rote disclaimersthat law in Tyse stopped at those ruined gates, by dipping inside through the
tunnels; Grillo's specids and Bashir's commandos often did. But Crit had established adrop point in the
free zone, one of haf adozen held put together for his street men and his plainclothes agents. Astask
force leader, held established a network of infiltrators and turncoats and cheaply bought spies: thiswasa



routine part of hisjob.

It was information he was after this morning, dressed in Tysian homespuns on a nondescript horse,
looking for a horse trader named Paapot whom Grillo had been at painsto make sure he and Strat didn't
have a chance to interrogate.

"Seh, Crit, | dont likeit." Straton had mastered enough Nis to be fluent in itsinvective, curses, and
taboo nouns; this one meant offd. They spoke in the polyglot mercenary argot, gleaned from worldwide
campaigning, which if overheard was unlikely to be understood by the refugees who traded rags and
family jewels and favors for winter wheat and goat's-hair tents. The refugees thieved from one another,
every factiona bloodfeud and hatred—brought with them from obliterated homel ands now part of
Mygdonia—aive and well here so that beyond the dtar pits mass graves grew like an infestation of
moles, and crematoria had sprung up to handle the overflow.

"What would Palapot be doing in here?" Strat shifted in his saddle; their horses, reins flapping loose,
picked their way dowly through the human detritus. " There's no business for him here, not a customer for
thekind of horseflesh he sdis™

Crit didn't think his street man, who'd sighted Palgpot coming out of Grillo's officein the Lanes behind
Embassy Row just before sunrise, could have been mistaken. He said so. And he admitted to Straton
that he didn't like it either. "L et's quit and go south and hire on asretinue guardsin the emperor's paace.
Or go back to Sanctuary and chase third-rate criminals. The whores there shake down quicker, and that
vampire lady you've got acrush on would just love to seeyou again.”

"Bastard.” No Stepson, especialy Straton, missed Sanctuary, southernmost outpost of empire; they had
adtakein matters here: they had the Hidden Valey horse farm and respected dliesin Free Nisibis. They
had the Riddler, under whose command each was honored to serve; they had one another and the
integrity of the Sacred Band to think of. "Thisian't to be taken lightly,” Strat complained. "While you were
off twiddling that twat in man's clothing, | was working. That dart's stegped in Mygdonian poison and that
fellow who took it in the neck was somebody's very specia envoy—hard as nails and with wegponsin
hiskit the likes of which I've not seen since | wasin the capitd. And you know it."

"Want any of it?" Crit reined his horse |eft through abreak in low black tents where those who vended
rice and onionswere just building their morning fires. Up theway aknot of children huddled in the
packed-dirt street, fighting over scraps or throwing bones to double the take from anight of pilfering.
Keeping the waifsinsde was the hardest, and saddest, part of free-zone duty: they died in the family
feuds or starved if their parents did; they were worked to death by the orphans gang bosses or sold off,
if they werejust abit luckier or surdier, by daverswho came up out of the tunnels on moonless nights
and hustled them away, drugged and senseless, to fill coffles headed west to Azehur or east to Syr.

When Strat responded that assassin's garrots and incendiary kits weren't exactly his style, Crit had
forgotten histeasing offer. There was something about this knot of children that seemed wrong: it didn't
disperse asthey rode up; it drew tighter, asif protecting something.

"Let'stakealook.” He kneed his horse. The filthy, big-eyed urchins should have scattered to al sides by
now. Though he and Strat weren't uniformed, they had weapons and horses and were adult strangers,
therefore enemies.

"Doen't fed right," said Straton, urging his sorrel into adow, crowd-dispersing canter. Still the children
held their ground.

"It's not right," Crit confirmed, asthey bore down, and to either sde, velled women gathered daughters
kneading flatbread or sons hauling panniers of water and scuttled with them into tents behind the flimsy



qdls

For somereason, all the night's anomdies ran through Grit's head: the murder at the Dark Horse, Grillo's
interest, the woman who'd come seeking the Riddler. Then he had to stop his horse or trample the ring of
little belligerents before them. Strat swore softly; Crit saw him dide his crossbow from his saddle and
lever abolt to ready. "Easy," Crit said under his breath, and leaned forward, arms on his pommel, hands
obvioudy empty.

The foremost child waswell into histeens, with a. bristly young chin defiantly outthrust, and arms folded.
His garb was free-zone nondescript, his physiognomy essentialy northern—broad face, dmond eyes, flat
nose: no wizard blood in this one. He might have been Machadi, or of Nisibis peasant stock, or from a
subjugated buffer state of Mygdon; his hair was mousy, full of straw or dirt or dung. Besde himwasa
girl who might have been hissister or hiswife: she was pregnant, perhaps thirteen. On his other Sdewas
asnaggletoothed youth with adying eye; beyond, Crit saw one with ashort leg, another disfigured by
fire. Not daver's meat, any of these: the hale one was too old, the others too unlucky. All were doomed
to the free zone.

Crit fdt like the villain they obvioudy thought him, but said, "What's the attraction? Clear out of here,
pud, and take your classmates with you,” in Nis as hetold his horse with his kneesto move dowly
forward. The children to the rear began to drift away but thosein the forefront held their ground. Behind
him, Crit heard Strat's unnecessary warning: these desperate youngsters weren't harmless.

Heknew that. All their eyeswere on their leader, who hadn't answered Grit's question or said aword,
just stood with legs widespread and eyes unblinking asif Crit, hisbig bay, and Straton with crossbow
behind wereinvisble.

Then Grit's mount crowded the youth and the boy either had to move or be moved by the horse. A
scabbed hand reached out toward the horse's bridle; the beast flattened its ears, tossed its head, and
snapped at the boy in warning.

"Rankan scumsucker!" the youth said then in aloud voice. His gang froze in mid-retreat astheir leader
glared around at them; he took the hand of the pregnant girl beside him. "Thisyour handiwork,
bully-boy?" the youth said. "Maybe he didn't drop his pants fast enough? Or maybe he wouldn't play
adongwith—"'

Crit used his horse to break the handhold between boy and girl and knock the boy aside. The youth
gprawled on the ground; unfortunately, the pregnant girl fell, too.

He heard Strat's pornographic warning to al concerned to stay very ill, then he saw what the group
had been protecting: one of their number, this one pae-haired, askew in his own vomit, gray upper-class
eyesgaring blankly a the risng sun. Dismounting with little thought of the vicious children al around him,
Crit knelt beside the corpse. The boy had died on hisface; they'd turned him over. The smell of vomit,
blood, and defecation was strong, this close, overwhelming the background stench of the free zone. The
dain youth had once had a pretty face, arch features, and he wore a better grade of clothing, which his
winsome looks had doubtless hel ped provide. He had bled to death; he was nearly disemboweled. It
was a particularly agonizing way to die, and asow one.

Crit could see abrownish trail where the boy had pulled himsalf aong the packed clay of the free-zone
greet for somelittle distance. Patting him down for evidence, Crit found nothing—not awallet, a pouch
or acoin—then turned to the circle of children around him. ™Y our friend, let's have what you took from
him."

Half of them were gone, he redlized. But the boy who'd stood up to him had helped the girl to her feet



despite Strat's bow trained on him, and now looked Crit straight in the eye. "If | wasyou, Sirrah, I'd get
on my horse and get my professiond killer's ass out of here. We don't want more truck with your sort.
Wean't nobody's—" He blinked and Crit redized that, hard as he was, the sparkle in those brown eyes
was not smply from anger; tears welled there.

"More?| don't know what you're talking about, but you're making me want to find out. We don't know
you; we don't know him. Maybe you'll come adong, sonny, and tell usjust whose business you've been
doing, to get one of you killed likethis—" Crit made asign with hisright hand; Strat moved his horse up.

The youth looked nervoudy between them, realized he'd said more than he should have, then gave his
own handsign. The others scattered, and as they did, he broke for it. Straton collared him with one lunge
of horse and held the urchin suspended by histunic, feet dangling while hisarmsflailed.

Hisgirl, clutching her belly, sank down next to the dead boy and began to weep, then to beg for mercy
for her friend, her hand extended toward Crit. "Here, here! Takeit; it'sal we's got. HEs agood boy, let
im go, let 'im go... We don't know nothin' 'bout what Tip, here, died for, can't read none of this..."

In her hand, Crit redized, she had a crumpled parchment. He took it. "What else? Whose boy was this?'
"Don't say nothin'! the boy Strat held called ouit.
Crit didn't look over his shoulder. He toed the dead boy. "Whose?"

"Worked... sometimes, now and again, for the specials, isal. Carrying messages... and likethat." She
ran her hand under her nose. "Please, g, that there's my baby's father. We don't hurt nobody."

"Right. What else was on him?' Her eyes shifted. There had been money, then. "Just give me the papers,
keep the coins.™ From under her dress she pulled aleather security belt, awallet. From behind, Crit
heard the boy's muffled objections, Straton's curse.

"Strat, let him go." And: "That's fine, missy. Y ou be on your way. And take this—" He gave her a copper
piece. "Buy your Tip aprayer or two."

With asour smile a her, the best he could manage, Crit turned away. The operator in him told him he
could get more from these children than the wallet belt and papers. he could use them. But he didn't want
free zone runners enough to risk them paying the price the dain boy had. Nor was he touched enough by
the girl to offer her work out at Hidden Valey: when children like these passed ten, they were more
dangerous than useful. He heard the boy's stream of invective resume as Strat put him down, but by the
time he was mounted, both children had disappeared.

"Somebody's running usin circles" Strat complained. " Grille's specids, maybe. Convenient, finding
Bdizeskiller so soon, with every bit of incriminating evidencein place.”

"At least we know it's not assmple asit seems." Crit fingered the little reed blowgun he'd found and
palmed when he patted down the dead boy. Straton grunted. " Still want to see Palapot?' "Twice as
badly," Crit affirmed, holding his horse steedy while the two of them sorted through Belize's
papers—those he'd seen &t the Dark Horse which identified him and gave him permission to travel fredly
where he would in empire, and those he hadn't seen: a coded message with a highborn Rankan family's
sed onit, opened by greasy fingers; a collection of receipts and vouchers, amap of Tyse with Paapot's
trading stand in the souk and Grillo's Outbridge estate circled in red—amap so sketchy and impreciseit
hadn't been made by anyone who'd ever been here.

Straton, asthey threaded their way among the morning crowd of the hopel ess and homeless, was



persistent. " Somebody lost an agent. Grillo didn't want ustalking to Palapot until he had. The agent's
murderer turns up dead, and he's known to have worked with the specids. If Grillo were behind this,
he'd point the finger in some other direction.”

"If he could. Maybe Bdlize wasn't his man. Maybe Grillo was Bdize'starget. | don't know. Well hear
what Palgpot hasto say.”

"What about the coded letter?’

"Can't read it. Maybe the Riddler can." Passing the Spring of the Prophet, they stopped to let their horses
drink, sitting on the ochre mudbrick well's edge while their mounts quenched their thirstsin the adjacent
trough. He'd been thinking that the oddest thing of al wasthat two couriers had arrived in town the same
night, when Straton, who had an annoying habit of reading hismind, said, "Didn't that |ady you took out
to Hidden Valley, the one Madame Bomba put you onto, have amessage in code?!

"Kama? She'sno lady. Let's get going.”

They looked for Palapot for the better part of the day, first in the free zone, then in the souk. His
horse-line was there, tended by a nephew, but he wasnt'.

At dusk they headed homeward—not to the Stepson's Outbridge barracks or the Hidden Valley farm,
but to a safe haven in the Lanes. Crit sent word by messenger to the Riddler that he'd appreciate a
meeting and gave hisevening'sitinerary. He had no intention of leaving town until he'd found Palgpot and
given him over to Straton, whose forte was interrogation. And he wanted to see Tempus aone. If this
coded message had anything to do with Kama of the Rankan 3rd Commando, he and his commander
ought to congder theimplications privately.

* * %

"Shamshi! Shamshi!" It was Jhan's voice; there was no mistaking her deep, resonant tone.

Shamshi had been hiding in athicket, shaking, shivering, letting histearsflow and histerror ebb. Hewas
covered with blood from his scuffle in the free zone with the Maggot wretch. Finding aMaggot—a
refugee—who looked enough like him had been harder than the disembodied voice of Roxane, the
Nisibig witch, had led him to believe it would be. Since the murders, he had not heard from her.

Now Shamshi was alone, her voice gone, the deed done, weak from the implications of it al. Fear had
spurred him on during his mad, predawn dash through the tunnel's. He'd found his pony right where hed
left it, in the burned-out barn the Nisibis free men used to hide their comings and goings, hed flung
himsdlf upon his pony and raced toward the Nisibis border and safety.

Crossing it, hed been elated. It was done. HEd turned eleven with the rising sun and become a man
during the night; destiny washis.

"Shamshi! Shamshi!" he heard again, an urgent cadl, not quite ayell. The Froth Daughter would soon find
him.

Wiping histear-swollen eyes, he crawled forward on hisbdly. He hadn't seen the blood, soaked into his
linen tunic, until the sun had risen; hed dmost reached the Hidden Valley choke point by then. Hed
panicked; hefound he couldn't think at al. HEd done away with the Rankan n, senttoruin
everything, with ease; then held | et the scapegoat Maggot held found in the free zone bleed on him. Guilt
had splattered him; he was covered with blood he couldn't explain. HEd reined his gold-maned pony
hard about, and then it had happened: fate, or the Nisibis mageblood which elevated him above the



mortal cattle among whom he hid, had cometo hisaid. His pony had ssumbled; he/d heard asickening
snap as they went down.

Hed sat inthe dirt, unhurt, listening to its screams, then moans, of agony, watching it try to understand
why it couldn't get its fractured leg under it no matter how it lunged, consumed with tremors of hisown.

Then he'd redlized what he must do: he took his dirk and approached the exhausted pony, whose eyes
rolled in its head but who calmed as he came close, expecting him somehow to makeit well, and he dit
itsthroat.

It took longer to die than the boy held murdered in the free zone, and this time Shamshi retched: hed
loved his pony.

It had saved hislife. He knew the Stepsons wouldn't be able to tell pony blood from Maggot blood; he'd
begun thelong hike homein adaze of relief. But then the enormity of it al became too much for himto
bear: hed climbed up the vdley wal and circled around behind the barns, filled with grief and guilt and
confusion.

What had he done? Was it enough? Wasit right? The voice in his head which told him what to do and

how to do it—Roxane's voice—had gone away. He'd lain shaking on the ground along time. Now the
sun was warm on his back and Jhan was calling: they'd found his pony long since. He wriggled toward
the thicket's edge.

They'd never send him back to Mygdonia; he wouldn't go. He'd lived among the Mygdonians long
enough. His mother was ablind fool and hisfather of record was not hisfather at al. Hed dways known
it; they were too stupid to be his parents, it had had to be some awful mistake. For years, Shamshi had
waited among theidiotic sheep who walked like men in Mygdon for his real father to appear. Eventualy,
they had found each other, Shamshi of Mygdon was called son of Adrastus, the Unescapable, second
warlord of the Alliance Hewasin redlity the son of the most powerful Nisibis archmage ever to have
ruled from Wizardwall.

He'd had scant weeks with hisred father, then Tempuss Stepsons and his accursed sister, Cimethe
mage-killer, had murdered Datan and taken Shamshi hostage.

Tempuswould pay for hisfoul depredations. Shamshi lived among the Riddler's Stepsons and pretended
to hark to histeachings. In actuaity, Shamshi bided histime. The Froth Daughter loved the boy, and he
knew it. Sheld help him stave off the Riddler, make Tempus rdlent and save him from being deported to
Mygdon. Hewouldn't be traded like ahorse, haggled over like a gilded chalice. Jihan was close now, her
long legsin hisfidd of view. He ssumbled to hisfeet and, with adistress he didn't have to feign, crashed
pall mal through the thicket and threw himself upon her, sobbing out hisgrief over the pony hed had to

day.

Her cool, muscular arms enfolded him. Her sweet-smelling breath was upon his cheek as she kissed his
tears away, scolding him tenderly, telling him they'd get him another mount—not a pony, thistime, but a
mighty charger, awarhorse asfine as any man among the Stepsons had.

"These things happen, little love," she crooned. ™Y ou must be brave, my prince. For Tempusis right when
he asks'when is death not in our own selves?

He struggled back in her arms, searching her face for asinister inference, found none. Helay his head
againgt her scale-armored breast once more. Roxane, the finest and most powerful witch of Wizardwall,
had introduced him to the joys of congress with women; he had fantasies of expressing hislove for Jhan
more substantidly. In time, he would; in time, hed marry her and make her his consort. Now, he wastoo



small in Sature, too lacking in power: she thought him achild. But he could spesk fredly of loveto her,
and that he did then, reminding her that today was his birthday; from now on, she must think of himasa
man.

"Well, my young man, then you must stop crying.”

He knuckled his eyes and she dapped his bottom. "Up, now. Well have to hurry back and tell them I've
found you. The Riddler was very angry with me; he thought you ran away. Y ou'd never do that, Shamshi,
would you?'

"From you?' He reached out to take her hand and they strolled toward the fenced north meadow
together. "Never. Unless..."

"Unlesswhat, beastly boy? I've been out for hourslooking for you. It's nearly dusk—"

"Unless you cannot save me from the Riddler's plans. | can't go back to Mygdonia. | hateit there. My
mother can't protect me any longer, now that she's gone blind. My father isacraven fool. Lacan Ajami
longs to see me dead; he won't have his own sons—my cousins—outshonein vaor or intelligence. The
time | spent on Wizardwall, | spent there because they say in Mygdon that I'm possessed by demons.
What worse, now, might they be saying? If rumors have reached my father's brother that I'm not hisson
at dl, but achild of magic, they'll execute me!" He pulled his hand from hers, peered up at her. "Promise
me, Jhan, that you'll not let him send me back."

"l... canonly promisethat | will let no evil befdl you," she said in adeep, troubled voice. "You areasa
son to me, Shamshi. | will protect you asif you issued from my own belly.”

He hugged her; she kissed hishair.

"Now," shesaid, "let's get you bathed and fed. Then, if you're up to it, we shal pick out ahorsefor you,
finer than your wildest dreams.”

When the soft night fell, Tempus had ridden into town with Kamaand Gayle, aformer specid of Grille's
whom Tempus had made a Stepson for services rendered. Gayle was haf Nisibig, haf Tysan, sendtive
to magic or treachery afoot, and knew nothing which would be damaging if Kamaworked her wilesand
debriefed him al night long.

He left them on Commerce Avenue, the woman who claimed to be adaughter of his and the game
commando held thrown to her like a haunch of mesat. Gayl€'s seawater eyestwinkled merrily in his
hawk's face. Heliked this duty, wasn't underestimating it, and threw himself into the part of tour guide
with a confidence Tempus wished he could share.

Stll, other matters were pressing, and the man into whose arms Tempus himself had collgpsed in the
aftermath of a battle with sorcery only the two of them had survived should be able to handleasingle
woman, even if she was 3rd Commando and spawn of hisloins.

She might not be, hetold himsdlf. One couldn't recall every ceremonid rape or wench taken in battle. A
full quarter of the Rankan nobility claimed him as an ancestor when deep enough in their cups. Kamawas
looking for asaga, she'd told Crit, abit of history to make. She wanted to restore the 3rd to its former
glory and haveitsfinest hour ready for thetdling at next winter's Festival of Man. The festivd was held
once every four years, and at it the best Rankan charioteers, riders, wrestlers, spear chuckers, runners,
bowmen, swordsmen, and poets met to compete. Medals were awarded by the emperor himsdlf, and
treaty signatories sent teams of contestants. It was alikely story, but he wasn't sure he believed it. Her
eyestold him she was after honor and glory of amore immediate sort, as her bearing and her boldness



told him she was deadly serious. Moreover, he remarked to Crit in the Lanes safe haven, while from
under aclosed door came muffled sounds that meant Straton was making progress interrogating Palapot
the horse trader, "she might just be achild of mine. If so, she bearswatching. | didn't marry her mother,
or even ask the woman her name. Infact, | can't recdl theincident at al.” ™Y ou don't like her, do you,
commander?' "Not particularly, no. But it's more accurate to say I'm wary of her. Shetold you and me
two different taes; that in itsalf confirms much of what shé's said. She'sfrom the 3rd, | own, and full of
deceit. | don't want you fraternizing with her. I've told her, and I've put Gayle on her. Keep clear of her,
Crit, until | decide whether we've any usefor her."

"Meaning we can afford to lose Gayle?' "Meaning we can't afford to lose you. WEl see how she
comports herself. Shell be here until we hear back from Ranke whether they've accepted the exorbitant
terms 've set for the Stepsons hire. If she causes no trouble by then, perhapsit will prove mewrong."

Crit wasrolling asmoke; helit it from a candle on the single bluestone table in the spartan Lanes haven.
The windows iron shutters were drawn and they'd pulled up benches. Leaning on hiselbowsin only a
linen undershirt and loinguard, Crit dragged deeply on the broadleaf held licked into acylinder and
squinted at Tempus over the blue smoke. "Mind telling me what kind of trouble you're looking for from
her? What the mission under consideration is? Wheat the tale she told you was?"

From the other room came amuffled shriek of agony; Crit didn't look away toward the sound. Tempuss
voicewas gravelly and clipped. "Ranke till thinks that we can trade Shamshi to Lacan Ajami for
strategic advantage. Well be emissaries, there to negotiate. The 3rd will be our backup in case of
treachery."

"Sounds reasonable,” Crit said cautioudy. "I've always wanted to see Mygdonia."

Crit had given Tempus the coded message and watched his commander read it without comment.
Tempus had volunteered only that the two messages—the one Kama had brought him and this second
which Belize had logt in trangt—were the same in every particular. Crit had remarked that someone
wanted very badly to make certain Tempus received the information.

But intelligence was Grit's specidty; more had to be said. Because this man was task force leader and his
second in command, he needed to know not only what was certain, but also what was probable. Tempus
sad quietly, "After aday of verbd fencing, I'm till not certain what she's holding back. However, she's
very interested in our estimate of how many and which Nishis mages il fight for Mygdon. Given that
the Rankan mageguild ingststhet victory for the empire isimpossible whiletheir Storm God remains
plane-locked by hostile magic, my guessisthat once we get to Mygdon, well find ourselves part of an
attempt to exterminate the remaining Nisibis adepts who fight for Lacan Ajami. Mygdoniahas no magic
of itsown. With the war god freed, Rankewould raly."

Crit was leaning back, nodding dightly, anagty little smile on his stubble-fringed lips. "Suits me. | have
dreams about vengeful witches—especidly that Roxane—dancing on my chest. And it makes
sense—why eseinvolve the 3rd? Were strong enough without them to protect ourselves on any regular
sortie, invited or uninvited. Arewe going to do it?'

"Perhaps. I'm not sure 1'd welcome the return of my tutelary god at this point in time. I'm doing well
enough without him. And we must consider what a Rankan victory will mean to Free Nisibis™

Crit whistled softly, tapped ashesinto the pool of hot wax collecting in the candlestick's base, then stared
ahim.

For along while, al that could be heard were the soft whines and thuds coming from the next room. Then
Crit inclined hishead in that direction. " Stepsons have no love for Ranke; every man of usthinks highly of



Bashir. What about Grillo'sinvolvement? Hewon't take kindly to what Strat's doing to that double agent
of his"

Tempus and Critias had attended just enough of Palgpot's interrogation to determine that the horse trader
was a Rankan agent who, unbeknownst to his mastersin the capita, had falen into Grillo's web of power
and now served two masters.

"I'll talk to Grillo. But only about the chances of continued autonomy for Free Nisibis." He got up, took
his leopardskin mantle from a hook, strode to the door.

Crit said, "That's it, commander? No new orders? Want me to watch Kamafrom a distance? Dispose of
this piece of Rankan rubbish weve got in there?!

"Nothing yet. Just et me know if Strat learns anything more of interest.” He didn't want Critias thinking
too much about Grillo, or Kama, or a second campaign against Nisibis magic. "And put abodyguard on
young Shamshi; we don't want him disappearing again. I'll be with Grillo for the ba ance of the evening, if
anything urgent comes up that you can't handle."

"Nothing will," Crit promised. Tempus hoped he wasright. Thisinterview with Grillo was going to be
very sengtive.

* % %

Gayle was gticking as close to Kamaas aloin-guard, squiring her dong Commerce Avenue with the
insouciant swagger of an old Tyse hand breaking in anew recruit. Worse, he had ideasin his head,
communicated to her by the occasond accidenta brushing of their girded hips while entering this
fortunetelling establishment or that drug den. Worst, whenever he met agarrison soldier or one of his
fellow Stepsons or Grillo's lurking specids, he introduced her. She had to shake him.

Kamaknew by the time they'd come out of the third of a seemingly endless array of ae houses that she'd
never outdrink him; her head was spinning, her steps chancy. "Gayle, 1've had enough to drink. Y ou
promised to show me Tyse, not Peace Fals." Sheld been issued an armband which made her immuneto
curfew; al she had to do wasrid hersdlf of this accommodating soldier and she could be about her own
business.

"Tyse. Well, theré's not much to see a night. The Maggots arein their tents and the Tysianslocked up
tight behind their walls. What about allittle krrf? Or pulcis?' He didn't quite leer, but his hawk face
inclined to her conspiratorialy. Shefought the urgeto put this sanguine-skinned locdl in hisplace. Pulcis
wasamildly halucinogenic, gphrodisac stimulant—rare, expensve, and illegd everywhere but Caronne;
krrf was a berserker's drug—the Rankan army ran on it. Perhaps she could outsmoke him or outsnort
him. Otherwise, she was going to have to outsmart him and make an enemy. Gayle wasn't her type, but
she wanted them to become separated "by mistake," not cause himto fail in hisduty or makeit clear
shed purposdly disobeyed the Riddler's orders. Kama wanted to leave him snoring somewhere, do what
she had to do, and get back to him in short order, so that he wouldn't know she'd been gone.

Shelet him take her elbow asthey descended ill-lit stairsinto a smoke-filled cellar subdivided by paper
partitions (most of which were aready pulled shut), wishing that he were Ciritias, then growled doud so
that Gayle said, "Excuse me?' and she had to cover the lapse. Sheld been solitary too long; she had a
habit of growling wordlessy when frustrated and of striking out at innocent walls or furniture with aballed
fist to quash errant, troublesome thoughts. She'd have to watch hersdlf. Though Tyse seemed primitive
and smple by Rankan standards, these men the Riddler had collected were not.

She let Gayle secure them a private booth and wondered who was paying for this debauch, then



answered her own question: her father. Kama preferred not to think of Tempus that way, but it was her
kinship which had secured her this assgnment. Meeting him had been something she'd dreaded. Having
him immediately start dictating to her whom she could see and with whom she could keep company had
been unexpected. First sheld felt disbelief, then cold fury. And the legendary Tempus Sitting across from
her had watched her curioudy, his high brow smooth, and a defensivelittle smile dancing at the corners of
his mouth. Tempuswas al that he'd been reputed to be, that was certain. It was hard to remember that
he was older than the city-state of Tyseitsdf, harder to discount his mystique, hisanima magnetism, his
sheer power.

Kamalliked power in men, the sort which seethed under wraps and was sure enough not to need
demondtrating. Sheliked Critias better than she should; shed dwaystaken to histype—quiet, intelligent,
manipulative. Her father had probably done them both afavor by registering his disapprova, but it only
fanned her interest. Crit was just what she needed: someone who shared the Riddler's confidence, who
knew what was worth knowing. Any man who could play whorefor a possible information advantage,
and do it so convincingly, was specia. Forbidden fruit. She swore aoud, pushed the hour they'd spent
together upstairs at Brother Bombal's out of her mind. Crit be damned.

Gayle was here, now. He must know something, be useful in some manner. She began to open him up
with canny questions and careful flattery. When she learned held been one of Grille's specids, she
redoubled her efforts. " That's what | want to see: the specials barracks, the east garrison, Embassy
Row... | need orientation, not recreation,” she said hoarsely over the smoke sheld just exhaled.

He cocked his head. "Rankan 3rd Commando to the bone." Hetsk'd. "Y ou'll be sorry. Leave's scarce
enough around here. They'll work your butt off, starting tomorrow. Can't you just relax and have agood
time on the Stepsons credit?' He toked deeply on the bubbly pipe between them, then rasped, when she
didn't answer or take the pipestemn, "Women. All business. Fine. Y ou don't have to worry about me.
What'sfirst? Mercenaries hostel? Mageguild? The Lanes—that's offices and safe havens, drops and
such? Want to check in with the Rankan ambassador?”

Then, findly, Kamarealized Gayle was a bit smarter than held seemed, a bit more than he looked. These
grunts of the gods bore watching, especialy since they were so concerned with watching her.

So she did take the pipe, and toked again, and while he drew, a her request, alittle map of the town
with resiny pipewater on the low bronze table between them, she flipped open her ring and emptied the
deeping powder from it into the pipe's bowl. Then she handed him the pipestem.

But held had enough. "Not if we're going to do some serious reconnoitering. Isthat your job with the
3rd?1 like long recon patrol myself... out there, you can win, not like standing in aporking line
wondering if your field people redly havether strategy down..." Hewas on hisfeet. Shefollowed,
thinking, AH right, Gayle, let's see what you've got.

What he had was a knowledge of Tyse she began to envy, and away of |etting his questions hang in the
air until she had to answer them or gppear as what she was—someone who was hiding something.

They'd crossed over into Tyse proper viathe mercenaries hostd ("Pretty quiet, lately. Everybody worth
having's dready spoken for and deployed out of here"), the mageguild of rose quartz which sat back
among giant cedarsin avacant park ("Weve got to just ride by quickly. Sometime when my friend
Randd's about, welll get you infor alook if you've got the scomach for it"), and had turned up Embassy
Row toward the palace square ("Never did find the poor roya family when the wizard war brought all
that granite down on their heads, but Rankan aid's been sent to rebuild the palace. The sonelions are ill
standing, though. Lions used to be sacred to the kings hereabouts. Nobody else could hunt them..."),
when she noticed Gayle wasn't treating her like alady any longer.



They stopped at an intersection. "The Lanes,” he said, pointing northeast. " Outbridge beginsthere on
your left." His hand gestured west. "TheresaNisibig eatery acouple of blocks down the Lanes. They've
local ddlicacies and an outhouse that's porking-well bearable.”

In the Lanes the streets were narrow and torches far gpart. The buildings were ancient, many attached to
one another—windowless, mudbrick facades which had been there when the free zonewas an
independent contoured city and the Lanes its posh suburb. In the Nisibis tavern he ordered in Nis and
toasted her.

The winewas foul and made her somach lurch. She grimaced. "What isthis?'

"Goat's blood, garlic to keep it thin, and hill wine. Better drink the whole thing; Nisibis free men are
touchy about their cuisne.”

Shelooked around. Sidelocked Nisibis were watching her; she was the only woman in the place. And
Gayle wastdling her that she'd better be as tough as sheld given him to think she was. Without aword,
she drained her goblet, meeting his chalenge. He gestured to the leather-clad bar-keep to refill it.
"Hungry?' Gayle asked, deadpan, as a customer eased up to the bar on her right and her escort gave an
offhand greeting to someone she couldn't see. She turned.

It was Critias and another Stepson, both in Nisibis tunics and breeches.
Gaylesad, "Critias, thisis—"
"Wevemet."

"That's the commander's—?" asked Grit's companion, heavyset and taut, with swordsman's shoulders
and bleak eyesthat stripped her without apology.

These two were old friends; Crit didn't need to hear the rest of his companion's question. He dipped
familiarly into the other's pause. " Straton, meet Kama, attached to the Rankan 3rd Commando. Kama,
thisis my right-side partner and better half, Strat.”

Sacred Banders, then. Who would have thought it? Her heart sank, unreasonably. She offered her hand
to Straton and his grip was coal, firm, and noncommittal.

Then Strat said, "Gayle, | haveto tak to you.
Alone”

Gayle and Straton excused themsalves and threaded their way among scattered tables to take seats
againg thefar wall.

"| see Gayle didn't spare you the obligatory hazing," Crit said, hisfinger tapping the goat's-blood cocktail
before her. "I'm sorry; Nisibis comestibles take allittle getting used to."

"Y ou werelooking for me. Let's sop toying with one another.” In the bronze mirror behind the bar she
could see Straton and Gayle, their heads together, watching them.

"That'sright. | have aproblem I'm wagering you'll help me with—and not tell Tempus | asked you."
"Whichis?'

"A man named Bedlize was murdered herejust before you arrived. Ever hear of him?”



Belize?"An assassin,” she said carefully. "A good soldier, though. Specia work.” She couldn't afford to
guesswhich liewould do, how much or little Critias might dready know about the man in question. "But
why ask me? The Rankan army's widespread.”

Crit shrugged but watched her steadily; hiseyeswereleved, hismouth astraight line. "Two strangers,
both from Ranke. Both with safe-conducts issued from the same office. Both with coded messagesfor
the Riddler which he saysread exactly dike... Redundant.”

"Areyou implying something?"

"Not really. Just tying up loose ends. Y ou weren't in competition with Belize to get herefirst, by any
chance?'

"I didn't even know they'd sent him," she said honestly and with real anger. "If he was a decoy to make
sure I'd get through, they needn't have bothered. Isthat what you think?”

"I'mjust doing my job. Asking questions. Trying to make sense of the answers. An assassin, you say.
Doesthat mean you are, too?"

"I'vetold you what | am." Flustered, she reached out for the pottery goblet of blood wine. His hand
closed over hers. ™Y ou don't have to drink that, or prove anything to me." This voice was deeper, more
intimate; shelooked at her hand in his, up at him, then away.

"Y our commander told me not to fraternize with you," she said.

"He told me the same thing. Maybe because you two arerdlated. ..."

"You've got aright-side partner. Sacred Band, isn't it?’

"To the desth with honor.” He grinned. "What's that got to do with anything?"
"Anything ..." sherepested, tdling hersalf she had to consider her assignment.

"Anything | do on my own timeisnot Tempuss business, Strat and | are an old working team—no
problem.”

"Isthisapropostion?’ She did her hand out from under his.

"A declaration of intent." Hetold her where his Lanes drop was. "l've got an office there, deeping
quarters; | run lots of agents. I'd like to consider you one of them. Think it over. Sometimes the Riddler
seesthingsin terms of black and white— good and evil; sorcery and religion; men and women. Hell
keep you around and give you busy-work. I'll use you. Well both like it. I'm sure you can keep secrets; |
can smdl it. If you want me, you know whereto find me."

Then he collected his partner, waved from the doorway, and headed into the night.

Gayle motioned to her to join him. Before she did, she reached into her beltpouch and pulled out apair
of dice. Shethrew them threetimes: eight, nine, nine: power and increase; money. She'd thrown for the
outcome of Grit's offer. Nodding, she put the dice away and caught sight of herself in the bronze mirror
as sheturned to join Gayle across the room.

The spdls she'dd bought from Rankan magiciansin the capita had been worth their price: so far, shed
outmaneuvered her competition, though she hadn't known she had any; she/d met the man she had to
meet, the one who'd help her; sheld found her father, for what that was worth.



Grille could live awhile longer. Belize's desth changed things; sheld have to be more careful. Perhaps
shed hire atake-out artist from the mercenaries guild to put an end to Grille. Perhaps shed merely
discredit him, make him suspect and thus usaless here, ruin his career and force an early retirement. It
was her choice. And Gayle, who knew hisformer master well, was going to help her makeit.

Kama had been sent to ded with Grille, infiltrate the Riddler's confidence, make sure that the Mygdonian
child they held here was sent back to Mygdoniawhere heldd die aong with hisfather and hisuncle, Lacan
Ajami.

She'd made sacrifices to the gods openly and contracted success spells on the dy because everyone
knew that the gods weren't what they used to be: sorcery and hard work were the only waysto get

anything done.

She hadn't yet caught sight of the fabled Froth Daughter, or Shamshi of Mygdon. But Crit was going to
be avery fruitful contact; her digpatcher had been wrong in assuming that enlisting the Stepsons could be
accomplished only through the Riddler himself. Tempuswas, as her hired mage had predicted, too bound
up in the affairs of Free Nigibis. That, too, she hoped to rectify. Wizardwall had been taken by dint of
Rankan effort: Grillo, Tempus, the Stepsons—all were fidlded on Rankan gold and sworn to Rankan
service. Free Nisibis should not exist; Nisibis should be a Rankan client state. And so it would be.

Kamahad an open mandate here, and beyond Wizardwall—one which extended into Mygdoniaitsaf.
Sliding into a seat beside Gayle, she began expertly to guide the conversation toward Grillo's
extracurricular activities: bribe-taking, smuggling, lending hisforcesto the Nisbis guerrillas. Gayle was
proud of al that; her credentias, vouched for by Straton, she assumed, while Crit was propositioning her,
were no longer in doubt so far as Gayle was concerned.

He began to explain the complex political structure of Tyse, the persond militias, the provisona military
government, the insurgent substructure funded by Mygdonia, the difference between "good” and "bad"
Nisibis and how Tempus managed to keep the Stepsons nonaligned.

Sheligtened very closdy; Kamaswork herefor the 3rd Commando had begun. At the end of it might lie
apalace coup in Ranke, an end to the mismanagement which had the empire teetering on the very brink
of collgpse. But first the 3rd must be reunited with its founder and reconsecrated in the fiery sack of
Mygdonia. On this, every Rankan mage and seer of the armies agreed. If they were going to get their god
back, Hisavatar must toil intheir cause.

* % %

"Y ou'd better watch Critias," Grille warned, his handsome head upon hisfists, tapers burning low about
them in his office. Hisbleary eyes narrowed. "By Vashankas bunioned balls, Riddler, I'm tired. Not
everyone can go without deep aslong asyou. Where is that woman?' He picked up amdlet from his
desk and desultorily struck the gong hanging on its red-lacquered stand.

"Any particular reason?' Tempus asked evenly. Grillo detested Crit, and vice versa: they both were
expert at the same sort of work and rivalry was too gentle aterm for what existed between them,
especidly now that Crit had interdicted a shipment meant to fatten Grillo'swallet.

"My sources in the mageguild network tell me Randd's goneto Bandara. I'll lay thiswholelot of krrf—"
he patted the gilt quartz box from which they'd been reviving their witsdl evening "—againgt an equa
amount of muck from your stables that you didn't know about it."

"Should | have?' Tempus responded mildly asthe widow Mddives, abrown-haired wench held have
taken home himsdlf if sheweren't Grillo's mistress, brought steaming cha—an arométic, bracing tea—in



delicate Rankan cups with saucers, smiled at him, switched her hips and | ft.

Tempustook acup, spped. "Thiswould wake the dead." The brown liquid was opague, so long had it
been steeping.

"Good," Grillo grunted. "Then maybe I'll be able to keep up with you. Y ou asked me why you should
have known. I'll tell you. Because he went at Critiass behest. There's only one reason for that..."

"I'm mydtified,” Tempus admitted. "What's your point?"
"See! Y ou don't know what your own people are doing."

"Critias has the authority to send for any Stepson. I'm not babysitting Tyse, heis. If he wants Niko back,
that's hisbusiness”

"Maybe. Maybeit'sal of ours. Y ou come to me with some half-assed story about dead Rankan
ns and adaughter of yoursyou don't like and questions about Bashir's security. Niko and, for all |
know, other Stepsons on leave, are being recaled by your first officer without your knowledge—"

"| didn't say that. | only said | didn't know Randal had gone to Bandara. We think it's time to consolidate
our forces."

"Even the adepts? Y ou used to stay clear of wizards. Now you're al but amageguild sponsor.”

"Girillo, thisisn't getting us anywhere. Wil you increase your persona security for awhile? Go up to
Wizardwall and talk to Bashir about stationing more men up there—yours, mine, the garrisons, | don't
care whose, but we need to be able to secure Nisibiss northern border.” " Why?'

"Standard procedure.”
"Y ours, not mine. | wish you'd tell me what's bothering you."

Tempus drank deeply of the cha, stared into it ruminatively. He couldn't tell Grillo any morethan he
had—not that Kama had orders to make an end to Grillo; not that the 3rd would descend on Tyse like
the wrath of gods; not that an incursion into Mygdoniaitsdf wasin the offing; and not—especially not
—that given the foregoing, an attempt at coup d'etat in Ranke was almost a certainty. All Tempus had
was suspicion, ingtinct, an itch he could not scratch but which, over centuries, held learned never to
ignore. He sighed rattlingly, his normaly smooth brow deeply furrowed. "1 don't know what more | can
say. I'vewarned you."

"Of what?' demanded the exasperated operations officer. " Tell methat the god iswhispering in your ear!
Tdl me something subgtantivel™

Tempus sighed once more. "Of the Logos, which isas | describe it, men always proveto be
uncomprehending—both before they have heard it and once they have heard it. They fail to notice what
they do after they wake up just asthey forget what they do when adeep.” "What's that supposed to
mean?' "Y ou see? Consult your gods; | am not one" So it wasthat heleft Grilloinanill temper, not
certain that he had succeeded in his purpose of protecting hisfriend from his daughter while still 1ooking
after those Stepsons whom he loved. They, as he, craved only sanctified battle with those who
threatened not only their way of life, but their gods themsalves.

Asfor these others, the Grilles and Kamas and Bashirs of aworld his soul disdained, their Logos— what
cosmic reason expressed itsdf asthe source of world order and intelligibility—must sustain them: he
could not.



Hewas girding for a second battle with Unreason in the guise of Mygdonian-sworn sorcery, and hewas
going to haveto win it with only his Stepsons to wield—without even the help of friendly gods.

One particular god, whom the Rankans called V ashanka and the south called its Storm God, had been
humbled or routed or vanquished—or perhaps even destroyed—by the Nisibis mages who served
godless Mygdonia and labored against even godsfor pay.

Too long had histutelary god's voice been absent from Tempus's ear. And though once the man called
the Riddler had considered deific possession to be an affliction, he missed the battle of witsand willsin
which the man and his god once were prone to indulge.

Though he did not love the berserker god, Tempus respected Him. Rumor had it that the once-mighty
Pillager was plane-locked, alaughingstock among deities. He didn't quite believeit. But if his Storm God
needed rescuing, he was bound to seeto it.

In search of the once-mighty lord of rape and pillage, Tempus would venture even into godless
Mygdonia. A bloodletting was coming; Kamawasthe sgn of it, she who was conceived upon the
battlefield while Vashankawas yet in him. Her message was the line and page of the mandate the Logos
had sent him. Not only would his Stepsons be able to settle their score with the Nisibis wizardswho'd
murdered wantonly among their number, but his own 3rd Commando was being returned to him.

And if none of thiswere so, hewould still have gone forth, eventudly, into Mygdon: he was bored, and
hewaslondly.

And with dl the portents teasing him and events goading him, with Jhan plaguing him and the Mygdonian
hostage Shamshi worrying him, he chafed to be upon his quest.

He could hardly walt.

Book Two:

MASTERS OF MY STERY

Leeward of the Bandara chain'smain idand, nestled like a deeping child between the crescent of its
harbor and the northerly mainland coast, lies Ennina, The Lord's Eye, an idet reserved for returning
masters of Bandara's mysteries and initiatesin retrest.

Here mornings are misty and seasons tender; even on dog days, the gentle haze reaching up to heaven
seldom burns off before late morning. The sesawarms Bandarain winter and coolsher six idandsin
summer. The prevailing steering currents from the west coax her pine and willow into wondrous shapes
and conspire with easterly trade windsto keep her velled in clouds impenetrable to curious, unsanctified

eyes.
It was to Enninathat Nikodemos had repaired to heal his soul and put hislifein order. No onein



Bandara called him by hiswar name. Here he was smply Niko; "Stedth,” the Sacred Bander, decorated
leftman of the Stepsons, shock trooper without peer, did not exist. It didn't matter to the masters of
Bandarathat Niko was ablood brother to Bashir of Free Nisibis or that he'd become landed and
wedlthy employing the skills hed learned here as aboy: silent movement; peripheral sensing; Degth
Touch; meditation's hunches, self-help and stamina; weapons at hand.

It did matter to them that one of their number had come home wan and troubled. Niko had claimed the
attribute of maat—baance, equilibrium, and the strategic mental arsend aquiet heart can bring to
bear—during his boyhood years here. Few had attained as much. The mysteries of maat were the most
elusve and difficult to master; induction into its study in no way ensured success. Many sought maet; the
mgority faled.

To have aninitiate so gifted return hollow-eyed and sick at heart was distressing. To show overmuch
concern might make mattersworse. Niko had exercised hisright to solitude and gone straight to Ennina,
where by tradition he must beleft alone. Hed said only that he needed more hedling than his mental
rest-place could provide and sought its equd in the phenomena world. Thiswasaformal request
couched in the requisite language—not arevelation, just aritud invocation any initiate might use to assert
his prerogative.

No one who had tutored him from the time he'd come to the oracles idands at the age of nine—or who'd
trained with him during those four years held spent there locked away from "theworld,” asthe Bandarans
cdled the mainland—had dreamed, at firg, that this time the words spoken were literaly the truth.

They respected his privacy; they could not sympathize with his plight. Every man heals himsdlf, said the
sect. Every oracle makes his own truth. A wise one determines hisown fate. It is upon each soul to
recognizeitslimit. They let him be.

Hed brought agirl with him, amute with ababy boy on her hip. This, too, was hisright. They took in the
homeless girl and prepared to cleanse her and adopt mother and child astheir own. It was then that the
oracles began boding ill, and nightmarish interludes afflicted the dream madters.

Eventually, aformer instructor named L evitas was sent to speak to Niko. A Bandaran adept must not
bring the world home with him; Niko should have left hisworldly troubles behind.

"Our dreams are full of blood and deeth; witchfire foulsthe sybils caves, wizardsign has been seen: ared
tide camein." Theinstructor Levitas, well over one hundred, lowered himsdlf to the immacul ate boards of
Niko's cabin and crossed his bony legs.

The hazd-eyed fighter watched hisformer teacher, unblinking, unspesking. An exotic mage-gtrain
whispered in Niko's flaring cheekbones and pointed jaw, in histhick ashen hair and hislong clean limbs.
Thiswas as L evitas remembered. But the thin-lipped mouth drawn tight had been split in battle; the nose
was not o straight as once it had been, but bent from a blow. Nikodemos yet gave the impression of
being an athlete or a sporting noble rather than awarrior from Bandaras arcane schools, but that was a
bequest from his parents. The venerable ingtructor could fedl the unrest in Niko by its effect on hisown
heartbeat and the pounding of hispulse.

Though in a pose meant for meditation, Niko-demos was far from cam.

Theteacher, having dicited no response beyond an initia nod of greeting when held did back the
partition and entered unbidden, tried again. ™Y ou bring the world with you, Niko. Y ou must let go." Still
no response. Levitassighed. At least Niko's eyes did not avoid his. He made his voice asintimate, as
gentle, as possible. He was abouit to cut deegp with it, begin an excising ritual hed never oncein dl hislife
had to employ. "Have you killed men?"



A response to that question was not amatter of choice; it was aduty.

"Yes, ar. | have" In the boy's gaze was nothing. Niko looked out &t his onetime mentor from an
unthinkable distance, emotionlesdy asif hiseyesthemsdveswere dill in theworld, where theflat
emptinessin them served amercenary better than impregnable armor.

"How many haveyou killed?' A spark of anger flashed, then subsided. The old man's heart thumped in
hisched.

Theboy said, "Men? Close up? Faceto face?' Hiseyesdid away, asif counting memories, then back.
"Nineor ten." "All told?'

"Hard to say. Covertly, from shadows, indirectly in battle... | don't know, perhaps thrice that number.
But you'rewrong, it'snot that." "Then what isit?"

"Demons. Fiends. Witches. Magic." Niko unfolded from his squat abruptly, his hand outstretched to the
dartled ingtructor. Taking it, the old man let the youngster help him up. "I've got to show you something,”
Niko said quietly. "Comethisway."

Out behind the little cabin was agrave "pond,” neatly raked but without any artful design. Niko walked
barefoot out into itsmidst. "Please,” he said over hisshoulder. "Seethis.”

The gravel was ameditation aid; it was nearly sacrilegious for anyone but the cabin's occupant to walk on
it. Yet, S0 bidden, Levitas couldn't refuse. The blankness of the gravel gave him pause and made him
worry more.

When the old tutor reached his student, the boy had brushed away enough gravel to reved what he had
buried there: an enameled cuirass of priceess antiquity with snakes and glyphstwining its breastplate; a
sword in scabbard and matching dirk with the demons of the elder godsraised onitin away metal had
not been worked for centuries.

"Where did you get these?" L evitas spoke before he thought, and the trembling in his voice reached the
boy's ears clearly. Half horrified, half astounded, he knelt down beside Niko on the stones.

"They were inflicted upon me by A3kelon, regent of the seventh sphere, after my |eft-side leader's death.
| tried to offer this," Niko tapped the cuirass, "in sacrifice upon my partner's bier, but it came back to me
again. Since I've had it, I've lost a second partner, been possessed by awitch, and shunned by my
brothers. The possession, supposedly, isover, but the witch still lives and none of my Sacred Band can
believe I'm cleansed of her taint, no matter how they try." Niko sat back on his haunches. "Neither can .
| want to berid of thisaccursed gear—" He pulled the sword from its scabbard, held it out by the blade.
"Fed it. It'swarm. It'sfrom Meridian, the dream lord'srealm. He's after me, wantsmy... wants me.”

Touching the hilt, it seemed to the old man that it burned him. Instinct made him drop it.

Niko looked &t it, nodded, took it with amixture of tenderness and revulsion, and put it back inits
sheath. "Doesthat explain your bad dreams and evil omens?"

The teacher nodded, speechless, a aloss asto what he might suggest.

The uncanny youth chuckled then and helped him up. "It's not your fault, Levitas. It's not anybody's fault.
Don't look so stricken. | feel better now that 1've told someone. I'd thought to give it to the sea or to the
coffers, but | can't defile either one. So I'll deal withit. | just need time and peace to think things out.”

"You havethat. Here. Always." Tearsin hiseyes, Levitas embraced hisformer pupil. "I'll go down into



the vaults and look through the scrolls, and I'll have my students scour the literature. These wegpons may
have cometo you by way of an archmage, but they were forged in the smithies of the gods. It's Enlil and
Kubabas demons who romp on them, not some godless sorcerer's minions. Take heart, Niko. Well
Llveit.”

"l don't think so0. But I've heart enough, asitis. | told you, | need time."

"Timeyou shdl have," theingtructor promised, though histemples throbbed asif ademon squeezed them
dowly inavise and he knew that what Niko had, and didn't have, would be a matter in which the secular
adepts of Bandara had little say.

Soon fter, they sent the mute girl to spy on him, since she could read and write, and her reports
declared that Niko wasimproving daily. Under the circumstances, they could do little e se but respect his
wishes and retrandate ancient texts, hoping to establish the provenance of the armaments or fit what was
happening to one of the prophecies of old.

* % %

The square-sailed trireme Randa had purchased once the cloud-conveyance deposited him in Caronne
was decked fore and aft; amidships, the danted benches which accommodated twenty-five rowers per
sSde were empty: Randal had no need of muscle.

The gdley'slofty prow, gleaming with the polished wood and bronze of itsram, cut westward through the
Seq, its gold-painted eyes wide and fearless, itsrainbow sail full of aconjured wind so fair and constant
that the dim little vessal made thrice the four knots her optimistic sdler had claimed she might.

Randd was glad to be away from the cozening shipwright who'd lied and chisded hisway to afine profit
on thelittle warship during protracted haggling. It had been five soldats extra for this sall, three per pair of
oars, twenty for the teak decking... If he'd needed to crew her, the ship would have taken al hisfunds.

Asit was, shewas barely seaworthy—triremes seldom were. They weretoo light, too much the
instruments of war they'd been designed to be. And no craft built without the benefit of incantations, with
amage at hand from the day her keel waslaid to the moment of launch, was meant to course the seas at
the speed the Tysian hazard demanded of this one.

When Bandaras mists came in Sght, the shivering, searwracked sorcerer spoke an anchoring spell
through blue lips and went below the foredeck, where he shut and warded the stout tesk door behind
him, sank onto a bunk upon which he had not dared to lie once during histhree-day journey hither, and
fel immediately into along and dream-studded deep. Hed never been happier than when held left
Caronne behind for the open waves, he dreamed he was back there yet, arguing with the seefarerson its
busy quayside until histhroat was raw. Caronne the segport was one of four known Caronnesthat
cartographers had charted. The nameitsalf was unlikely to have originated in any of the six languages of
the civilized world. Legend had it that in ancient times aking named Caronne had gone conquering,
naming the cities he founded after himsdlf. Another, more arcanetde said that the original Caronne, city
of legend, lay beyond adimensiona gate not unlike the one through which gods and demigods and the
likes of Tempus and his sorcerer-daying sister, Cime, gained entry into aworld aready plagued by a
surfeit of gods and their get, aworld whose phenomenal base was magic and where gods and wizards
unceasingly warred.

Whatever thetruth of itsorigins, thiswestern port of Caronne was the trading center from which drugs
and daves and other contraband issued south and east. No mageguild or civilized government oversaw
her mercantile anarchy. Randal had been glad to be quit of Garonne's pernicious carnival; the place had
an air of jolly menace about it which made him very conscious that its wicked folk supported neither gods



nor archmages. Caronne laughed at heaven and dishelieved in hdll; it recognized only the Lord
Commerce and the taste of gold between the teeth. Its highest officias kept the Sedls of Weightsand
Measures; before them, priest and mage alike bowed low.

In Randa's dream, a Bursar of the Customs House had discovered the young mage's globe of power and
wastrying to pry its gemstonesloose.

Redlity reminded him that he didn't have the globe with him just as he burst out of deep, bolt upright, in
his gently rocking bed. Fumbling with the door jammed by his own forgotten wards of the night before,
he stumbled out and up on deck.

Bandaralay ahead, misted and lavender in the pastel morning light. He splashed fresh water on hisface
from abucket and set about caming himsdlf. There was no smilarity between Caronne and Bandara; the
Tysanjunior Hazard faced atotally different set of problems here. Mages of the guild, who dedlt with
demons and took power from the seething magma of the underworld, were anathemato the Bandarans,
who aligned themsalves with neither godsin their heavens nor sorcerersin their hells, but held man himself
to be an expression of universal power. Nascent powers were developed here, true, but only "natural™
powers. Randa's sort of aignment with elemental forces was considered by Bandarans a perversion. As
he had told Critias, the young mage might be denied admittanceif he walked up the steps hewn into the
quayside, knocked on the gresat red door, and announced himsdlf.

Therefore, he wasn't going to knock. He knew they'd know held come: the bright-sailed ship— his
cdling card, histrump—was obvious. Even without it, they'd have sensed him; probably they'd been
aware of an "evil" force gpproaching long before his sail became visible on their horizon. Hewould let
Niko explain to hisfelow Bandarans whatever the Stepson thought necessary. They weren't going to like
it, but by the time they heard about it, Randal would aready have had his say.

And he was curious. Thiswas a potent sect; under |ess extenuating circumstances, hed never have had
the opportunity—the audacity —to study it close at hand. He'd find out what was fact and what was
fiction among the talestold of the veiled ides. He had more than an excuse—he had aduty to ddliver to
his left-side leader their task force commander'srecal order.

Stll, it was an insolent and outrageous thing he had in mind to do. An uninvited guest is never welcome.
And his heart was not quiet; the mercantile marauders of Caronne had left him angry enough to put a pox
on that town or turn al the precious gold in its underground treasuries to salt.

Wishing heldd brought his globe a ong—with which he could have accomplished the shape change he had
in mind regardless of the intengty of his concentration—he took from hisgirdleavid of specid sdts, and
on the deck before him, poured it out into the shape of the closed spiral, each arm of seven spinning
outward to join thewhed at its edge from a central sphere. Thiswas hismost potent glyph. Staring at i,
he muttered hisfavorite spell as he stripped off his clothing, warding the ship against intruders or
capricious Nature, demanding successin his encounters, then changing his shape.

Moments later a seahawk beat with mighty wings from the deck. Spirding upward, it dighted on the
stout pine mast, gaveits high-pitched piercing cry, and struck out west, deviating only once from its
shoreward course to pluck ayoung sunfish from the bounteous sea.

Niko was raking the gravel of hispond into a pleasing design when a hawk's shadow fell over hislabors.

Wiping his sweating brow with abare arm, he paused in hiswork to watch it soar, master of the air, its
wings hardly begting. The day was hot, autumn's [ast heat wave. The haze had burned off early and the



sky was a deep, exhilarating blue against which the hawk was agraceful curve,

Niko thought to take an omen fromiit: right to left wasthe best of signs, l€ft to right the worst, and he
knew every variation's meaning. But thishawk just circled, asif following the waves and tides Niko's
rake made in the gravel under hisfeet. He'd discarded his chiton and worked now in only alinen
loinguard; the sun felt good upon his back and legs and his thoughts were immersed in the pattern he was
making in hisgravdl.

Hed started at the center, working backward, never stepping on the furrows his rake was making once
he'd used itstoothed side. The flat side held long since finished with; the gravel was nearly smooth, even
where held had to walk. All histraining was histo command once more; he could step on nails or
crushed glass or wet parchment and leave neither blood nor footprint. When the design he saw in his
mind was redlized, ordered in the myriad stones, no dissonant irregularity would mar it. He could climb
the hill and meditate upon what he'd wrought to his heart's content.

Niko wasn't impatient; he was enjoying the process as much as he would appreciate the result. It wasthe
doing, here, which wasimportant. An ordered mind was dready his; its expressions were added joys,
benefits he knew were consegquences of an accomplished result. With his maat encompassing dl that had
troubled him and his soul at peace, he merely wished to return some of the pleasure he fdt to the natura
world from which it emanated. He hoped the hawk liked his pattern. He felt increased by its presence, as
if it had purposely come here to float above him while he worked—a harmonic expression that made the
pattern of Niko making a pattern, which expressed the pattern he felt within, al the more singular. There
was apiece of art in the world now which only the hawk and whatever looked down upon the hawk
from even more supernd distances could see: Niko in hisgravel pond, behind his cabin on the narrow
shelf hdfway up Enninaswildly fertile bluff, making something for thejoy of it, something for the gods
with which they could do what they willed.

This moment, however, was complete, everlasting, and reasonably perfect. Niko conceived of gods as
the spiraling arms connecting the centra unity of hismenta pattern with the outward, resonant unity of his
as-yet-unfinished gravel circle. Godsin the world were angry, jed ous, destructive, and mean while being
ingtructive. Niko in the world was no better than the world hewasin. Y et when he rgoined it, he would
carry back hismaeat, his unity, and not ask the world to remake itsalf or meet any elevated expectations.
What he brought to life, often enough, was the transformation of death. But he brought aso the unity of
his perception, the essential calm which alowed him adudlity of hisown with which to meet Nature's
dudity. He could endure any amount of hardship, once again, without complaint. He could strive toward
perfection without ever being disappointed that he could not attain it. He could excuse the frailty and
treachery of hisfellowswithout question or fear. His spirit was once again intact.

Niko knew he was ready, like the hawk wheeling above his head, to venture forth wherever the wind led
him, to engage in strife and do battle, ashis mystery prepared him to, with the imbal ances abroad. He
wasin no hurry to do so. He wasimbued with maat &t its purest; he gloried in the restfulness of Ennina
and the equilibrium he'd regained here. Thiswas asit should be.

But also he was aware once more of the paradox of the Bandaran schools: what was pure here was
aullied beyond, where it was most needed. Thetest of hismentd disciplineslay in how long they were
effective againg chaotic, hogtileforces.

A Bandara-trained fighter must leave the sanctuaries when al e ements became equa within him. Here he
would waste what he had gained. Should the abstract ever outweigh the world's dlure for him, he could
enter another mystery, one whose mastery could be claimed in solitude and whose dictates did not send
itsinitiates out to ascend its degreesin thefidld.



So when the hawk spiraled down and down and came to rest on acherry tree just beyond the gravel
pond's edge, Niko was not surprised.

He'd been drawn to it; held even fancied held looked down on himsdlf through its eyes.

When it dlighted on the ground and disappeared behind the treg's trunk, Niko began to fedl acertain
suspicion. A bit of hisplacidity ebbed.

Not even an archmage, he thought to himsdlf, would dare to send someone after him, not here. But his
inner Sght detected abluish tinge, in retrogpect, to the hawk—more than its sea-roving plumage would
warrant. Blue was for magic, the kind made in witches scrying bowls and mageguild crypts.

Hedidn't stop raking immediately, but he was suddenly cold though the sun was a midheaven. He
finished the spird he was working on and stepped carefully back out of the gravel pond to retrieve his
chiton.

When held dipped it over his head and secured his belt with its utility knife on his hips, Niko was certain
he had avisitor. Whether it was friendly remained to be determined. He recalled old L evi-tas's reports of
disturbed oracles and portentous dreams, then his mouth twitched. He let the rake fal and strode toward
the thick, ancient tree determinedly. "Whoever you are, show your—Randal! | own you gave me aturn.”
Hands on his hips, Niko regarded Randal criticaly. The mageling Tern-pus had forced on Niko asa
right-side partner was till dim, long-necked, big-eared, and fey. But Randd's auburn hair had grown
over hisears now and the clothing held doubtless materiaized while out of sight behind the tree conssted
of the mottled gauze tunic and tight-ankled trousers Nisbis guerrillaswore in summer.

"Lifetoyou, left-gde leader,” Randd said, hisfreckled nose wrinkling as he grinned and stepped
forward, arms outsiretched in greeting.

"And everlasting glory, rightman.” Niko completed the ritua sd utation, endured Randal’'s comradely hug
and, stepping back a pace, squatted down. "Do you approve of my pattern?' He didn't care. Hewas
wondering how long it was going to take for the school to be alerted and send initiates or mastersto desl
with thistravesty; whether he would be blamed if Enninawas judged befouled and in need of purification;
whether he could chance secreting Randd in his cabin; or even if he would protect the mageling, should
push come to shove, from harm. Niko had taken an oath to do o, but histiesto Bandarawere more
profound.

"Peattern? Y ou mean the power glyph?' Randa knelt down aso, excitement obvious on his pedling,
wind-burned face. "I knew we had things in common, Stedlth, but | never dreamed you Ban-darans and
we mages were so closdy—"

"Randal, it'sasacrilege, you being here. Don't say things like that. Y ou'd better have a good reason for
putting mein thispogtion..."

"Position? It's your position I'm here about. Y ou arerecalled to active duty. Critias sent meto fetch you
back. Immediately.” Crestfalen at being reproached, Randal was now peevish. "If | get you back to
Critias within ten days from when he dispatched me, helll give me the stand for the globe— the stand |
need to wrest from it the finest of its secrets. So come along now. I'm under orders, you see, from
Critias, asto just how thisisto be handled. | had to stop in Caronne and buy a ship to give the
Bandarans—it's anchored offshore—as a gift from the Stepsons. All they haveto do is send someone
with usasfar as Caronne... but it took three daysto sall it here, and longer than | anticipated to buy
i—"

"Just three days? What did you do, hitch it to oceangoing demons?' Disgust and wariness wound around



Niko'swords. "No master will set foot onit. Aninitiate who's ready, perhaps, might join us, but not if
you tell them your rate of sail. And what's the hurry? Surely we've afew days|eft. Can't you get usthere
with your magic—by cloud-conveyance, whatever? Snap your fingers and—"

"Our task force leader has given specific orders, Stepson. You il are one, aren't you?”

That was insupportable insolence. Niko got to hisfeet. "Randd, don't try me. What are you hiding?
Though Niko's right-side partner had saved hislife on Wizardwall, Randa was gill amage:
untrustworthy, atrickster.

"We'reto take one Bandaran asfar as Caronne, where you are to complete negotiations with your uncle
for the drugs Madame Bomba wants. Now can we gather up one of your brethren and leave?' Randd,
risgng, brushed off his seet, then hisknees, fastidioudy, complaining. Y ou should be glad to see me. |
admit my fedingsare hurt, but they'll mend if you'll show mearound..."

"No chance. If | take you insde my cabin well probably haveto burn it afterward.” Niko, who had been
heading toward the rake he'd dropped, stopped ill.

"What'swrong?' Randal caught up with him.

"All I haveisyour word that Crit sent you. Did he give you atoken to proveit? A letter?' Again he
moved toward hisrake, then stooped to pick it up.

"Nothing like that. Niko—" Randd, frustrated, wiped his brow in ahabitua swipe. "Y ou redly are angry,
aent you?'

Niko was fondling the smooth, worn wood of the rake'slong handle. He dug itsteeth into Enninasrich
earth, watching the furrows it made, considering matters. "Not angry. | left Tyse... aoruptly. Do you
know if the Riddler isaware of this?'

"Of what? Y ou, me, Crit? I'm not supposed to ask questions, remember? If you're not coming back, just
say s0. And why wouldn't Tempus know?"

"I'll come. | wonder if he does, though. | wanted to bring Shamshi, the Mygdonian boy, here. The
commander and | disagreed about it. That'sdl." It had been worse than that; he'd desendtized his
memories, but he still didn't like to think about the circumstances that forced him back to Bandara. HEd
|eft hisfine sable stallion and his pregnant mare with Tempus, arenunciation of dl they'd doneand all
they'd shared. Most of it he couldn't bring himself to explain to Randal, who was a newcomer to matters
of honor such as concerned a member of a Sacred Band.

But the six pairswho'd been his closest dlies— before Tempus, when they'd fought for Abarsisthe
Saughter Priest—had known that Niko was possessed by awitch and not told him. Tempus had
known. Critias had known. They'd conspired "for security reasons’ to keep from him their doubts and
the nature of a problem Niko had had to surmount without any understanding of hisown. Hed only
pieced it together after the fact, when men who'd been his most trusted friends were obvioudy uneasy
with him once it became clear to dl that the witch Roxane, who'd possessed him, had lived to escapeto
Mygdonia

Niko could forgive many things, overlook failings and |gpsesin courage and even changing alegiances.
But he could not forgive thelook in those Stepsons eyes or Tempus for having lied to him. So he said,
sghing, when Randd only stared a him, "Never mind. Let'sgo. Weve along boet ride over to the main
idand, alonger negotiation ahead if we're to secure atraveling companion. Don't explain anything. Don't
say anything unlessyou haveto... I've got to make this as painless as possible for everyone involved.”



Letting hisrakefall, he had afeding it would be along time before held seeit, and Ennina, again.

Walking into his pond carefully, Niko brushed the gravel from the cuirass, dirk, and sword that the dream
lord had given him and, still on hisknees, put them on. Then hetried to reingtate his pattern. But it
remained unfinished, disturbed, randomized by human events when heleft it.

It didn't matter—the next occupant of his cabin would make a different sgn, need adifferent sort of
heding.

By thetime they'd docked their little tender at Levitass private pier, Niko had made Randal realize that
they could be incarcerated for this—at least Niko could be—and that the mage himself might bein some
considerable danger. Niko was not the only fighter in the ides. Many, he assured the mageling, were
twice asskilled ashe.

Levitass lacquered door opened promptly and the mute girl Niko had brought over from the mainland
smiled with her eyes and touched first her lips, then his own, with afinger, ushering them into the cool,
date-flagged home with itstree-trunk pillars and expansive shadows. Niko gave his apologiesfor
disturbing the household but asserted that he must see L evitas as soon as possible.

During what seemed to Niko an interminableinterva of waiting, Randal began to sneeze uncontrollably,
exclaiming in achoked, congested wail, "Cadsl By daWrid, "€sgod cads! Aah! Achoo!" hist's
becoming d'sashisdlergiesflared.

"Cads?' Niko had been paying little attention; he was worried that Levitas might declineto see him. His
integrity was on the line because of Randd; he waslikely to be expelled forever from the single refuge the
world could offer him... "Oh, you mean cats. Y es, he breeds them. If the dander bothers you, why not
ensorcd it avay?'

"Nod funny.” Sheeze. " "Aveyou any krrf?' Shiffle. "Or an 'andkerchief? Or | will conjure one.”

Niko had extracted from Randa on the boat ride hither apromiseto refrain from magic whilein Levitass
presence. Now, he ripped off a piece of his chiton's hem, wadded it up, and threw it to the mage whose
Hazard status had been delayed by these allergic reactions no spell could quell.

Randd, catching the wad, bowed his head and blew his reddening nose, his shoulders hunched in misery
and shame.

When Niko looked up, Levitas was standing before atrand ucent silk screen beyond which the softly
rolling harbor could be seen, the master dmost asinsubstantia as the digphanous cloth which kept out
insects but let in the salt-fragrant breeze. Levitass bald head nodded on his fragile neck; his parchment
skin glowed like a candled egg. He frowned at Randal, then seemed to float across the flags toward
Niko, onefrail hand outstretched.

Niko met him and took it, brushing it to hislips. "Teacher," he said tautly in avery low voice, "I have
brought the world to Bandara. It'stimefor meto leave."

"Soit seems,”" Levitas said gently, no trace of emotion on his paimpsest face. "How could you alow
this... crestureto gain such ahold on you?

Then Niko had to say it, for on hisright and Ieft, silk-stretched partitions did back and into the room filed
gx initiates, robed and girded for war, ceremonia masks upon their heads making them so fearsomein
their gpproach that Randa scrambled over to Niko and tugged at hisarm. "Levitas, thisisRandd, Tysan
mage of the Hazard class— Randa, what's your current level?"



"Sssseventh,” said Randd, at Niko'sright, his gaze fixed on the six night-robed initiateswho closed in
with dow and measured steps.

"Seventh leve," Niko continued conversationaly. "Randd is my right-Side partner, master; my Sacred
Band teammate, here with orders from my task force leader. Randd, thisisthe master Levitas, my
teacher."

The two exponents of opposing philosophies gazed at one another frogtily. Neither spoke. The six
initiates converged in perfect synchronization on soundless feet; soon they would be so close that Niko
would have to step back or be physicaly accosted. He continued camly. " The omensthe sybils
spoke—the red tide, the oracles dreams— all were forewarnings that my partner had been dispatched
to find me, nothing more."

Levitas spoke now. "Nothing more? Niko," he shook his head sadly, "not even for you can | excuse
this... obscenity.”

"I'm not asking that. I'm merely saying farewell. In acivilized fashion." Niko looked pointedly about at the
students gathering to protect their ingtructor. Then he said even more quietly, " Stop them where they are,
or | will. Y ou owe me ahearing, with so much at steke.”

Levitas reached out a hand and tapped the cuirass Niko wore. A single blue spark snapped. "Y ou mean
you owe me a better explanation for bringing this demon's pawn into my house."

"Now waid aminude!" Randal demanded plaintively. "I'm here wid—excuse me..." Heturned his head
aside and blew hisnose again. "That's better. I'm here with a gift from the Stepsons, regards from
Tempusthe Seepless One. Y ou do know who he is? And none of thisis Stedth'sfault... Theleast you
can do isbe polite. Y ou seethat armor there? Niko's? It's from the benighted entelechy of dreams, by
the Writ. Where do you get off-?"

"Randal!"

"Wdl, Stedth, he's not very understanding for a high-minded spiritud type, ishe? As| was saying, Lord
Levitas, weve brought atrireme for you from the Stepsons. We need aman to sail in it with usasfar as
Caronne—"

Levitass hand came up and the Six initiates stopped, legs spread, folding their arms. "A gift?' From
Tempus the Obscure? For the school 7

"Not exact—" Niko began to explain.

"Sedth, you keep shut. Thisismy muddle, and I'll makeit right,” Randa interrupted. Then, to Levitas. "If
you're going to hold thisfighter of yours responsible for events beyond his control, go ahead. We can't
stop you. But be assured that he'sin great demand el sewhere—on this plane and beyond—" Randal
sneezed again. "Damn cads. Sorry. So anyway, either give usaman to sail with usto Bandara, or reject
the gift. We don't care.”

Niko saw the skin quiver around Levitass eyes. Pioudy, the old teacher bent his head. Then heraised it.
"| regret to say that none of that justifieswhat | see here. But we will send aman to return with the
degplessonesgift. You!" Levitass pointing finger shot out with a gpeed which bdied hisage. "Come
here." One of the masked initiates stepped forward. "The rest of you, back to your labors. | appreciate
your concern, but it ismisplaced. And no word of this beyond these wallsl Go!™

The five medted back into the shadows. Niko blew out along breath as the partitions whispered shut.



Under his cuirass, perspiration trickled down his backbone. Hed forgotten held had it on until Levitas
touched it. Now he wished held thrown it into the sea as once he'd intended.

Levitass eyeswere on him, unyielding as stone. His bony finger, pointing Niko'sway, drew asigninthe
arr. It burned Niko's soul asif its passage through the air between them had turned his cuirass molten.

Thus, without aword, was it done: Niko was banned from Bandara henceforth; not Randa's lies or even
Tempuss name could mitigete the ritua's findity.

Having lost everything dready, Niko felt lightheaded. A rebdlious part of him, angry with the Stepsons
for sending Randal where no sorcerer should ever have trod, had been toying with the idea of resigning
when he reached Tyse, turning about and coming straight back here on the excuse of seeing to Enninas
purification personally. Now he had nothing to come back to...

"... send my own son," Levitaswas saying. "No other could | expose to such peril in good conscience.
Sturm, my child, you are ready for the world, you say. Y ou will go with these... people... intoit and
return with the Riddler's gift." Levitass eyes carefully avoided Niko. From now on, for the ingtructor, the
failed student must cease to exis.

* * %

By the dawning of their second day at sea, Randa was utterly exhausted from the demands of sailing the
ship by spell while cagting illusons to make his magic more paatable to the two Bandar-ans on board.

If he/d had only Nikodemosto ded with, the sorcery required would have been considerably less
strenuous, but Sturm, son of Levitas, was astranger and one of unknown proclivities. Sturm was beefy
and sullen and younger than Niko. From the moment it was clear that L evitas was sending hisson along,
Niko had been at painsto make sure Randal took every precaution.

Waiting in thelittle tender for Sturm to gather his effects and join them, Randal had ventured: "I'm sorry
about... dl this" Hed waved his hand, encompassing the shoreline of wind-sculpted pines and
wave-smoothed rocks and the pastel seawhich rocked them. "It's my fault that you lost it.”

But Niko's quick, canny smile came and went. "1 haven't lost anything | need. | love Bandara, but | love
to leaveit. | shouldn't have come here. There was no need. | was sulking." He shrugged. Then: "Here
comes Sturm. Weve got to minimize gpparent magic. Hes abig boy. We don't want to frighten him. |
don't know what he can do, and a boat's no place to find out.”

"Boat?' Randd hadn't thought about how he was going to transport his two companionsto the trireme.
Now hedid. Y ou mean were going to row out there? Yes, | seeyou do. All right, you rov—don't let
him—and I'll give usabit of help by way of friendly currents. Agreed?’

Niko had time only to clap him on the shoulder in assent before he went over the Sde into knee-deep
water to help the burly, horse-faced Bandaran with bound-back hair and a scraggly moustache distribute
his three heavy sacks and considerable bulk so that the little dinghy didn't list hopelesdy. Low inthe
water and heavy with the uncomfortable silence of theill-met, they headed out to seawhere, in the
low-rolling migt, the trireme's mast was visible on the horizon.

In the prow, facing back the way they'd come, Randal was struck by the contrast between the two
initiates—Niko's easy, flowing motion as he rowed; Sturm's quick, wary movements which caused the
ked to dip and sway. Having received from Niko assurances that Stedlth didn't blame him, it was natura
for Randal to compare the two Bandaran adepts and find Sturm wanting in experience, wisdom, physica
culture, and style. Threeis never ahappy number, and Niko was Randd's |eft-sde leader. Asadways



when in Stedlth's company, Randal fdt taller, more formidable—fierce and brave and worthy. Although
at times being both an upwardly mobile wizard and a Stepson was a dangerous combination, and the
mystique of his pairbond adaunting responsibility to live up to, it wasindubitably worthiit.

Randa had come by fortune and study to an estate which as ayouth he'd despaired of ever being ableto
attain. He just wasn't cut from hero's cloth—this had been clear early on. Only asablack artist or a
court-bound intellectud, hisfather had explained gently one gray day, would Randa ever make aname
for himsdlf. If only the kind old warrio—who had gone to greet lengths not to show his disgppointment in
afral and overly bookish child, who had bought Randal into an apprenticeship at great personal cost and
died still worried that not even magic would avail his son— could see him now! Not only was he
comporting himsdlf with integrity and risking life and limb at the behest of hisguild, hewasdoingitinthe
company of alion among Stepsons! Niko was, with the exception of the Riddler and his old-guard
officers, the best of the Stepsons. Even Critias called Niko "one hdll of aboy-soldier" and judged no
expense too grest to recall him to duty.

Randd wastrying to explain some of thisto Sturm, whose task it was to prepare the morning meal from
ship's stores before Randal went below to deep. Niko had thetiller and the watch. Had the strange
Bandaran not been aboard, they could be eating whatever Randal chose to fetch from any nearby shore;
asit was, they were eating raw fish, cold rice, and dried figs.

The oars were shipped and the galey made good time. Part of Randa'sintention was to keep Sturm
from dwelling on how good; he'd asked about the mainland shore due north of Bandara and drawn the
idander into adiscusson of the fertility cults and priestesses that dwelled there. A man climbed the steps
hewn into those sheer basdlt cliffsat his own peril; some boys of the western nomadic tribes had to make
that journey to claim their manhood. All of this, Randa knew, but when Sturm had sneered that, as
Sacred Banders, neither Niko nor Randa could be very interested in the flowers of womanhood growing
high on those precipitous bluffs, Randdl's patience with the sharp-tongued son of Levitasfound its end.

"If they taught you everything but respect for othersin Bandara, they've taught you only how to diein the
world, Sturm," Randa said, his voice quaking with rage, and stormed out of the cabin, first throwing a
gtrip of red tunain the Bandaran's face.

Sturm followed, eager to continue the confrontation which had been brewing under beetled brows and
polite snubs since they'd set sail. Ignoring him, Randa headed aft, between the danted rowing benches
and up again. "Niko, watch this I've been practicing.”" Though using powersfor display was frowned
upon by wizards of scruple, and held promised Niko not to flaunt his magic here, something had to be
done to take Sturm down a peg. From Randa's belt, seemingly of their own accord, three throwing stars
floated upward. When they were a eye level, Randal sent them speeding, one after another, through the
air. They thunked into the mast so close to one another that the grate of metal upon metal could be heard,
onther journey whizzing past Sturm's sartled face.

"Maggoty queen,” Sturm cursed, big hands on hips.

Niko looped rope around thettiller to keep the trireme steady and came toward them without aword.
When he reached Randd, he said only that he was hungry. When held passed him and come abreast of
Sturm, words Randal couldn't hear were exchanged. The Bandaran glowered at the mage a moment
longer, then followed Niko's retreating back.

So it wasthat Randa done saw the emergence of athick migt, the size of alargeidand or smdl land

mass, from the seg, its expanse crowned with arching double rainbows, its position dead ahead. Staring
at the spot, which only moments ago had been clear water, he blinked and rubbed his eyes. The mirage
perssted. The mist wasthick as marble, impenetrable asaburid shroud. They would sail right into it on



their present course. Randd's first ingtinct wasto alert Niko. But to what? He sat on the afterdeck, chin

propped on hisfigs, trying to determine what kind of manifestation awaited them. Thingsdidn't normally
pop up out of the sea. There was no fog anywhere else, no rain clouds even on the far horizon. The sky,
elsawhere, was clear. When he thought he knew what he waslooking at, his fingers and toes were numb
and histhroat dry with excitement; hislittle display of temper and the lesson held thought to teach Sturm

were forgotten.

In the afterdeck cabin, they were talking as he entered:

"—takethat scrawny little partner of yours and break his back across my knee. Then well see what
kind of powershe'sgot.”

"I won't protect you from hiswrath, Sturm. You've alot to learn. 1t'stoo bad you're going right back to
theidands. Y ou've been too long under Levitass skirts. Things don't work the same way in theworld..."

"Ram'sbals! I'm not going right back. Mad as your necromancing paramour 1'd be, should | do so. I'll
sl thisship—it'stoo tainted, they'll just Snk it when they redlize how much sorcery has seeped into its
every plank—and buy another, when I'm ready. No one's given me atimelimit. Asfor my father, he's
addled with age. Frightened of his own shadow—so frightened of your fabled Riddler hell do anything to
accommodate him. Gods mung, I'd have thought you'd redized it, after what he did to you. | don't like
magic, and | don't doubt you're not half what you're touted to be, but the old ones have forgotten what
it'sliketo have blood in your veins—" Sturm paused for brezath.

"Excuseme," Randa murmured, coming the rest of the way in, where Sturm, aswell as Niko, could see
him. "But there's something. .. in our way, you might say. We could try to change course, but—" Randa
spread his hands "—you know these archmagica abodes... | don't think it will help. If you'd liketo step
on deck, Niko?'

"Archmagical abodes?' Sturm repeated, frowning.
"In our way?' Niko rose up, steadying himsdlf on thetable. "What isit?"

"Meridian," Randal said offhandedly, aping Niko's habit of ddlivering the most sartling newsin the
camest of demeanors. " The shadow lord's home. Surely you've heard of it, Sturm, even in Bandara?
Askedon'sarchipeago? Theland of dreams?’

Entering Meridian's harbor through clouds rain-bowed likeitsfurled sail, the little trireme shipped its oars
and glided by dint of magic smoothly into port.

The waters she plied were cdm as glass, the crysta quays she sought, inviting. Few mortas craft had
made this harbor in dl the days of time. Meridian was not kind to uninvited guests. Theidand chain which
was part and parcel of Askelon's mystique partook of more than the dream lord's legend: it shared his
power, knew histhoughts, and when it manifested as a phenomend place with latitude and longitude it
hed awareness dl its own. Treasure-seeking plunderers who thought to fill their holds with the gold
pavings of these streets found themselvesin sinking ships whose iron nails deserted oak and pine and
flew off through the air and whose bronze rams and boarding hooks melted like flaming wax long before
their prows parted this harbor's waters.

For Meridian belonged as much as Askelon to the seventh sphere and that shadow life that men forget
whilewaking. Her populace, her golden streets and homes and barques and palanquins— al became
wholly real and fully living, here and now, only when the trireme's hull passed through the rainbow gate,
so that thejoy of its denizens at this visitation was nearly boundless.



And Askelon, lord of Meridian, of dream and shadow, entelechy of the seventh sphere, deep below the
quayside in hisfoundry where fires roared high and meta poured like water, readied gifts for these two
most welcome guests: Nikodemaos, whom Askelon's heart desired beyond any other earthly adherent,
and the promising junior wizard Randal, whom the dream lord had used as a proxy to help young Niko
more than once before. The third party with them, Sturm, late of Bandara, was an unexpected guest.

Through every eye and ear and wave and dolphin dancing playfully dongside the trireme, Askelon kept
tabs on the galley's progress. He had too much to accomplish and no time to spare to greet them with
mere ceremony: Meridian had arisen from thisforeign sea haf aworld away from whereit was
accustomed to manifest; even the lord of dreams could hold the archipelago here only so long.

Thus he had sent Cime, his consort for ayear, ahaf-reformed sorcerer dayer and free agent, to greet his
guests. Thiswoman, who squatted now like a soldier on the outermost quay, was Tempuss sister and the
onewho had come to Askelon with this scheme to engineer a meeting with the mortal Nikodemos. She
had amogt killed Askelon once, nearly destroyed Meridian when it manifested in its accustomed place as
it did only when the gods and e ementals made their millennia peace and Askelon took awifeto ease his
loneliness. Then Cime had comein the guise of that wife and used her arcane evil and her diamond rods
to wound him so that Meridian shriveled into clay and settled back into the sea. Later, he had forgiven
her, made abargain with her, traded with the gods upon her account and left his betrothed, Jhan the
Froth Daughter, with Tempusin his hellhole world to sedl the pact. But till, he could not trust her.

So hewatched, very carefully, as she boarded abarge and, with three nymphs attending her and six
dolphins gaily towing her, put out to meet their guests hdfway. Cime, who called him "Ash" asher
brother dared to do and pronounced him "boring," "dull-witted,” and "vain," was till both assassin and
whore: the curse which made her thuswould not be lifted until her year with him was done. And mages
such as Randd were her favorite prey.

In the pot of white-hot meta, nearly ready to be worked, he could see her clearly: her hair black and
slver like his, her statuesque beauty like afigurehead tall against the wind in the pleasure-barge's prow,
her fine and haughty features the double of his own save for what animated them from within. For
Askelon's face was scored with compassion, with the weight of arace's broken dreasmsand dl its
dreamsto come. Cime, on the other hand, did battle with al the nightmares of excess, she knew the
opposites of virtue thoroughly: she was queen of harpies, mistress of the cutting tongue, priestess of
murder and lust.

As such, he thought—smiling to himsdlf as he thrust bare handsinto a cauldron of boiling hot metal to
draw out ensorceled iron for aspecid blade he'd create with the hammer of hisfist—shewasan
admonition to those held brought here: what ASkelon offered could not be had without cost. He knew
what they dreamed of having, both the mageling and the young warrior; he knew their dreams more
intimately than even they, as he knew Cime's nightmares and her brother's dreamless soul. He could offer
much, but he could not coerce.

He'd sent young Niko a gift horse asfine as any Tempus had received, and the boy had abandoned it.
He had sent Randal intimations and guidance fitted for so noble and mystical a spirit. He had sent Cime
to greet them because temptation and danger must accompany them hither. ASkelon, who had traded
away much for regency of the seventh sphere and become a contractee to what abided on the far side of
heaven, knew better than his vigitors how important was tribulation and the dement of choiceinlife.
Grestness accretes; one pay's as one goes.

He knew this because he was not selfless; he had goals and troubles of his own, gargantuan efforts under
way. Successwith Niko, his choice among amultitude of possible mortals, would secure Meridian so
that never again could awell-meaning but accursed soul like Cime threaten destruction uponiit.



For this, he had labored. For this, he would take Randa as his apprentice and even move an archipelago
from one side of the world to the other. Already, he could fed the strain of hislabors, the possibility of
failure like asad mantle weighing down his shoulders. These were not wise, seasoned souls, but just the
children of men. And Askelon had learned, on the brink of dissolution Cime had brought him to, that
inherent value in acause is no guarantee of success.

And s0 he had embarked upon this program of honorable risk, with aworld to lose and aviper in his
bed—this creature Cime who did not understand the value of salvation through dreams or even the
meaning of love,

Lovingly, he drew out the white-hot iron in his bare hands, cupping it, speaking over it, enjoining it to
serverightly in hiscause. Then, ladling it dowly onto the anvil of hisknee, he began cregting the recurved
kris, ashort serpent of a sword which would serve his purposein thisworld long after heand his
archipelago had faded fromiit.

* * %

Asthe nymphs beside her twittered girlishly, and the dolphins drawing her barge dowed to come
aongside thetrireme, and Niko, boarding plank in hand, scowled when he recognized her, Cime mused
that killing was as much asocia function as was mating. Cime had been doing both for hundreds of
years. She killed mages, mostly. In her mating partners she could not be so choosy: an archmage had
cursed her to wander eterndly, giving herself for pay to dl comers, yet incapable of love.

If she had been capable of love, she would have bestowed it on one like the Stepson, Nikodemos.
Twice before, upon encountering him, she had found hersdf deeply inlust. And, after dull aching months
on Meridian, whereits surfeit of peace and beauty made her fed asif she'd gorged on sweets, shed
concocted aplan to coax him here, playing on the dream lord's weaknesses. It was she who'd cometo
Critiasin adream and moved him to send Randa for Niko. Now she intended to convince Askelon to let
her leave with them to win her brother's war. She knew she could: ASkelon had everything he wanted but
the allegiance of the young fighter Nikodemos. Ash hadn't been able to resist ameeting face to face with
Niko, who wore Ash's smithery, but so far—by dint of luck and menta discipline and Tempuss
protective intervention—had not acknowledged Askeon as his patron.

Cimerosg, fixing her diamond wandsin her hair and smoothing an aspect of youthful, raven-haired
beauty over hersdlf like fine raiment. Though shed met Niko before, sheld never succeeded in seducing
him; though he knew who and what she was and thus could not be fooled, he might yet be vulnerable to
the sort of spell she had in mind. She held out her hand, asignal she was ready to come aboard.

Niko took her wrigt, steadied her as she trod the boarding plank, his mouth tightly drawn with wariness.
Randd the young adept was behind him, oblivious to the nymphs who should have been digtracting the
mageling by now. The nymphs, foolish and full of laughter, hung upon thevirile, hulking stranger who
stood by thetriremestiller.

Hewas no problem, but Randd, the wizard in training, might be: she could fedl the mage'stiesto inferna
redms. Her fingersitched to day him—it was her curse and her vocation, together, taking hold. But
Randd didn't feed on souls; if wizards ever were benign, as ASkelon claimed to be, then this Randal was
such aone. She controlled hersdlf, smiled a him, gregting him civilly in Nisi. She might need him to bend
his |eft-sde leader, Niko, to her will.

Niko had not spoken to her, only nodded. As soon as she stood safely aboard, he had let go her hand
and retreated toward the bow where he now stood, watching, asif physica distance could protect him
from hisown desire.



It was Randa who questioned her asto why they had been brought here, and Randa to whom she
responded that he must ask Askelon, who had contrived this meeting. And when Randal, pulling on one
edr, indsted that she must know some salient details, she smiled. "I can't say. But | will giveyou ahint,
which you may passaong to your slent, shy friend up there.” Sheindicated Niko with an inclination of
her head. " Adherentsin the phenomena world are necessary to 'benign’ powers, who get lonely in their
semimateria redms. And who is this?' Ignoring any response Randa might have made, she moved
sernward.

The young mage scrambled out of her path asif her touch would scald him, saying hadtily, " Sturm.
Sturm'saBandaran. .. student. Sturm... Cime, her ladyship, mistress of Merid—"

"Migtress of theland of boredom, Sturm,” sheinterrupted, the while thinking that, though she needed
Randa, thisinsolent adept of the Bandaran school qudified for the kind of death she yearned to bestow.
"All this beauty, the sparkling piers, the azure harbor, the crowd on the dock. .. look closer, don't be
dazzled like the parade of fools before you. Those nymphs you fondle—" The three were hanging on
Sturm like nubile courtesans. He had one hand on apair of breasts, one between two buttocks, athird
nymph cuddled between hislegs. "Meridian's out of step with human needs and human blood. Three
days among these smiling, dazed denizens and the place will wear upon your nerves,” shewarned
truthfully.

"Asit doeson yours?' Close behind her, Niko's voice sounded.

Sheturned and looked up at him, reached out to touch the dirk dung on abelt at his hip. Thisclose, her
body could woo his, calm hisfears, ease his doubts. She stroked the hilt of hisdirk while hetried to
ignore the innuendo but held his ground, protective of hisfelows. She answered softly that Meridian had
become aprison, an irritant, that she was adamsdl in distress, in need of rescue, aboon for which her
brother would repay him handsomely.

"Areyou sure? If | were Tempus, I'd want you right where—"

"Give me atoken, Niko, and well see where you want me," she said sotto voce, hoping to twine their
fates by the mechanism of her curse. "Thisdirk will do, or even a Tysian copper.” She caught hisgazein
hers, then, and held him fast by it. Her nymphs, asthey had been ingtructed, did what they could to
digtract Randal. Dreamstold her this young fighter who could not back away from her advances had
been cdibate for months; her fame and her illuson did the rest.

She'd wanted the dirk, but even half-entranced, Niko wastoo cautious for that. He dug in his pouch
dowly, like one moving in adream, and came up with acoin. It was gold. Shetook it, dropping it
between her breasts. He watched it disappear beneath her white tunic and when it was gone he il
stared there, his brows knitted.

"I didn't mean—" he began.

"It'sthe gods who move us, Nikodemos, you and |. WEll fight my brother's war together, and win. You
know how heis. Without my help, helll make afiasco of it."

"That's why Askelon did this?' Niko's hand gestured to the quayside, coming close now. Ashedid,
Sturm roused himsdlf to prepare to make the gdley fast.Cime smiled at Niko. Beyond, the singing throng
thickened; behind, she heard Randal's tread, his admonition to the nymphsto " Stop hanging on me! I've
got to dock thisship!" She said, "That iswhy | did this." Shetook her hand from the dirk's hilt and Niko,
asif released, stepped back, muttering that held better help Randal,

Cimedidn't redlize, then, that taking the coin she'd craved from Niko had set in motion forces she could



not contral.

* % %

The sorcerer-dayer Cime, who had killed more mages than Randa had teeth, leaned closeto him asthe
ivory-screened wagon in which they were riding stopped and Niko vaulted out. "So, you're twirling
Datan's globe these days?" she whispered sweetly, her thigh brushing Randal's knee as she moved to
follow Niko. Sturm growled in wordless frustration when she patted his head in passing, saying, "Come,
come, my little Bandaran monk, there's nothing to fear here but a chance meseting with your own
inadequecies.”

The mention of Datan, the vanquished Nisibis mage, had sent a chill down Randal's spine which did not
pass, but curled now around histailbone as it often had when aswolf or dog he'd done covert business
for Tempus or the archmage held served but never met—ASkelon, entelechy of dreams. Randa had
never expected to meet the dream lord. Meridian was a state of mind, amythos, not a place to wrestle
with onesfatein daylight.

But in daylight they had ridden through halcyon streets where curious folk without the pinched faces of
want or the rags of despair had smiled at them from doorways or shaken gaily streamered tambourinesin
their honor. Randal was sure beyond doubt that thiswas no dream or illusion. He and Niko and Sturm
wereredlly here, abroad in Meridian. He should have been eated. But here, where the benign Askelon
ruled, he felt the tremors of his own foreboding, even distress.

Following Sturm out of the wagon, and coming abreast of the Bandaran as Cime's swaying hipsled them
like a beacon up ashimmering walk into a cyclopean hall moist with ancient shadows, Randd admitted to
himsdlf that it was Cime the free agent who troubled him: her presence; her dightly crooked, ageless, and
somewhat sullen smile which boded well for no mage or man; and especialy the coin she had taken from
Niko, who was innocent of the ways of magic and vulnerable, fresh from Bandarawith dl hisideds
polished bright.

So asthey descended in Cime'swake down ill-lit stairs up which atangy metdlic smoke wafted hot and
stinging, Randal worked a protective ward over Stedlth's ashen head bobbing before him. Of Sturm he
took little notice—the Bandaran had not been at painsto make afriend of Randal. If Cime's attention
could be turned to the son of Levitas, Niko might have timeto cometo his senses. So Randal took his
warding spdll for Niko and turned it into areflective one; thus, whatever Cime aimed at Stedlth would
gravitate to Sturm.

More than that, Randa could not do. He had ethics, amora code to which he must adhere. Andin
Meridian, more even than on the average day, his behavior must be above reproach.

Down they came onto atorchlit landing opening into a subterranean hall illuminated by fires that threw
grotesgue shadows against rough-hewn walls and aged pillars.

Inthe midst of thisroseete light stood Askelon, tall and full of grace, his brooding beauty underlit asif he
good over theinfernd pit of hell.

Niko, up ahead, stopped till and said something to Cime, who dipped a hand through hisarm so that
Randd once again was sure that peril emanated from her fetching, ageless form. She hung on Niko,
guiding him toward the fire and the cauldron and the entelechy of dreamswho, in the captious light,
seemed to hover, insubstantial, far above.

It was Sturm who saw the forge and who pointed it out to Randal. It was Sturm who invoked atimeless
ward and warned the Tysian Hazard, "Be careful," as Askelon raised ahand in greeting.



Then Cime stepped back from Niko's sde. Randal shivered when sheturned hisway, not liking the way
the firdight glittered in her eyes. She gpproached him, taking hisarm, saying, "Y ou, too, mageling. The
dream lord waits... don't fear." And: "Sturm, not you. Stay here; I'll rgjoin you presently. We are merely
witnesses, onlookers, youand I."

The distance Randa had to crosswith Cime'sarm in hiswas not great or far, but somehow, it took
forever. And while he put one foot before the other, the combination of the seductress next to him and
the white-hot forge ahead of him made Randal start to swesat. His mind raced with wards and spells and
wizardly protections and, suddenly, like abolt from heaven, arevelation cameto him. He sad, just
before he and Cime came abreast of Stedlth, who stood quite still, asif entranced, "Cime, my lady, |
hope you know that this coin you've got isn't his, but mine.” And as he spoke, he raised one hand
breast-high and made the gold piece Niko had given her arise from itsresting place between her breasts
and hover in midair above them.

It wastrue: Niko had come out of Bandara penniless, Randal had given him al the extragear, goods,
traveling cash, and papers aright-side partner should thoughtfully provide.

Cime's perfect features quivered, folded into an aged crone's, reformed again into the beauteous mask
shewore. "What'sthis? It's so—I seeit now. Tricked me, have you, Randa?' In one swift movement
she snatched the coin from midair. "Though | can't move againgt you while I'min your debt, hear mewell:
you'l pay for this once our contract isfulfilled. And don't think you can hold me off forever—" Her hand
flickered out, stroked up histhigh, patted him insolently, and then withdrew. ™Y ou'll succumb; it'sgood as
done. And yet, | promise, you'l enjoy it—in spite of al you know."

Smiling sweetly once again, she drifted toward Sturm as Akelon called Randa's name and drew him
close by the sheer power of those eyeslike melting ice,

Shoulder to shoulder with Niko, then, Randal stood, while the dream lord welcomed them to Meridian,
saying, "Both of you have earned aspecid placein my heart and thus have specid tasks awaiting you in
theworld of men."

"Such as?' Niko asked him brazenly.

Randal would have touched his partner, hushed him, but the dream lord raised an eyebrow, chuckled like
spring'sfirst breeze, and nodded. "Fair enough. I'll answer dl your questions later. But asyet you don't
know what to ask me, Nikodemos. | wish with al my heart you did." Askelon raised ahand and the
obsidian talisman known asthe Heart of Askelon glowed dark red with reflected firdight—or the blood
of itswearer, if legend was truth and the dream lord's heart was redly in thisamulet upon hiswrigt.

"Randd, you must help your partner. More than stedlth, more than strength, isneeded.” As Askelon
spoke, he picked up a short sword, not aforearm's length, whose blade wriggled like asnake frozenin
mid-dither. "This kris, magician, isfor you. Y ou have pacted with adead man to avenge his murder; a
dreaming soul you cal 'Bdlize hastaken you at your word."

"|—" Randa began to demur, to object, to explain.
"What?' Niko demanded, staring at Randal with amixture of respect and confusion.

"Thisblade," Askelon continued, asif neither had spoken, "has certain powers, asal your panoply,
Nikodemoas, has charms and strength you know not of. Listen closdly, Randdl, for only once will [—"

"l don't want any magical wegpons; neither does my partner. | tried to give these back before. Now Il
leave them here with you—" Niko, as he spoke in anger, began to strip the cuirass from his shoulders.



Askdon stopped him with an imperative glance and a pointing finger. "Listen. Learn. Profit. Or not even |
can save you from the witches and the murderersintent on that boyish soul of yours. Any other would
have let hisweapons speak to him, so that 1'd not have to bring you herein person.”

The shadow lord turned to Randal, the kris held out. "Takeit. Hold it with the hilt toward you. Place
your right thumb acrossthe flat of the blade where it meetsthe hilt, your left next toit, so that it just
touchesthe right. Wak down the blade, thumb over thumb, until thetip isreached.”

Randal did so, working hisway over the nine undulations until histhumb, at last, met thetip of the blade
exactly.

"It fitshim perfectly,” Niko whispered.

"I madeit for him with these hands." A3kelon held them up. "Among morta smiths, the thumb test proves
akris lucky, proper for an owner. Among those of uswho can do more than men, its power is assured.
Listen closdy, Randd: by its power you may dispatch aman merdly by stabbing his shadow or his
footprints. Hold its point near fire and move the blade, and the flames will follow the point. From itstip,
should you wishiit, hornetswill issue. Y ou may draw weter from it by squeezing the blade and making
thissgn." Askdon'sfingersflickered.

Randd, accustomed to this sort of ingtruction, let his own fingers follow suit. He nodded.

"If you arerighteous," Askelon continued, "merely pointing itstip at an enemy will end hisdays. If you are
loving, it may on occasion jump from its sheath to fight your battles. If you are cardess and thus
endangered, it will rattlein its sheath to wake or warn you."

Randa stroked the recurved blade. "Thank you," he whispered, frightened and yet proud.

"I warn you: never use these powers unnecessarily, never for display. And do not trust your kris to ferret
out an enemy or to know good from evil. It knows no more than you, is neither benign nor malicious. Itis
your character and your nature which animate it, nothing more."

Fedling fragile and yet lightheaded with joy, Randd noticed Niko staring a him. Catching hiseye,
Niko shook his head.

"And now," Askelon said softly, "1 must show Nikodemos the stables, where the sire of his horse holds
court—and another place which, | wager, will befamiliar. Niko, if youwill... Perhgpsyoull learn
something about your own wegponry on the way."

Niko didn't move.
"Go on, idiot," Randa whispered, giving Niko ashove. "We can't offend him."

"Cimewill seeto your wants, Randal, and to your friend's, while we are gone," the dream lord decreed,
coming o close that Randa could see opalescent whirlpoolsin those deep-set eyes.

Then al things became confused. Cime was beside him, saying that so finea kris had not been given a
magein dl thetime sheld lived, and Sturm was there too, congratulating him with downcast, covetous
eyes and unmistakable envy in hisvoice. When helooked up from the blade whose nine undulations were
so fascinating and so perfect, Nikodemos and the dream lord were nowhere to be found and Cime was
offering to show them such wonders of Meridian asfew mortas had ever seen.

* * %



Sturm had gotten lucky; right-living was its own reward. Hed escaped Bandara with its uncountable rules
and antiquated dicta. He wasfree a last of Levitass handwringing and out in the world with afine ship
and having adventures, straightaway, the sort al young heroes dream of.

This Meridian, he thought, was not adream realm; his Bandaran perceptions knew it to bered. His
youthful impatience and boundless hubris deduced that Nikodemaos was a burned-out coward and
Randd, the junior Hazard, the true source of Nikodemos's overblown reputation. Just the fact that Niko
had found need to take a partner proved this, asfar as Sturm was concerned. Sturm needed no man's
hep.

Women, however, were another matter. Let Niko and Randal fondle and "support” one another, each
womanish soul finding its mate timoroudy close a hand.

This Cime was most beautiful. If the truth be known, she was the first woman Sturm had craved to have.
He wasn't worried about her rgjecting him: he had aplan.

There were two things he wanted from Meridian: one was the magic dirk Askelon had given Randa—a
little magic never hurt anybody; the purists of the school did magic dl thetime, smply called it by another
name and thus created exclusivity where nothing specid existed—and the second wasto give up his
virginity in some silken bed with this obvioudy experienced, indescribably enticing cresture, Cime,
swegting under him thewhile.

He had aship, he had hismentd skills, and he had a good ideathat shed welcome his proposd, if he
could just get her donelong enough to makeit: he'd take her with him, rescue her from Meridian—it was
this she'd said she wanted.

The rest would be between them, done on therolling seain the finelittle ship Randa and fate had so
thoughtfully provided.

Waking through a high-hedged maze gardened with statuary and tinkling pools, hefinadly had achanceto
whisper in her ear. The perfume of her skin was heady.

She looked up at him coquettishly, appraisingly, then tapped her lipswith her fingers. "L eave? Together?
Wetwo? What atwigt of fatel" Her fingers moved from her lipsto his, traced them, trailed down his
neck. Everywhere she touched him hisflesh seemed to flame. "Perhapswe will, my dear... Sturm, isn't
it?... abit later on. Y ou must be sure you can do it; make agood plan.” Having whispered this
congpiratoridly, she added, "Asfor the kris, al | candois... distract... Randd. Y ou must secureit on
your own." Then she turned on her hed, flouncing off to join the mageling where he sat on a stone bench
before areflecting pool, and began to do such things as nuzzle the junior wizard's big ears so that they
flared bright red.

Soon after, with Sturm scuttling a ong behind them, Cime guided the entranced young sorcerer toward a
likely bower.

* % %

On the pretext of showing Niko Meridian's stables, ASkelon was attempting to explain his great plan, his
hope of restoring to men control of their dreams.

But Nikodemos, accompanying him down the aide between box stals from which horses of unparallded
qudity whickered greetings, was far from receptive. " So you gpprove of thismagewar in which so many
have died? Or are you part of it?' The fighter who was known as Stedth walked at arm's length,
regarding the archmage waxily.



"I want," Askelon rgjoined, "my name to be known and invoked among men—itisthis| ask of you.”

"Why?' Niko stopped, crossing his arms and leaning back against a stall whose occupant poked out a
blazed, wedge-shaped head to nuzzle him.

"To secure the stability of the seventh sphere through its human connection; to prevent the possibility of
someone like Cime again threatening the right of man to saving dreams. Y ou, Niko, will be my avatar,
my chosen instrument, and Randa aso, whom | have plucked from among warlocks.”

"Theway Tempus serves asthe war god's avatar? No thank you. I've got to make you understand... |
don't want this. | have my magt; it entitles meto fight for my freedom—spiritually aswell asphysicaly. |
want no master, in any realm.” The youth's expressionless eyes met the dream lord's and held them.
"Between abaanced soul and its destiny, no power has amandate to interpose itself. Not you, father of
magic, not an angry god or facile demon. No bribe will lure mefrom my center: | belong to no one but
myself—especidly to no magician, of any sphere”

"I'm sorry you fed that way. Let metry to explain.”
"Therésnothing to explain.”

"Y ou fear what you do not understand. Magic isnot an end but atoal; its use assures your partner
Randa an opportunity to attain true power. Y ou two are wedded. Will you deny him your love and
respect—worse, deny him his heritage—because of theignorance of your preudice?’

Niko pushed away from the mare nuzzling him. "Are you threstening me? With Randal? If hissoul'sa
risk, it got that way long before we met. Taking him as a partner wasn't my idea; we paired in spite of,
not because of hiswizardly bent."

"Again, your prgudice blindsyou." Askelon sghed. "Nothing is sadder than willful ignorance. | had
thought you more open-minded; it isunlikdly that in such amatter | waswrong. Y our spirit isbraver than
your waking mind, Nikodemos, and less troubled by the baggage of experience. But | will try one more
avenue viawhich to convince you..." The dream lord waved his hand so that ablinding light cameto be
among the stalsfull of fragrant straw and deepy horses.

When it was gone, Niko and the entelechy stood in another place, abroad meadow of waving grass,
ringed by distant mountains, where asighing wind played gently with Askdon's silver-gtarred hair.

Niko'sreserve and determination fell away with the revelation that he stood, corpored and awake, in his
treasured rest-place—not amental refuge, now, but aphysical location exact in every detail, the redlity
for which his soul had searched so long and which he had never described to anyone. His eyes, so
noncommittal previoudy, filled with tears. He sank down upon the grassand let hishandsroveinit,
seeking by touch aone to determine how real was this overwhelming revelation. Niko (asal who studied
the mystery known as maat hoped, but never expected to do) had found his rest-place in the phenomena
world.

"Still, do you fear me? Doubt me? Reject me?' Askelon asked quietly, taking to the grass beside the
dumbstruck fighter, who only shook his head. ASkelon smiled upon his"avatar" and spoke at length,
gently, reminding Niko that Randal had received his kris at Askelon's behest and that smilarly would he,
Niko, attain hisfondest dreams— even come back here, eventualy, to end his days where his spirit
longed to be. "No gravel pond or guarded idand can ever offer you more than afacamile of this; you
have lost nothing, losing Bandara, only shed atoo-small skin. Thisisyour place that your mind has
claimed, and your body will return here, to our common ground, when your tasks are done. Right now,
you know that what | say istrue. Remember it. Y our destiny lieswith Randd's; together you will hasten



one another's spiritual ascent and free your people from the misuse of magic and the fear which creates
evil. Evil comes only from the minds of men. It has no objective redity, no power beyond what
unscrupulous mages and immora priests and ignorant fools have given it. Asfather of magic, lord of all
creatures of nightmare aswell as dream, | say to you that only men can put to rights what men have
perverted. Thus| cannot act directly upon thistravesty men have made. But you, my avatar, can and will
act boldly. Drive a stake through superdtition's heart, young fighter, and she will shrivel. Decapitate
ignorance and demonswill fade away. Vanquish the evil of men's creation and no greeter principle of evil
will surviveit. Y ou need not even believein me, but only in yoursdlf." Askeon, having finished the
generation of ahero, lay back upon the grass.

Pristine clouds wafted across a sapphire sky and under them aman swiped away tears ayouth had shed.
Niko, overcome in this moment by the truth of these words spoken in his rest-place, could not argue
further. He sat where dl initiates dreamed to Sit: in his private place of power. As much as he hesitated to
believe that he could do, or should do, al that Askelon had decreed, he was determined to win hisway
back here, hisright to be here, to live out his aged days here—to win, in hisown terms, al asoul could
dam.

So he said, sghing shakily and lying back in unconsciousimitation of the dream lord, "All right. Teach me
about the panoply. Teach mewhat you will."

Just before Askelon began, Niko had time to wonder if it had been thisway for Tempus, once long ago,
and then gone bad. Had Tempus, a youthful pawn of fate and ferocious forces, given up, givenin,

willingly signed his soul away to labor in a"higher" cause? He didn't know; he couldn't say. Thelast thing
Niko ever wanted was to be any power's avatar, let one the willing servant of the entelechy of dreams.

He hoped the dream lord wasn't going to plague him, appear to him, dog him like ashadow asthe
Rankan Storm God breathed down the Riddler's neck. But then, no true parallel could be drawn:
Tempuswasimmortd, undying, and resoundingly accursed.

Then came atorrent of ingtructions, some in words he heard and some in words which issued forth in red
and flaming characters from Askelon's mouth to burn among the clouds of Niko's private place forever,
s0 that even though his conscious mind might not remember dl that was said and done here, his spirit-saf
could never forget.

* * %

When Randal came running, disheveled and short of breeth, into the stables shouting Niko's name, it
seemed to him that the dream lord and hisleftside leader appeared from nowhere.

"Niko! Thank the... ah—achool" Horses! Horses hair stopped up his nose and made his eyes water
and histhroat close up, despite the fact that now was no timefor it. Miserable, enraged at himself,
Randa skidded to a stop before them. Then, with an effort of will greater than any he'd ever mounted
againg thisinterna problem with which held lived so long, he blurted out what had happened while
tugging on Niko'sarm in an attempt to drag his partner bodily from the stables.

Niko's eyeswere red and he seemed disoriented. If Randal hadn't been so full of remorse and horror a
what had just occurred, he would have marked it.

But he did not. He only tugged and gasped out, "Thekrid! It did it. It didit. | didn't. By dl the—"

Coming out the stable door, Niko shook off the mage's grip and demanded, "What? What did the kris
do?'



Askelon, his hollow cheeks deep with shadow and his mouth downdrawn and sad, handed Randa an
embroidered handkerchief. Somehow, from the long-suffering look on the entelechy'sface, Randal knew
that this news, no matter how terrible, was not going to be entirely unexpected.

He blew hisnose, afurious honk. He breathed deeply. He said, "Thekrisrattled in its scabbard, just as
you warned." He faced the lord of dream and shadow wondering if, after al, what had happened was
somehow hisown fault. "I— | wasn't wearing it. Y ou see, the free agent.... she took a coin she thought
was Niko's, but it was mine. So shewas bound to... to—" He couldn't bear to tell the entelechy that his
consort had seduced alowly Tysian Hazard. It was going to sound bad. Y et, what had happened after
that should not have occurred here, not in the land of dreams. On hisway here, Randal had passed
weeping, white-faced residents who knew, somehow, the travesty in which held had a part.

"Spit it out, man. Get hold of yoursdf. What happened?' Niko demanded, suddenly coming close and
taking hold of his partner's shoulders. "Areyou dl right?"

Randa took a deep, shuddering breath, closed hiseyes, and told dl. "Cime, she tried to make love to
me, to discharge acoin'sworth of debt. | took off the kris; it waslying on the grassin its scabbard. It
rattled. | didn't pay attention. She's dangerous, might have killed me afterwards—still might—and | knew
itbut I couldn't fend her off. Shewas... doing thingsto me... when the kris—it flew out of its scabbard
and through the air right at thisbush. .. | thought it was abush. It was, | mean, but Sturm was behind it.
Then he screamed and fell out, with the kris sticking out of him... And shelaughed. She laughedl” He'd
vomited, right then, and fled. He didn't tell them that. " She's after me, maybe.”

"Sturm!™ Niko snapped. "Is he dead?’
"Oh, yes. Dead."

"And your kris, Randd?' Askelon said evenly, asif he weren't surprised, asif Randa were avery junior
prestidigitator who'd made a rabbit disappear and couldn't bring it back again, "Did you leave it there?!

"|— She— Yes, yes" Hisanger flared. "1 don't know if | want it. Look what it did! It killed someone! |
mean— Do you think | did? Am | to blame? Y ou said, my lord, that it wasamirror of my—"

Askelon snapped hisfingers, and in his hand the bloody kris appeared, gore smeared on its scabbard.

"Y ou had an enemy who wished your desth. Y ou knew it; he knew it; the kris knew it. Were she not so
powerful, Cime herself would have been skewered. It issaid of the kristhat one's enemy’'s body isits
only rightful sheath. And you, Randa, who use meekness as ashield and pretend to weakness, must
cometo termswith what e se lieswithin yoursdf. It is unfortunate that Cime has brought violent desth to
Meridian, but she is its manifestation.” Holding out the kris, the dream lord, seeming al of a sudden much
taller and much harsher in hiswine-dark robes, took a step toward Randal, then another. "Takeit. It is
yours. What it does, you rightly fed, isyour responsibility. Succumbing to temptresses of Cime's sort
never leadsto agood result. Take it."

Randal's hand, of its own accord, followed the dream lord's order. The kriss sheath and grip were sticky
and cold in his palm. With Niko watching, hisimperturbable mask again in place, Randal knew he could
not refuse the lord of shadow's gift.

"And Sturm?' Niko said, looking away toward Askelon, once Randa had girded on the kris. "What of
him?'

"What of him?We all hold our own fate. | will send his body back to Bandara. A ship the double of your
ownwill takeit. A sdf-inflicted death is not your concern, nor isthisviolencein my realm. Go down to
the dock and board your vessel now, quickly. Neither | nor Meridian will be here much longer. Get you



to the harbor and head due east, out to sea."

"Out to sea?" Triremes were seldom sailed beyond sight of land; one hugged the coadt, sailingin so
unseaworthy acraft. Randa, having questioned the dream lord's orders, met that gaze like hell frozen
over and thought again. "Right. Out to sea. Immediately. Come, Niko." He began to back away. But
Niko was dill garing at ASkelon, un-moving, his mouth drawn tight.

"Niko!" Randd said more loudly, exasperation coming to fill the void where terror so recently had been.
Askelon wasn't holding him responsible for Sturm's death; he wasn't to be punished, or even damned, for
what had happened. He wanted to quit Meridian before Askelon changed hismind. Or before the
treacherous, murderous Cime found him and made good her promise. " Niko, let's go."

"I won't thank you, Askelon, but then you know that." Niko took a step back.

"Just go." The enteechy flickered; hisauraflared into vighility, asif the moon came before the sun. Then
he disappeared.

* % %

A3keon, facing Cimein his study, drummed long fingernails upon histable. He was wan and
weary-looking; desth dways made him tired.

Shewaswild of eye, defiant. He'd snatched her from Randal's rainbow-sailed trireme just in time; sheld
been hiding below decks. HEd whisked her hither effortlesdy, his power here so great she could not
even attempt to forestal him.

"You! How dareyou!" From her hair Cime took down wands of diamond, arcane weapons which once
before sheld used on him and nearly wiped Meridian and al it stood for from the planes. Their tips she
touched together and abaeful blue light began to shine.

But she had made abargain with him, lived with him, and benefited from him: the time sheld spent here
plustheill she'd done today gave him power over her she hadn't known he had. Now she would: he
raised his own hand and the blue light faded from her diamond rods. They glowed now red-hot and till
ghe held them, so that he smelled her skin searing.

Y et she did not speak or lower her wands or look away, but held her ground. This tableau of awoman
consumed with hate and full of scorn for even her own pain then touched him: hefdt pity for her as
strongly as he had the day he plucked her out of misery with a promise of salvation should she but spend
ayear with him.

And thus he waved his hand again, and dl light drained from her rods of diamond. She turned them, dim
and harmless now, in her fingers.

He said, "Free agent, murder doesn't suit you. Inthis, of al abodes, hell'sfury isout of place. Let your
temper fade away; we've so much moreto livefor. If | can overlook adesth here, you can surmount
your disgppointment.”

"Y ou promised me," Cime spoke at last, “that 1'd find peace here. Peace?' She laughed, flipped around
her deadly wands in one sure motion, and fixed them in her hair again. "I've found just deadly boredom,
servitude, despair.”

"Giveyoursdlf abetter chance. All you've donetoday isweaken your own power; thisland itself now
looks at you askance." And asthey spoke, the idands of Meridian were fading from their place in space
and time; amist grew thick and closely cloaked theidesand al upon them, then closed in upon itself,



lifting harborside and city street and every quay and denizen away. Therewas a crack like thunder where
they'd been but none on the archipelago of dreams could hear it: al were safe and sound upon another
plane, returned now to the seventh sphere, which nestlesin between the heavens and the hellsand the
bal of earth from which everything man knows has sorung.

Even asit hgppened, Cime sensed it. Her shoulders dumped, shefet behind her for achair. Sinking
down upon it, she said to him, "Y ou've doneit, have you not? My exileis complete again. It isn't fair. |
brought you your prey, let you twist and taint the purest soul I've seen in thrice ahundred years. And
what is my reward? Further bondage? A greater sort of debt to you? Our bargain notwithstanding, | put
it to you, soul to soul: | want your leave to fight thiswar of magics by my brother'sside.”

"Y ou should have asked me outright. This murder on Meridian needs expunging; you've penance to do
whichyou, not |, decreed. Do it, and you have my leave to sojourn—but not an instant before the soul
you've freed hereis at rest, placated, back where it belongs among the heavens known to men."

Her chin raised; her eyes met his. ™Y our word, Askelon, thistime, and no trick about it?"

"My word, dear Cime, isgood until eternity itself wearsout.”

* * %

Niko and Randa had been amidshipsin the trireme when a ped like thunder sounded and a blinding fog
came down about them. A giant shudder tossed the trireme so that, though they couldn't see their hands
before their faces, their ssomachs and their inner ears told them how completely and abruptly the very sea
around them heaved.

Niko had been teaching Randal the basic etiquette of weapons, how to clean and oil and carefor thiskris
adream lord had bestowed. While the weather raged and decks below them bucked, he held the junior
Hazard close asif Randa were hislover. Should the budding adept fall overboard, or let go the kris, then
what was lost would never be regained.

Soon enough, the deck and sea benesth it calmed and the fog dispersed and blew away, leaving them
becalmed on a seawhich ended, perhaps an hour's sail away, in afine and busy harbor.

By then Niko had loosed his grip on Randa's bony shoulders. Embarrassed, held turned away, and thus
wasthe first to spy the port before them. "Look! Randa! What'sthat? Where are we?"

And Randd, who'd recently visited Caronne, recognized the ramshackle dockside digtrict, the
chock-a-block warehouses and sprawling mudbrick innsthat lined the shore and, up therolling hills
agleam with whitewashed houses, the cedar courts and crowning walled and domed estates of the
mercantile rulers of Caronne. "We're herel” he sputtered, quivering with excitement, soaked with salt
spray, and chilled with cold. "Oh, Niko, the dream lord surely loves us. we've made Caronne thisvery
day! Therésdill achancel'll get you back to Crit intime and thuslay clam to my prizel My globe's
gtand! 1'd despaired of it, but now | may yet win it!"

"Caronne? But how?" Niko saw Randd's quizzical |ook, then continued, "Never mind. Don't answer that.
Let's get somerules straight before we make landfal.”

As he spoke, Niko headed toward the mast to hoist the sail again, which held been at painsto furl when
the eerie fog had enshrouded them.

"Rules?' Randd followed fter.

"Rules. Tell no one where we've been—they won't understand it. | know | don't. If not for that kris at



your hip I'd dishdlieve the lot. And the kris—you've got to keep your wits about you. We can't haveit
flying off at will; they'll hang us here for murder without a care for what ensorceled wegpon did the deed.
Understand me? Mages are not well liked here; you've no powerful guild to help you. We'rejust apair of
mercenaries back from adventures we'd as soon not discuss. My guild has better standing here. Well
check in, see my uncle as Critias ordered, sell the ship, and be off overland by dawn." Then herattled off
adozen orderswhich sent Randal scurrying to find thetitle to the ship and make it ready for inspection,
scouring it for Sgns of magica "infestation"—any implements or protective amulets or whatever Randa
might have brought on board.

When Randal came up again on deck, he had the handkerchief Askelon had given him bn Meridian
clutched in atrembling hand. "I've il got it, Niko, I've il got it!"

"That'snice" the fighter said, histhoughts with the dain Bandaran, Sturm, not understanding or caring to
understand what specid vaue ahandkerchief from Askelon might have. "Remember, we aren't talking
about him or anything ese. If you must, you can say that we were in Bandara, but no one should ask you
even that much.”

Randd, wiping his nose fastidioudy and secreting the handkerchief in hisbdt, came close.

Niko noticed anew determination in the mage-ling's eyes and, without taking his own gaze from the
portsde or his hand from thetiller, said, "Y es?

Out withit."
"I— Well never makeit in time overland, Niko.
It'stoo chancy.”

"Y ou know a better way?' Niko frowned. HeE'd been hoping not to argue this; he'd prefer to makeit
back to Tyse without the aid of magic.

"You know | do. Well sdl the ship, see your relative, and be at the Hidden Valey farm by dawn. Please.
| need that stand. The globe'snot dl it could be—nor am I—without it."

"Y ou're what you are, with or without it. Don't depend on artifacts or even specia weapons.” Niko eyed
the kris. "What's given can be taken back. What's found can belost.”

"Youll let medoit, though? Bring us hometo Tyse however | may?"
"WEelIl see what hagppens onshore.”

Six hours later, they reclined in Niko's uncl€s dining hall, soft pillows under their elbows and sweetmesats
before them on gilded trays.

The uncle was glad to see his nephew, so glad he threw aforma feast with the officia town beggar in
attendance to bring their reunion luck.

The drugs Crit wanted Niko to secure for Madame Bomba were promised—not just a single shipment,
but a steady stream by caravan, thefirst load leaving late that night.

Niko's portly uncle, misty-eyed and long of tooth, waxed voluble, full of drink and stories of Niko's
father's heroism in days gone by. But when the old merchant leaned an oiled head so close that scented
curls brushed Niko's nose, and offered him a place in the family's trading empire, Niko once again
refused.



And Randd, watching carefully, detected the discomfort in hisfriend at dl the largesse shown and
confidences given. Old wounds were here, ones not even aright-side partner should try to tend.

So when they'd bid their host farewell and sought the fresh air of the streets, Randd said only, "Ready
now, left-side leader, to quit thistown for home?!

Niko, uncomfortable with too much hospitality, had given the triremeto hisuncle as collaterd for thefirst
transshipment of Caronne krrf and mountain pulcis. "1 suppose. There's nothing holding us here, isthere?'

Randd, fingersresting gently on hiskristo makeit fast, agreed and suggested that they seek aquiet
clearing where a cloud-conveyance descending from the heavens would not darm the natives.

Near the docks, where acliff rose too high and steeply for commerce, they found themselves done.
"Ready?" asked Randd, raising hisarmsto heaven.

"Ready," Niko said with atouch of resgnation, and let his partner spirit him home.

Book Three

WITCH'S WORK

On the west bank of Peace River, directly across from the ruins of the Peace Falls house Tempuss men
had burned down about her head during the summer war, Roxane the Nisibis witch put her scrying bowl
aside. Thisswampy haunt she'd made her home was called Frog's Marsh because no greater creature
used it. It stunk of putrefaction and the sinking degth it offered to deer or dog or wayward child who
wandered logt among its quagmires and its moss-hung, gnarly trees.

A perpetud dusk reigned here, rdieved only at night by the glowing marsh-gasrising, which smelled like
belch or fart and bubbled, gurgling, from mulch and mud to cast its eerielight. A fine place, this, to meet
thelocd revolutionaries; the perfect base from which to whip Tyse's burgeoning insurgency into shape.

Roxane's bower, itsdlf, was clean and dry and hung with claret velvet. She quit it now to meet her pawns,
who waited under an overhung swamp-giant two thickets and alily pond away. They'd never see her
gpell-spun home. She had no need to make the rebel's comfortable; she wanted them atremble with
superdtition and frayed about the nerves. She climbed her conjured stairs, then closed amossy door
behind her, casting aholding spell, which made her subterranean abode all but disappesar. It was
impregnable now, amost nonexistent; it would not redlly be again until she returned to stoop benegth the
arching rootswhich hid its portal from theworld.

Roxane stifled a curse which, these days, was more than rhetoric: cursesfrom her lips were potent
wespons. Shed risen in rank among the warlocks of Nisibis; though she was female, she was strongest
of them al. None among the remnants of the once-proud Nisibis mageguild—those who'd fled Tempus
and his Stepsons to far Mygdonia after the war for Wizardwall, or even those who'd been at Lacan
Ajami's sde casting spells and curses upon the enemies of Mygdon when their routed fellows arrived



with taes of deific intervention and pleasfor asylum on their lips—dared chalenge Roxane's suzerainty.

She had now what sheld dways wanted—control of al Nisbis magic. She answered to no one. It was
Roxane who ruled magic's precious roost.

Of course, shewas sworn to aid the warrior-lord of Mygdon; her clan labored in his cause. Threading
her way through swamp cypresses whose treetops made a nearer, darker heaven, she reflected on her
task. Spying for Lacan Ajami upon his Rankan enemy meant spying on the thrice-cursed Riddler. The
3rd Commando—should shefail in stopping Tempus as she had failed in sopping Imperial Ranke's
second, covert messenger from reaching him—might soon be pillaging at Mygdon's Lion Gates.

Roxane didn't blame the wizard-spawn, young Shamshi. An agent could do no better than he was bid.
Some Rankan witch or treacherous enemy adept had cast a protective ward over this hell-child,
Kama—apadl of invishility, acloak of inggnificance—so that her red misson and her message were
submerged beneath a guise: she'd been seeking out her father. None among the seers and
portent-readers had even marked her. Now she was marked—marked for death. Roxane would not
assign thistask to her hand-picked rebels, nurtured long ago and straining at their leashes. The news
Roxane brought and the plans sheld implement would be fresh meet to these Mygdonian sympathizers.
far too long they'd had to content themselves with baying at the moon.

Now Lacan Ajami, affronted beyond measure by the Riddler, who kept a son of Mygdonia hostage,
sdlied forth, thetotal destruction of Tyse uppermost in hismind.

These minions of herswould clear the path for hisarmy of conquest and retribution. By thetime
Mygdoniasfierce hordes arrived, screaming "Lacan isgreat!”, Tysesforceswould bein disarray,
divided, her people terrorized from within and thus easy prey to Mygdoniaand her adlieswhen they
attacked from without.

And then Roxane would be free to leave thisfoul and vaporous swamp for more suitable surroundings:
the newly rebuilt palace in Tyse would do for starters, though she wanted, most of dl, to raise her ams
to heaven atop Wizardwal |l once more, to regain for al her kin their lost ancestra home where now
Bashir of Free Nisibis held obscene servicesin the names of odious gods. Wizardwall must once again
shimmer blue a midnight with the light of working wizardry: this she had sworn, as she had sworn to find
out whether Tempuswastruly an immortal and whether a Froth Daughter might be turned to drizzle upon
theair.

Coming abreast of apatch of red-dotted mushrooms as large as human heads and so poisonous that
even Roxanetook care not to step on one, lest abit of powder from a crushed one make its way onto
her lips or into mouth or nose, she reflected that hatred and destruction were al well and good, but not
the only thing she had on her mind. Nothing sheld seen in Tyse or on Wizardwall or infar Mygdonia
troubled or angered the finest Nisibis witch as did what sheld seen in her scrying bowl just tonight.

This unsought vison bedeviled her. Unbidden, it had come and turned the clear water of her scrying bowl
viscous and putrid. Water had never defied her before. But it was not the audacious fluid which worried
her, but the vison it ingsted on showing her—one of the mortal Nikodemos being compromised by
Askelon, meddler in human affairs, bleeding heart among plane lords, the overpowered and obscenely
greedy entelechy of dreams.

If Niko wasto belong to any black arti<t, it was she, Roxane, who would have him. Niko's soul was
hers, even loved her. She had, quite plainly, aprior clam. But contesting with the lord of dream and
shadow outright was tricky business—bold and canny as she was, Roxane well knew she just might be
outclassed. Sheld thought, when the vison formed in her water bowl, and blinking or even stirring the



water's surface with afinger would not change or mend it, that she ought to move her heedquarters, find
some sunny place where shadows did not lurk, where their lord could not make use of them to observe
her.

Now she dismissed theimpulseto flee. Darknesswas hers aswell as his; shadows have no alegiance.
Like souls, they can be pursuaded to an unjust cause.

Waiting for her, in aclearing ringed by tall swamp reedswith bushy tipslike thetails of frightened cets,
werefive men and apair of women, each holding close atorch and talking loudly to one another, proving
by their raucous laughter and coarse diction how fearless they were.

She cadt alittle bal she'd taken from her pocket into their midst. It exploded with ablue and fiery light,
then settled down to burn steadily and clean. She had brought a gross of these incendiary pellets. Her
laughter followed, then her piquant form dressed in spotless satin raiment. The proper entrance made, she
coaxed the awed and trembling rebels from their cover behind logs and arching roots, even those who
were face-down among the reeds, soaking in the mud.

Only onewas dry of muck and swest and had historch and knife in hand. Thiswas Oman, the rebel
leader, swarthy and built like abull, with astrangler's hands and squinty eyes. His expression, looking
around at his comrades, dl so recently buttocks up in the mire, was unforgiving. When he turned his gaze
to Roxane, it hardly changed.

Their eyeslocked in asilence an owl saw fit to break. "Whoo! Whoo!" came from the trees behind
Oman.

"Who, indeed?' Roxane took control. "\Who among you is ready to do battle with our enemies? Whoiis
anxiousto dit a Rankan throat or two? The moment isat hand." She still stared at the insurgents leader,
who was smarter than he looked, but vain.

"At hand, isit? What have we been doing for the last year or s0? Knitting sweaters for our Rankan
overlords?' Oman spat by his booted foot. "And you, Cybele—" For thiswaswhat they called her, an
alias she'd used and a disguise sheld worn here in days gone by "—where have you been? Cuddling up
to demonsto sway them to our cause? Weve seen what sorcery can do against the Rankans and their
gods! | hope you've something better, thistime, to offer us. Better plans, better aid, better information,
better—"

She stopped him then, reaching once more into her pocket and bringing out apamful of thelittle
incendiary globes. "Theselittle bals, asyou have seen, will temporarily blind and sore affright your morta
enemies. Just drop or cast one—" She started to let them fall groundward; Oman lunged forward to
catch them... and succeeded—just. The others, behind him, tittered. He scowled around at them,
graightening up.

Roxane continued: "Cast them in the midst of your enemy, then strike while the terror lasts. Come, come
close, dl, and get your share." She gave out the gross of pdllets, making sure that Oman got thelion's
share.

Thismollified the rebel leader somewhat and he began telling her what progress his group had made. She
interrupted, saying that she knew what he and his had done and it was not enough, but just astart. "The
merchant class must be disrupted, totally. Food shipments, drug caravans, wine and water poisoned or
cut off entirely. Lacan Ajami sorties south even now with amighty army to join with us, but—"

"Ajami!" One of the women squedled with ddlight. The other hushed her.



"Before he arrives, our part in thismust be done. Now, | wish to meet with Grille, either by hisleave or
without it."

"Grillo? But hesaRankan—" Oman interrupted.

"I know who heis; it isyou who have been fooled. Heis a profiteer who must be swung to our side or
discredited and destroyed as having been, if he cannot be."

The rebels muttered among themsdves. Shelet it go on awhile, then added: "Bring him hereto me,
willing or no. It will goill for Al if I haveto cometo him."

Cries of consternation rose from the group, now huddled together, except their leader, who stood nearer
Roxane, fistsresting on his hips. Grillo wastheir enemy, sworn; hed put prices on every head assembled
here. Oman, who by day was aminor noble whose estate north of Tyse had been commandeered by the
Rankan army and who now, to support himself, had asmithery near the souk that specidized infine
weaponry fit more for show than duty, spoke the mind of his group, saying that their necks might stretch
on this one and asking how soon it would be before the Mygdonian force was close enough to be sighted
by Rankan outposts or reconnaissance patrols.

"A month, no more. Perhapsless. Thereés no timeto delay. Of course, if you've cometo love your
Rankan masters like the Maggots in the free zone love their begging in the streets, I'll find abolder crew,
men and women who remember what freedom waslike..."

Shewasinterrupted, thistime, by aflash of blue light: Oman had thrown one of the incendiary pellets at
her feet.

Almogt, she controlled her temper. But not quite: a purer flash of blue poured forth from Roxan€'s
pointing finger, whipped round Oman like alasso, then like anet of power, and when the brightness
faded so that mortal eyes could look, a giant frog squatted, man-sized, where the rebel leader had just
been.

Screams and pandemonium broke out among her minions. The women threw themsaves on their bellies
at her feet and wept for mercy. Their tearsfaling on her toes and the terror in the wide-set eyes of the
hoarsdly croaking frog (too new at the amphibian life to redize either that it had aweapon initslong and
sticky tongue or that it was far too heavy to livelong, out of water: death lurked in its very sze)
convinced Roxane that her point had been well made.

"Close your eyes, foold" When they did, she waved ahand and recaled the spell, at which point Oman,
the proud, fell over backward to Sit, knees up and hands covering hisface, in the mud.

Roxane left them, then, with orders as to when and where and how she expected them to report; with
targetsto terrorize and businesses to destroy.

One of these was the establishment known as Brother Bomba's, thrown in for good measure, to make
the Riddler mad.

Asfor hersdf, Roxane had a child name Shamshi to tend, a Froth Daughter to harry, a Rankan or two to
compromise, and alegend named Tempusto defame. This, shetold hersdf, was plenty even for the finest
Nisibis witch to do. But the matter of Nikodemos still vexed her and thus, instead of heading in
appropriate guise into Tyseto put certain plansin motion, she retired once more to her underground
bower to meditate upon Niko's soul, itsjeopardy, and some suitable method of countering the
machinations of Askelon, shadow lord, lord of dreams.



* * %

Wizardwall had once glittered with blue wards of magica power; now it glowed faintly pink with the
blessing of the god Enlil, lending Tyse, nestled at itsfoot, an auraof sanctity that Tempuss knowledge of
the town belied.

Riding downward from Bashir's high peaks stronghold, over tricky ground at a speed only one of his
Tros horses or this Aske onian mount would have dared, Tempus reflected that though al the laws of
men are nourished by onedivinelaw, in Tysethat law wasin the habit of fragmenting itself, even
destroying itself. Those who lived in Tyse and those of Free Nisibis fancied themselves at cross-purposes
and no one, not even the Stepsons he loved or Bashir's Successors whom he respected, had any
tolerance for another's viewpoint or considered it at al odd that prejudice had replaced community and
every mother's son suffered from a curse of sdlfishness and self-importance only Tempus seemed to

recognize.

A whole town accursed? A whole race of mountain-dwelling people frowned upon by the very godsthey
sought to serve? Even to Tempus, who knew Disorder like amother and fancied that Strife marched ever
on hisright, these were daunting questions, chilling suppositionsto entertain.

But Bashir wastaking his priestly role too serioudy, and frowned upon any who didn't have the god's
ear. Jhan was threatening to marry Tempus and have achild by him, even give up immortaity for him.
Death squads and dead squads roamed Tyse's byways and even ventured into Peace Falsto torch grain
magazines and fuller's stals and, if what Grit's message said was true, were bold enough to svagger into
Brother Bombals, white eyes gleaming, and demand blood pudding and tripe and worse to egt, then
vandalize the premises when they couldn't get it. And no one, not Grillo's specias or the Rankan garrison
or Critiasstask force, could ever be derted in timeto roust or intercept even one member of thisrebel
force of shadesand gypsies.

Infact, talk wasthat certain el ements of the various private armies and estate militias doubled asterrorists
when off duty. Even his Stepsons had been implicated, amatter of alightning-embossed silver concha
being found in the rubble of what was once Brother Bomba's pride and joy—his public dining room.

Thislast had occurred while Tempus was with Bashir on Wizardwall trying to make some
accommodation between the Free Nisibig and the Tysians below. If the war Tempus smelled on every
breeze— which made his pulse pound fast and hisinstincts cry out that he'd better be off to Mygdonia
with the hostage Shamshi before he couldn't go a al— wasreally blowing hither, then the popul ace of
peak and plain must make a pact that would hold despite the exigencies of war to come.

He'd spent six daysin the acrid smoke of the gods, stirring sacrifices with agolden poker and mumbling
prayers hed had ahand in writing before Bashir was born, trying to convince the warrior-priest to
congder the townies as part and parcd of hisflock.

But Bashir belonged to one god, and Tysians venerated nearly threescore; because of this, Tempus had
made no progress with Bashir—he had no proof to which he could point, beyond the recent increase of
Mygdonian-sponsored agitation in Tyse's narrow streets, that war blew down on them like the
thunderheads now massing above him, driven by an unseasonable wind from the northeast.

The horse, Niko's sable Aske onian stud which Tempus had inherited when the boy gave up al he owned
to sojourn west, snorted disapprovingly at the clouds which suddenly masked the autumn sky, but kept
picking hisway southward. Any horse of strong and noble breeding could partake of Tern-pussown
speed and stamina, twice that of amortal man, but this beast didn't need his help. He'd taken it to Bashir
to bribe the Nisbis leader with the gift of breeding privilege. It hadn't worked, as nothing €l se had



availed, to change Bashir'sisolationist mind. If nearly fifty Stepsons couldn't quell the town'sunrest,
Bashir had pointed out, then it was fate. "Come up, deepless one, and join with my Successors. Sanctify
our cause and we shall hold thismountain firm againgt adl of magic's demon armies and even jedous,
foreign gods."

Thiswasn' like Bashir. Tempus had given up then, thinking that Crit had sent for Niko and perchance
Niko could do better with Enlil's priest, his boyhood friend. Then Crit's message had arrived, wrapped
around the leg of ahoming hawk— no polite suggestion, or timely missive, as might have been expected,
but asummons: dl the men and gods and laws of nature Tempus had dared to trust were acting far too
strangely for lessthan magica intervention to be at the root of it.

Thus he rode homeward, summoned by Ciritias to the Outbridge station like atruant groom to his
muck-filled stable. If only Kama's Rankan masters would send the money he'd requested, he'd be out of
town with dl his Stepsons. HE neither tarry nor delay, just leave.

And hedd leave Jhan in Mygdoniawhen he got there. It had occurred to him that either the Froth
Daughter or her Mygdonian charge were the fount of al thisominous display.

The clouds above kept massing as he rode, so that the ground beneath with its furrows and chasms and
rocky dopes became difficult to see and the Askelonian stud stopped, its flanks aquiver, craning its neck
around a him with asnort and areproachful look asif to inquire which of them, man or horse, wasthe
more foolhardy. It was nearly dark as night by now, madnessto go on.

Y et he dapped its rump and kicked it hard: he had an ideawhat this daylight-devouring cloud might be.

Looming above them, it stretched north back toward Wizardwall so that no gleam of pink or mighty peak
was visble; ahead, the cloud seemed to rise up from the ground so that no Tyse, indeed nothing
whatsoever, could be seen.

Nevertheless, the horse, not one to defer achalenge or refuse adare, started resolutely forward, each
foot held long above the ground, then pawing tentatively before trusting its next step.

This continued until thunder roared and the Askelonian halted once more, raising its muzzle high to let out
ascream of chdlengeto the very sky. There was no lightning with this thunder, no lessening of the
cloaking dark about them, so that the proud stallion, who had never in hislife known fear, broke out in
frothy sweat where he stood on trembling legs and hid his head between hisforelegs, partly from terror,
partly from shame.

Tempus, touched by the horse's plight, did down and took it by the bridle, tying akerchief from his neck
about the sable stallion's white-rimmed eyes. This done, he led the blindfolded beast dowly forward,
trusting his own sense of direction to guide them safely over ground he thought he knew, until, directly in
his path and on alevel with his own eyes, two burning orbs of red appeared, like the eyes of some
mountain cat piercing inky gloom.

"Stand!" He stopped the horse and held it till, not going for hisweapons: hed fought an apparition quite
like this oncein Sanctuary, most vena southern port of empire. Hed fought it to adraw for agod. He
couldn't win againgt it then. And now, he knew, he'd fare no better.

Its name could not be spoken by a human tongue. The thunderous sound they'd heard had not been
lightning, but its growling asit came to be on this unaccustomed plane. The sound from that cloud-throat
he'd heard before, much louder. HEd hoped never again to hear Jihan'sfather'svoiceringing in hisears.

He spoketoit, caling it by its manifestation. " Stormbringer, what isit you want here? Y our daughter,



Jhan, isnot with me. She's back at the barracks station, playing mother to ahuman child." Thunder
roared. The sheer volume of that sound buffeted man and horse, and the blindfold was blown from the
gallion's eyes. The steed emitted a high-pitched squeal and reared. For an instant, Tempus's feet |ft the
ground and he dangled from its headstal. Then he brought it down.

"Scaremy horse, will Y ou, inhuman lord of turbulence? I've cast off godly love for affrontsto my mounts
before. Begone, if Y ou've no purpose here. I've no time to—"

"Slence! Mortal toad, spawn of dirt and blood! Have you not said that the soul is water and from
water comes the soul? You know your danger!"

"So Y ou think to cow me? Am | not plagued with Y our daughter? Isit not enough to torture me, that
Y ou must threaten meinto the bargain?I've caled it quits with gods and Their untimely aid and comfort.
Get Thee back to Thine unearthly home!"

Thunder without words roared so that the horse dragged Tempus back a dozen steps and the very
ground beneath them shook. "And, too," Tempus added, anger risng in him, not just at thisinarticulate,
incomprehensible father of weather gods, but at dl the gods who throughout the ages had used him,
plagued him, made sport of him, and afflicted mortals through him, "you've quoted me wrongly: | said that
for soulsit is desth to become water, for water it is death to become earth; out of earth water comesto
be, and out of water, soul! Soif it isdeath Y ou've cometo offer, Indoquent One, giveit herel I'll takeit!
Otherwise, Weathermonger, piss off!"

The ground beneath his feet began to split then, so loud was Stormbringer's thunderous response, bereft
of words but full of emotion. The red orbs grew and grew and seemed to come much closer. A fetid
wind like breath from the earth's bowels blew in hisface. " My daughter, mortal-lover, iswith you.
More, she cravesto stay with you, at any cost. Her power and her heritage she petitions to forfeit,
to be a wife to you and spread her legs for you and bear a child to you when, but for you, she
would be the honored consort of the entelechy of dreams! | hold you responsible for this! Dissuade
her, afflicted demigod.” The roaring which carried Stormbringer's words had become softer, arumble
viscious and full of threet, " Or the sufferings of your wasted youth will be nothing to the torture of
your endless old age! Be warned!"

Andwith alast, gusting bresth which nearly made Tempus retch, and from which the sable stalion turned
his head away, the red orbs, so close and hot, dissolved. The thunder ceased, and the black clouds
scudded and dispersed, the last inky wisps of them blowing away on a crisp autumn breeze.

When the sky above was clear, Tempusraised hisfist to heaven. "Cragp!" he shouted. "I'm not afraid of
you, Windbag!" And he wasnt.

* * %

Roxane held court in Frog's Marsh when the moon was high. She had abrace of minions, human,
ex-human, and inhuman. She had conjured athrone of red granite and a pavilion of summer sky to
illumine her where she sat above the throng. Shefingered asmall golden effigy of aman (or of agod,
none could say, so old wasthistalisman of power) as Grillo was brought forth through the crowd with a
red demon on hisright and agray fiend on hisleft and Oman's death squad—uwhich included seven
white-eyed undeads—trailing aong behind.

Some humans in the crowd gasped and murmured, as humanswill. The fear in them—in their voices,
their swest, and their minds—pleased Roxane. She fed upon it. It was not amed to her, but a sumptuous
snack, addight, an appetizer fit for the feast she hoped would come.



This Grillo she would not sup upon in one single evening; gluttony was not Roxanesway. A nibble now,
anibblelater; the meal she'd have would be a sacrifice from this crowd, one they'd choose of their own
number, if they'd failed in their endeavors and come without asuitable victim for her enjoyment.

For thiswas a god's night. On such anight, awitch works hard. Many sacrifices were going up to
heaven; many prayers must be countered; many priestly efforts circumvented and earnest prayers
blasphemed.

Roxane was a defiler by nature and a spoiler for sport. Sacrilege during the harvest festival could ensure
famine and evil throughout the coming year. To that end, she had brought out her finest wegpons—those
of the spirit, those of the flesh, and even those of materid nature. Beside her, on its golden stand, was her
own precious globe of power, inset with colored stones; in her palm was the tiny golden man.

When Grillo was brought by Oman to the foot of her dais, still dazed and under a spell of compliance so
smple even Oman or an undead could recite it without error, Roxane reached out and spun the globe so
that it caught the light of her conjured canopy of daybright sky.

Then she held up thelittle golden figure. It was bathed in the reflected light of each diamond, sapphire,
ruby, and emerad in her globe asit spun.

Grillo tegtered, swayed on widespread feet. Roxane waved Oman back and he, dong with her throng of
adherents, went down on bended knee &t her signal.

Where the globe of high peaks clay stood, the very air began to shimmer and coaesce. Stroking the
golden talisman, she bent the powers which loved her to the task of summoning one more guest: the
Mygdonian-raised Shamshi, son of Datan, the deceased Nisibis archmage.

Around the globe, the air now shone unbearably. People below shielded their eyes. Undeads chuckled.
Demons chortled. Fiends cackled.

At the proper moment, Roxane reached out and stopped the globe's spinning with the flat of her hand.

An"Aah" of wonder escaped the bravest of the humansin the crowd who gazed upon amiracle through
narrowed eyes: the materialized witch-child stood gtill for an instant, startled to be snatched from bed and
deep, then rubbed his eyeswith hisfists, lowered them, blurted: "Roxane!" and threw himsdlf onto her

lap.

For all to see, she caressed him. Stroking hisflaxen hair with his head againgt her breast, the little talisman
in her other hand, she bade Grillo come forward.

"You," shewhispered to the child whom she had afforded hisfirst experience of awoman's body and so
many other, more arcane matters, "follow my lead, beloved Shamshi, and soon wewill be united
forever."

"Anything," Shamshi replied thickly, and she redlized that his voice was beginning to degpen with age as
Grillo mounted the top stair of her dais and with an effort visible on his face began to try to make sense of
what hewas seeing.

"What? Who are you? Where am |? There's nothing like this place around—" His hand indicated the
throne, the dais, the canopy of sky splitting the darkness. "—Tyse. What do you want with me?”

"Shamshi," Roxane murmured sweetly, asif she had not heard, "fetch me my water bowl." The boy
scrambled off her lap tofind it.



"Grillo," shesaid then, "surely you know who and what | am. Or is this my more familiar aspect?* Witha
wave of hand before face she became Cybele, the fair-haired girl whom Niko had loved during the
summer war. Another wave, and she was the dark-tressed, magnificently torrid Roxane again. ™Y ou may
cal me Roxane, since we are to be cohorts.”

"Cohorts? Witch-bitch, you've got the wrong—" " Gently," shewarned. "I'm your only chancefor
salvation. Do not offend me. Thesearemy... troops of revolution, those who have previoudy been your
enemies. Join with us now and survive what isto come.” As she spoke, she probed his soul, finding the
weaknesses of greed and fear and ambition that she knew were there. "Before you declare your loyaty
to the Rankan empire and suggest that | kill you, if I must, but you'll never join me, know that | speak for
Lacan Ajami."

Grillo crossed his arms and widened his stance still more. His mentd acuity, she knew, was fully returned
now. She wanted him to know exactly what he was doing. It was much more satisfying when a soul
turned upon itsdf in full understanding that it was choosing evil over good. He said, "Fine. Speek,” and
sheknew thisto be only aploy. He thought to trick her, gain information from her, escape with hislife
and soul intact. This, though he did not yet redizeit, he could never do.

She nodded to the closest demon, red and snaggle-toothed, and to the nearby fiend whose eyes looked
in every direction at once, and they came up the stairs and took Grillo by the arms. At the sametime,
Shamshi brought her scrying bowl. "Good. Go stand there." The boy went to stand beside her globe.

"Take your hands off me!" Grillo ordered the nonhumans.

"Comelook in my scrying bowl of your own freewill, Grillo. Come, seethe riches awaiting you. See
Lacan Ajami and make your pact with him. What differenceisit to you whose banner fliesover Tyse, s0

long asyou prosper?’

And he came forward to look into her bowl and see what she would have him see. He couldn't know
that he pacted with adark father, not Ajami, or that his soul would be the interest charged on every gold
coin he gained and moment of pleasure he enjoyed. He need just look, and he was hers.

When he did, ahiss of ecstasy escaped her as she tasted the bit of him she then acquired.

He looked up, but then looked again into the bowl, where he saw not only Lacan Ajami, but the caravan
of drugs and precious wares headed overland from Niko's uncle in Caronne to Madame Bomba's
Outbridge warehouse.

Again Grillo raised hishead, his eyes somewhat glazed, for Lacan Ajami had just, asfar ashe knew,
taken an oath of alegiance from himin far Mygdonia

Thisonewas not afraid of witchery; sheld known she could work with him, own him, and savor him.
"Our gift to you, this caravan of contraband. Surdly you'll confiscate it al and remember our generosity.”

Grillo nodded, stiff and cold, not knowing that he was minus afraction of his soul and that a every future
meeting he would lose still more, so that someday he would be too weak to crawl from her presence and
shewould have him, in entirety, to feed her needs. No, now he was till suspicious, ableto fight the
euphoria she was offering him. But soon he would not be.

"What do | haveto do? And who's that kid? He looks familiar..."

"Kid? There are no goats here." The boy, Shamshi, saw her signal and hid hisface. The demon clacked
itsjaws, hoping Grillo would refuse her offer and dl would dine on rare fare thisevening. "Ah," she sad,



putting the golden talisman down before her dippered feet, "this, you mean." She nudged it with atoe and
it seemed about to topple. Then itstiny golden legs spread and it took a step, then two, toward Grillo.

"That'sright,” Roxane purred, "take him. Pick him up. He's our contact. Our go-between. Thislittle one
will summon me whenever you need me. Just tell him to fetch me. Or even to fetch help. Or to carry a

message.”
Grille's hand reached out, touched the diminutive golden statuette, clutched it. "Ouch! It scratched mel™
The closest demon amirked; beside him, the fiend giggled out loud and the demon e bowed him.

"Nothing but arough edge. His gold was smelted long ago." There was no turning back for this soul now,
fight though it might. Grillo was hers. He had yet to discover this, but that delight she could wait to savor.
Roxane had many things to attend to, and the wizardspawn of Datan was not the least of these.
"Shamshi," she said softly, so that Grillo could not hear, ""come spin the globe and deliver thisnew dly of
ours back to hisoffice.” Then, to Grillo, inanorma voice: " Since you will be among us, go you down and
study the faces of those who are your friends and cohorts. Study well, and work well. Prosperity isthine,
and successwhilgt dl of Tysefails. Rgoice, Grillo, thou art saved.”

Before the fiend and demon could assist him, Grillo backed of his own accord down the stairs.

Probably, she admitted to hersdlf, the operations officer would till fool himsdf into thinking he could spy
among her people and wak away, tell dl held seen, to his Rankan dlies, double-cross, even triple-cross
her if he had to. Soon he would know better.

As hewaked among the undeads, the insurgents, the peasants to whom it was an affront that others
suffered less than they, these greeted him. Only her finest spell kept Grillo calm among the white-eyes,
whose cold hands he had to shake, the demons, who fondled him wistfully, and the fiends, who kissed
hum, Iapping the salt sweat from his skin with rough and hungry tongues. But she was up to her tasks: she
was Roxane.

When she nodded and the boy, Shamshi, utilized a power globeto dter ahuman'sfate for thefirst time,
Grillo disappeared from among those hideous and pathetic celebrants sheld picked to counter the harvest
fetesintown.

Then she's«nt the boy down into the crowd to choose the sacrifices from among the living. He'd touched
afifteen-year-old girl and two strapping youths before she called him back. Tonight, Shamshi would sup
on, tortured souls, an indescribable and addicting experience the likes of which did not exist among al the
addictions and perversions of mankind.

But first, they would have some sport with them, so that the soulswould be filled with concupiscence. It
wasthisgiving of pleasure and of pain that made asoul tender. It must not want to give up itslife, but find
that the very thing it lusted after would kill it.

When Shamshi came up from the midst of the revelers, Roxane gave the signa that the pleasuring begin.
Succulent pigs on platters and whole roasted |lambs appeared, and cushions and amphorae of wine and
gurgling pipes wafting sweet blue smoke. She caled the boy close.

It was Roxane's teat, she knew, he wanted to suckle; her legs were those he longed to part. Since he
couldn't stay for the entire feast—he might be missed—and because she was kind, she alowed Shamshi
afew momentswith her.

And S0, in asfine afashion as had ever been done, the witch Roxane and the wizardspawn Shamshi



began the debauch that would counteract, desecrate, and defile the harvest prayers which even then rose
to ascore of godsin Tyse's behalf.

* % %

Above the Outbridge barracks station, the moon was high and full and seemed to smoke, so misty was
the night. Some of the Stepsons hustling about with ribbons and streamers and gilded wooden weapons
for their harvest festivd float peered up at the sky occasionally, muttering to one another about "wizard
weether" and mumbling favorite wards.

Wizard weather come upon the town during harvest festival would be the worst of omens, al agreed.
Second worst would be the failure of the Sacred Band's float to join the processional up Embassy Row.
Init, effigies of the Storm God and his consort, ninefeet tall and painted gold, must ridein honor and
glory to the Spring of the Prophet where, if al went well, the squadron’s entry would win the governor's
prize.

Asit was, ther float might be thelast to join Tyse's favorite parade, for which the provisona government
had even lifted curfew—for the entire harvest month, martia law had been suspended. It was because of
thisthat Critiaswasin ablacker mood than the oxen being hitched between the wagon's traces, who
kicked and bellowed and generdly behaved like the foul-mouthed mercenaries who struggled against
time and superdtition and the bad luck which had put thefirst pair of oxen that the band had purchased
down with calic.

At timeslike these, Crit longed for bygone days, regular army postings, smpler men, and smpler wars
than those he managed now. Belize's degth till bothered him, athough officidly it was solved and
because of it the resilient trader Palapot was an agent of histask force. But since that night when heldd
sent Randd off for Niko and Kama had come into hislife, everything smelled of fate and wizardry. He
often wondered, now, if he had any free will left—if, by taking up with Tempus's daughter on the dy, he
hadn't inherited some part of the family curse.

Straton thought he had. Strat didn't like Kama one bit. And now Strat was sick, and Madame Bomba,
the only barber-surgeon any of the Stepsons trusted in this faction-ridden hellhole of atown, had to be
persuaded to tend him—no easy task, since Brother Bomba's dining hall had been razed by hostiles
pretending to be Stepsons, who'd left "evidence" around to prove they were.

Gayle came up, panting, stripped down to histunic. "The porking porker's porking-well porked, pork it."

By this Crit deduced that the wagon's front axle wasn't salvageable—it would have to be replaced.
"God's breath, man, then find another! Wait!"

Gayle had turned to go. He swung about, lines degp on hisbrow in the moonlight. "If you ask me, what
we need isapriest to lift the curse off thiswholejob."

Crit jJumped at his chance. "Fine. Y ou find one. Asamatter of fact, I'm putting you in charge of this
mess." He waved his hand to encompass the oxen being unhitched once more from their traces, the
obscenity-spouting work crew, the menials hanging about pretending to be useful but in redlity gloating
that so smple an undertaking had gone so undeniably and comprehensively awry. "As| remember, it was
you who weretelling me just last week how much good will wed earn by joining in thelocd rites.”

llBlJt_ll

"Stepson, that's an order. I've got better waysto waste my time." Kamawas in Grit's quarters, waiting.
Strat might need help at Bombas. "If Tempus comesin, tell him I'll be a Bomba's or the Lanes station.



And get that float rolling before dawn, or we won't be able to hold our heads up in the town.” And Crit
st off at abrisk pace, ignoring Gayl€e's sardonic, "Y es, sir, commander.”

Discipline, Crit well knew, was breaking down in the face of Tempus's absence, death squads with
incendiary pellets, dead squads with al-white eyes—and the prospect of the band quartering in Tysefor
thewinter. If they didn't get another assignment soon, and quit this town, the snowswould come down
over Wizardwal and none would fight in the north until spring.

This depressing thought weighed on everyone's mind and made personality clashesinevitable, Crit told
himsdlf, though the senior Sacred Banders had cometo him, al six expressionless and icy-eyed, and
blamed this deterioration of the esprit de corps on the return of Niko, with his"witch taint," and on
Randa, whom no one among the Stepsons was anxiousto call abrother. Crit had told Tempus that he'd
see that the band accepted Randa. Held given hisword and held see it through, though Critias had never
dreamed that the Rid-dler meant to keep a magician—worse, a Hazard-class adept—as a permanent
member.

So consumed with his private problems was Critias that he paid no mind when ahorse came galoping
full-tilt through the double gates—everyone wasin ahurry, these days.

Thetask force leader had dmost reached his quartersin the smdler officer'swing of the rambling etate
when therider, now onfoot, reached him, panting. " Crit, Critiasl We'vetrouble.”

"Dont tell me... the goddess can't keep her skirts down, even for one night: the god's having her on the
float."

"What? No, sir." It was Ari, one of the few locals the unit had absorbed, who'd been one of Grillo's
gpecidsand, like Gayle, was an expert on the town. "1t's Grille, Sir, he's disappeared. Right out of his
office during a briefing. Three specidswere there, told me themselves, after acouple desto easethe
telling. Thereésno formal aert; only those who saw what happened know he's been snatched. .. or gone
missing, or been witched away. But they'd like our help, seeing as Tempus was talking up the need for
better security around him...."

"I'll be damned and accursed. Disappeared, you say? Tk, tsk." Crit and Grillo had too much in dispute
to sttle. "Luck'snot dl bad tonight, isit? All right, I'll take care of it."

Ari, faling in dongside when Crit moved away, wouldn't let it go at thet. "I'd like to pick asearch party,
lead them mysdlf. Itll look better—Ilook like we tried, at least.”

"Don't tel meyou think | won't try to find our favorite Rankan? I'll put Niko and Randa on it. Y ou can't
compete with their kind of expertise, not without dogging knee-deep in magical attributes and Bandaran
tricks of tracking. If you ingst, you can accompany them—"

"No, no!" Hands up, Ari backed awvay. He was afriend of Nikao's, but none of the Stepsons wanted to
be seen with Randal—they sneaked off to consult him when they needed help, but took painsthat no one
elsewould know.

Crit had just entered his quarters, tiptoeing through the front room to histiny bedroom where Kamalay,
awet rag over her eyes and a candle guttering on the bedside table, when he heard aknock at hisfront
door. Heignored it.

"Critias? Isthat you?' Kamahad been on the street doing task force work one night when the insurgents
struck. She'd see again, most probably, but no one knew how long she'd have the headaches or whether
the fever which racked her now was related to the swordcuts she'd taken and the claw-mark scabs that



scored her upper arms. It wasn't going to be easy to explain to her father how he'd let her, get into this
kind of shape.

"It'sme, dl right. Grillo'smissing. Y our father hasn't comein. Thefloat'sin trouble. I've got to go into
town to see Straton." As he spoke he rummaged in histrunk, the room's other piece of furniture, and
came up with a blanket-wrapped bundle—the stand to Randal's globe, part of the spoils from the
summer war. Crit couldn't put off the junior Hazard much longer. And Randa was right—whatever
rendered the single mage committed to the Stepsons more effective served them al.

The knock he'd heard forgotten, he bent low over Kama, touched her face. It was hot. He put hislipsto
her forehead. "I'd like Randal to have alook at you, in case there's more than smple fever here—a
curse, some evil eye or poison in thosewounds. Y ou should see it out there—it's mages mist and—"
Having told her she should see what she could not, he bit hislip.

Her fingers found hiswrigt, brought his hand to her mouth. She buried her dry, cracked lipsin hispam.
"Come back soon,” shesaid in achildlike voice.

"l will." Heredlly hoped shewasgoingto live.

Closing the bedroom door behind him, the blanket-wrapped stand under hisarm, he redized that the
knocker had entered. It wasn't good protocol and he was looking for an unfortunate upon whom he
could vent hiswrath—Critias wasn't used to problems he couldn't solve. A scathing rebuke on hislips, he
looked up and saw not a Stepson or ahired townie, but Jhan, Tempuss Froth Daughter, glowing with
hedlth and eerie beauty.

First he noticed that she was frowning, then that she had on her scale-armor, gray/green/brown and
impossibly supple. "Jhan, what's the occason?' Thisinhuman cresture made him nervous, her eyesheld
the fire of unnamed, primeva gods.

""Shamshi has disappeared. | missed him less than an hour ago. From his bed, he disappeared.” Crit put
the blanket-wrapped parcel down on the table; he had never seen Jihan distressed: her eyes glowed.

She crossed the room and took his shouldersin a crushing grip—Jihan was astal as he, and twice as
grong. "My swest child... Tempuswill never forgive us. Y ou must help me, Critias. My father, who
abidesin the primeval sea, will show his gratitude. Now and forever, you will be blessed. But we must
find him before the degpless one returns, or my life will be ruined! The Riddler will spurn me! Do you
understand?’

Crit understood that she was crushing the very joint upon which his sword-arm depended. He sad,
"Right. Got it. Don't worry, well turn him up,” and was rewarded by alessening of pressure on his
shoulder. But then she dapped him in adisplay of good fellowship and he dmost staggered. What could
even Tempus want with such awoman? He couldn't fathom it. But, dl things considered, any blessngs
from any god would be welcome right now—he'd take what he could get. It was shaping up to be one
hdl of anight.

* % %

Madame Bomba stood over Straton, a prizing tool afoot long in her hand. The big Stepson, mouth firmly
closed, was shaking his head, arms crossed, his eyes watering with pain.

They were upstairsin Brother Bombas, in the Madame's private quarters where the smoke and water
damage had left no mark. "Strat," Madame Bomba said, "you've got to let me pull that tooth. It's not
going to hurt any morethan it hurtsright now."



Niko and Randa had come by to pay their respects and to convince the Madame, as Crit was sure only
Randa and Niko—or Tempus himself— could, that no Stepson had had a hand in the destruction of
Peace Fallss—indeed, dl of Tyse's— finest inn and victuaer, and had walked in upon Straton, hand
holding hisjaw and histemper raw, and the Madame arguing.

Randd glibly confirmed her diagnosis. "A tooth. Yes, | seeit now. It'satooth and no magic can hed it:
it'sdying and if you delay it may just take you with it."

Straton declared in language which made even Madame Bomba blush that Randa was addled—it wasn't
histooth that hurt, but his ear which ached, his head which throbbed, his neck which had been strained
and now was too sore to turn.

"You see?' Randa said to Niko with exaggerated sorrow. "It is histooth. The tooth demon has visited
him. It livesingde histooth and it meansto kill him by way of it. But first, it eets up hisreason with its
pain. Too bad, Straton. We'd thought, Niko and I, that you were the bravest, the strongest, of all the
Stepsons. Even Tempus, we were saying just the other day, seems unable to excel you in feats of valor
and stamina. But tooth demons bring the strongest men to their knees. We will remember you,” Randa
winked at Niko, urging him to agree, "'the way you were before—aman of bravery unpardlded and a
paragon of common sense and soldierly pragmatism—"

Strat eyed Randa with alook so promissory that Randa's krisrattled in its scabbard.

"He means,” Niko cut in, redlizing that Randal's choice of words was not making matters clear to Straton,
whose face was white with pain and who shuddered every now and again and even closed hiseyes once
in agony, "that you'll die acoward's desth, when you don't haveto, if you won't let the Madame pull that
tooth. Then what place will you have in heaven?Y ou'll meet the Storm God and hélll say, "What enemy
hath dain thee?' and you'll haveto reply, "A tooth | wouldn't et my friends pull out." After alife of honor
and glory, you'll lose your place in heaven after dl. What heroics you can clam will never sand againgt a
fool's death. Y ou'll go down,” Niko pointed repeatedly, dramaticaly, to the floor, "and wander eternaly
in the dark and rocky caverns of—"

"Cease! Desdt! It hurts my head to listen to you both. My lady Bomba, do it, then. But be quick about it,
before | change my mind." Straton eyed the iron, long-handled prizing tool of the sort avet might useto
pull ahorse's tooth, and shuddered.

Niko couldn't blame him. He and Randd excused themsalvesto go downstairsto fetch Strat adrink
"—uwith your leave, my lady, the strongest draught you've got; hell need it.”

Brother Bomba's wine cdllar was extensive, amaze of casks. A steward at its entrance bade them wait
and disgppeared within to fill their order. Niko, waiting and counting what casks he could see, estimated
that even hisunclein Caronne had no larger or finer cache. From his vantage he could see amphorae
bearing crests and devices of adozen nations, some so old that the countries of their origin no longer
existed. Niko hadn't realized the Bombas were so wedthy or so cultured.

Critias caught up with them asthey were climbing the stairswith ajar of anaesthetic winein hand meant
for Straton and told them held take it up. " Grille's disappeared—right out of hisoffice" Critias said.
"Somekind of magic, no doubt. Find him."

Randd, hand firmly on hiskris, bristled. "When you give me my globe's stand. If thereés witchery about,
well need dl the help we can—"

"Randa." Niko shook hishead. "Let'sgo."



"Go? No! Wheres my stand, Critias? What's your new excuse? Y ou come here without so much asa
thank-you when without us your grumpy rightman would never have consented to—"

"Randal!" Niko could sense the excitation in Grit's aura, the heat coming from histask force leader, and
didn't understand why Randa would force the issue now, when Crit obvioudy had other thingson his
mind.

"Tonight, a Outbridge, when you've brought Grillo back. | meant to bring it with me. | just forgot.
Niko—"

"Therés something e s?'

"Jhan's outside. She's migplaced Shamshi again— the boy's an inveterate runaway. If you should come
across him, Stedlth, make sure he gets back to Hidden Valey safe and sound—under guard. Questions?’

Niko didn't have any and Randa withheld his, following hisleft-sde leader's example, until they had
dipped out the back door where their horses were tethered.

Once they were mounted and safely away, sneaking like thieves through the back aleysto avoid an
encounter with Jihan, Randa began complaining about Critias. "Besides being awelsher and an
unprincipled scoundrel who's holding back the stand he promised me despite the fact that | brought you
home in plenty of time, heisan ungrateful lout. Madame Bombasfaith in the Stepsonsis restored, thanks
only toyou."

"No thanksto me," Niko said absently, guiding the bay held taken from the Hidden Valey stablestoward
the Lanes, where he hoped to pick up Grill€strail. "And the Madame never believed that rot about
Stepsons gutting their favorite watering hole—it was her husband who had to be convinced. She'stoo
much awoman of the armies not to have redlized that if we'd sacked her place, we'd have burned it to
the ground.”

As he spoke, Niko was casting about for some trace of Grillo in the astral, someindication he might
notice of adisturbance, an abduction, a struggle. His maat could help him only so much; hewished
Randa would be quiet, let him think. He wished his mare wasfit to ride, not fat with fod in her sl or
that Tempus hadn't taken the sable stud up to Wizardwall. But he'd given the ASkelonian horse up, along
with any part in the profits of breeding farm or invested spoils from the summer war. If now he twinged
with regret and wanted back everything he'd spurned, it was only asign that heéd cometo termswith his
problems and was comfortable again in the world held fled.

Tempus, Niko knew, would return the horse to him if he asked or even allowed it; asfor therest, hed
not decided what he'd do. If he had to swear alegiance, become an adherent of some personage, man,
immortal, mage, or god, it was and had adways been Tempus he longed to serve. ASkelon's demands lay
heavily on his shoulders now, here where his commander's spoor was strong.” Somehow, Niko was not
surprised when, as they crossed Broadway to head up Embassy Row and from there enter the
convoluted dleys of the Lanes, young Shamshi cdled their names and came running up to them. Evenin
the misty dark, the youth's towhead gleamed in reflected torchlight from the sconces high above Tyse's
best-kept street.

They stopped their mounts, and while Randal scolded the errant child for sneaking out of bed, and the
boy answered in adefensive tone with just the dightest whine that he was only looking at the floats and
the preparations for the sunrise parade, Niko wondered, peering up at the overhanging three- and
four-story embassies which lined the wide and sidewaked avenue, if it was out of one of these the boy
had come.



And thus he saw, on aba cony above, haf-hidden by acurtain, agirl staring down at him, an oil lampiin
her hand. And the look upon that young face was so wistful and so comely that he could not look away.
Their glances met. She smiled. Niko waved.

"Who wasthat?' Randa demanded, diding back to accommodate the young prince of Mygdon before
him on hishorse. And: "Come on, boy, use that statue thereto climb up on. That'sit." Then againto
Niko, with an odd grimace: "I'll take Shamshi out to Hidden Vdley right away, if you'l bedl right on
your own, Stedth.”

Knowing Randal as he did, Niko understood that the mageling was discomfitted by the proximity of the
Mygdonian boy and trying to hide it. Why, he wasn't sure, but he too had heard Randa'skrisrattle likea
diamondback and seen Randd'sjaw clench tight.

"Good. And thanks. We'll meset at Outbridge. | want to be there to see that Crit makes good his promise.
Task force leaders, Stepson, always keep their word."

"Hrrmph. WEell seethat you'reright, | hope. If not, thisisthe last night | spend as one. By the Wit that
servesme—"

The Mygdonian boy broke out in afit of coughing then and Randal turned solicitous. " Poor thing. Come
aong then; both you and | are better off far away from horses." The junior Hazard snuffled meaningfully
and brought out his most precious prize—the handkerchief Askelon had given him, which eased his
alergies enough, with an occasiona swipe or whiff, that he could ride a horse without tearing eyes or
congested nose—and put it over the boy's nose and mouth. "Breathe deeply, thrice. That'sit. Good
boy." Randd put the linen carefully away and kicked the fat old gelding into alethargic lope.

Niko wondered if Randa had noticed how the boy had stiffened, frozen ill, when Randd put the linen
to his nose, but then dismissed it: the girl he'd seen had come downgtairs. The building's thick oak door
opened and there she stood, smiling. She waved again.

It was the Machadi embassy's threshold which shelit with an e egant presence, he realized. Machad had
been taken by Mygdoniain the summer war; refugees of high estate from Machad often asked for and
recaived asylum here. The free zone was not for girls like this, accustomed to damask gowns and ddlicate
lace and tiny sandaswith heels. The girl's heelstapped as she came afew stepsfarther toward the street.

"Greetings, soldier,” the young girl said, her cultured voice full of wicked pleasure at speaking first and
coming out unescorted.

"My lady." Niko's horse danced forward in response to the pressure of hisknees. "What service can | do
aguest of the Machadi embassy?"

"l wasjust wondering, young Sir," she replied, coming yet another step forward so that he could seethe
wide brown eyes and sun-gilded hair in gentle curls about her throat, "where the best vantage might be
for tomorrow's parade. We're so far from the reviewing stand that | can't even see the Spring of the
Prophet from my window."

Almost, he dismounted. He wanted to get acloser look. But he was under ordersto find Grillo, and so
hesaid, "If my lady wishes, I'll come by an hour before sunrise and take you to the reviewing stand
myself—every Stepson is entitled to one guest.”

"A Stepson? Oh, | didn't know." She backed a pace. "I've been forward. | can't accept. | don't even
know your name. And my uncle... might not approve.”



"I'm Nikodemos," he said softly, toying with the helmet at hisknee,
"And | am Aisha," shereplied, "niece of the Machadi ambassador.”

"I'll be by to collect you. If your uncle disalows my invitation, I'll understand, Aisha, but | hope helll let
you come. Where are your parents?"

"My parents,” she blinked back tears, "are prisoners of the foul Mygdoniansin Machad. My uncle, the
ambassador, takes care of me."

"Tomorrow, then." Niko had met the Machadi ambassador. His heart lightened; awell-bred girl with
earthly problems wasjust the thing to soothe him. "I've got to go.”

"Bide wdll, then, soldie—Nikodemos,” said Aisha, raising her skirtsto turn and go inside.

An hour later hed ridden every byway in the Lanes and found no hest-track, reddish trail, or even wisp
of Grillo fresher than ahalf-day old. He was giving up. Thisjob needed a magician, not awestern-trained
fighter with abit of maet.

He dismounted and tied his horse before the door of Grille's Lanes office, climbed the steps, and
knocked. Within, he could sense the men in agitated discussion—some passion there, hot argument, even
Grillo's peculiar aura: red and pink and tinged with bluish lines which shouldn't be there. Blue, in Niko's
private mental code, was for mages, the ensorceled, the bewitched, the witches, and the damned.

When the door opened, to his consternation, Grillo's aide dipped out and shut it, then leaned back
againg it. "Sshl Stepson, never mind! We sent out adozen messages, trying to cal off the search.
Grillo's here—guess he never left. Or anyway, that's what he says. Some kind of witchy prank or
harassment from the mageguild. He swears he never left the room, but couldn't see usthe way we
couldn't see him. Helll be mad enough to break us dl to stable duty if he hearswe let news of thisdip
out. Now go, go on! Get back and tell your Critias what 1've said—well owe you oneif you Stepsons
keep our secret. Otherwise,”" the pasty-faced aide shrugged and looked away, "it's nasti-ness as usual,
your Sideand ours. A ded?'

"Asfar as1'm concerned. Good luck with this deception.” Niko turned and left, angry at thiswhole
affar—hiswasted time, crossed lines of communication—and certain that this explanation was not going
to satisfy Critias.

Asamatter of fact, it didn't suit Niko either, but he had no choice. He headed his mount toward the
Outbridge station to give Crit hisreport, and as he was about to round the corner, heard a horse behind
him and turned to look. A local type, aman named Oman who made ceremonia swords and rich-man's
armor, was just riding up to Grillo's door. Stranger agents than Oman might be used by Grillo, but Niko
had never seen one. Hefiled that bit of news away for further sudy without hating hishorse or giving any
sign held seen or recognized the man.

He had more pressing concerns. Randa would have his globe's stand this night, or Niko was going to
have from Ciritias the reason why not. And in the morning, he would escort alady named Aishato the
harvest festival's most wondrous event.

* % %
When Oman, self-confessed leader of one of the rebel groups which had been making Grillo'slife

miserablefor thelast few months, left his office, Grillo serioudy consdered siccing his specias on the
fool, consequences be damned.



But it was Grillo himsdlf who was damned. And Oman knew it: the cocky, puffy-eyed Tysian, whom
Grillo had met in Frog's Marsh, coolly proclaimed just how and where Grillo's speciaswould interdict a
shipment of Caronne krrf and mountain pulcis meant for the Stepsons den mother, Madame Bomba.

Grillo knew he should have thrown the revolutionary out on his ear, at the very least—Dbetter, he should
have arrested him. But hejust could not.

Sitting at hisdesk, donein his office, he nudged the little golden statue awitch had given him. It was
proof that what he remembered was no nightmare.

Besidehisail lamp, it gleamed dully, no bigger than hismiddle finger. He touched it again and itsdightly
conica head turned; its golden legs quivered, separated; it moved a step, then two, toward hisfinger,
then rubbed againgt hisknuckle like alondly cat.

He drew hisfinger back dowly and it followed, just as dowly, but moving more steedlily with every step.

All hishacklesraised, he sat back in his chair. He knew he wasin deep trouble. He couldn't forget the
witch's face as sheld passed her hand before it and her countenance changed from raven-haired, sultry
Nishid to paeand fair young girl. In the midst of itstrangtion, he had seen acrone, ancient lips pulled
tight over ajutting chin. Heimagined rheumy eyes Saring a him even now.

What could he do? Report the witch? To whom? Plead for help from the mageguild? Rankan magic had
fared poorly against the Nishis wizard-caste in the summer war. And what the witch had said was
right—heredly didn't care which faction held Tyse, dthough he did care deeply about Bashir and the
mountain-dwelling folk of Free Nisibis. Aslong as she didn't ask him to betray Bashir, Grillo told himself,
he'd go along with her.

The homunculus, or whatever it wasin front of him, had reached the edge of his desk. One more step
and it would tumbleinto an abyss of air and crash upon the floor. Perhapsif it could be destroyed by fall
or fire or astamping foot then he could shake this fedling that he was helpless—that the witch was
watching him, that his soul wasin danger of forfeture.

Grillo prided himsdlf on disbdlieving equaly in gods and magics, in luck and fate. And yet, no logica
disclaimer had availed when the witch had spirited him from his quartersinto the midst of her followers.
Something insde him knew that sheldd been controlling him ever snce.

It wasn't like him to give up without afight. Even now, knowing it to be futile, he thought to free himsdlf
from Roxane's gossamer web.

He nudged the little golden figure, cold as metal but indubitably animated, toward the desk's edge.
It teetered but, armsflailing, righted itself.

Again Grillo extended hisfinger toward it, hiskneeswell out of the way so asnot to bresk itsfall.
Sympethetic magic, symbolic action, cdl it what one willed, he had ahunch that if he could free himsdlf of
thisevil littletrinket, he could bresk Roxane's hold.

It reached out itstiny armstoward the finger inexorably approaching and, as Grillo jabbed at it to forceiit
over the brink, it grabbed hisfinger with both arms, its metal hands digging into hisflesh, itsgrip tight asa
vie

Grillo sucked in a breath; there was pain, surprise, anger. Then, even as panic set in and he started
shaking hiswhole hand violently to throw it off, the room began getting hazy.



Desperately, Grillo grabbed its feet with his other hand and pulled as hard as he might. But strength was
leaving him. With it went purpose; even the fear he had been experiencing was gone. Inits steed came a
fatdigtic calm, afeding he could only term foolishness. He didn't recall why he had been hodtile to thetiny
golden statuette—it was hisfuture, hisgood luck charm.

Hecradled it in his palm now. Only tiny, dry punctures showed whereiits claw-sharp fingers had gone
deep into hisflesh. He didn't notice the imprint of minuscule teeth, ether, or understand that he was
drugged by its venom, rendered tractable and pliable by magica means.

Hehdd it up to hisfacein the lamplight, kissed it, put it to hisear.

It began speaking to him in achirping voice, giving ingructions to which he could only nod his assent:
now he understood that the golden figurine that Roxane, Death's Queen, had given him was the best
friend and protector he would have in thisworld or the next.

* % %

Tempus, cloak and helmet covered with trail dirt, on the great Askelonian steed whose flanks were
caked with dust and swet, dipped unremarked through Tyse's back streets under afey sky shot with
colored light.

Therewas mist everywhere, seaming up asif from the cobbles themsalves. This combination of mist and
preternaturd light in these last few hours before the sunrise parade to the Spring of the Prophet sent
veterans of the summer's wizard wars hustling off to temples and open-air dtarsto pray, or to
soothsayers and card-readers to buy prognogtications, or to magiciansin their lair on Mage way for
protective amulets and dl manner of prophylactic spdls.

No one doubted, even before the paving stones on Embassy Row cracked wide apart and then smacked
back together, catching men and oxen and wagon wheelsin bear-trap jaws, that magic was abroad.
Those seasoned in the field or long of memory worried most: if there were aworse Sgn than wizardry
againg the populace during the harvest moon, nobody could think of one.

Morethan aflock of birdslost their livesthat predawn, pinioned to fortunetelling boards, copper nails
through their wings. More than fifty livers of sheep and goat and pig were lifted quivering out of ill-warm
bellies to see how the bile was flowing. Virgins were hypnotized and sent walking, blindfolded, through
the mageguild's garden maze, but not even this produced unequivoca results.

Tempussreturn, however, when at last he had urged hisfilthy sable steed through the Outbridge station's
gate, lightened the mood of the Stepsons quartered there.

The fact that their commander had dready re-connoitered the town and knew in more detail than they
just what sort of sorcerer's mischief they were up against made the senior Sacred Banders smile covertly
and nod their heads when held passed by: they had orders from the Riddler now, orders none would
hesitate to obey. It wasn't that any of them distrusted Crit or found him wanting as atactica officer; it
was smply that holding Tyse was more atask for gods than men—everyone knew that Tempus, now
and dways, had the Storm God whispering in his ear and the favor of the higher heavens.

Men who had been sullenly chewing straws on doorsteps set of f trotting to their tasks. Swords were
whetted, bucklers checked for rivets or straps worn thin; horses came out of their stalls and amulets out
of their pouches—if the Riddler said adisruption of the parade wasin the offing, then they'd be ready to
keep the peace at any cost. Those who'd ridden through gouts of molten rock spewed from restless
mountains with the Saughter Priest would ride through worse for Tempus— held led them to victory on
Wizardwall against the massed defenses of the archmage Datan and al hisNisibis warlocks.



So as Tempus | eft his stables and the sablein the care of agrinning, zea ous groom who mumbled shyly,
"Glad to have you back, sir," he heard Stepsons whistling battle airs and Sacred Band pairs harmonizing
hymns of war.

But before he'd reached his quarters, where he'd thought to shed his mud-heavy mantle and quench his
thirst before seeking out Critias, the sight of Randal the Tysian Hazard on a horse made him hdlt, hisfists
upon hiships.

"Randdl!" Tempuss gravelly voice rang out so that men paused in their tasks even on the battlements and
looked oninslence. "I'd like to see you for amoment.”

Randd dismounted, dapped his gelding's rump, and the old nag ambled toward its sall done. The
magdling, hitching up his swordbelt, gpproached Tempus with an uncertain but relieved smile upon his
freckled face.

Swordbelt? Tempus looked again. By the time Randal was greeting him as befit a Stepson his
commander, Tempus had determined that it was indeed aswordbelt Randal wore and that akris, of dll

weapons, depended fromiit.

Ignoring protocol or even politeness, Tempus demanded: "Where did you get that kris? What are you
doing with aweapon like that?'

The gtartled mageling blinked twice, hisfedings hurt; even in the oddly colored light of this enchanted
dawn, hisflush was obvious. "Doing with it? Nothing much, asyet. ASkelon gaveittome. Isntit
wonder—7?"

"Askelon!" Tempus thundered, one fist pounding an open pam. "What have you done?' He cursed
himsdf sllently. No mage was beneficent. No sorcerer was trustworthy. Not even this harmless-seeming
youngster had asingle mord or ethical fiber in hisentire body.

"Done?" Randa dmost shouted back, hisvoice quavering with temper. " Done? | brought Niko back, as
| was ordered—as a Stepson, |'ve so often been told, aways does obey his orders. Without question!
No one said to me, "Bring him back but keep shut of Meridian, if it should appear in your path in the
middle of an empty seal” | brought him back by way of Meridian and | assure you, commander, the
choice of port was hardly mine! And I'm supposed to be paid for it with the stand to my globe, which
Critias promised—"

"Il pay you for it, if you've let ASkelon get his clawsinto—" Before he could speak Niko's name aoud,
where so many earswere pricked, or before he said the next thing on his mind and expelled the mageling
Randal from the Stepsons with an gppended prohibition from associating with any man of his henceforth,
Tempus marshaled hisanger. If things were getting witchy, asthey seemed, he needed Randal, hisone
sworn mage, right now. So he continued, in aquiet tone, "1'm assuming that both you and your partner
suffered noiill effectsfrom thisvist—correct meif I'mwrong.”

Randd, his bony arms crossed, inclined his head, his face suffused with blood from rage or
embarrassment—Tempus hadn't time to determine which.

"Good. Then go in my behdf to your archmage and ask him for an opinion on the meaning of thiswesther
and whether he will join with usin attempting to ensure an uneventful and pleasantly routine harvest
fegtivd. Then—"

"I'm not going anywhere until | get my globesstand... Sr!"



Tempus had to chuckle. "Whao's got it—Crit, isit? Y es? Well, come along. WEIl see you in possession
of your trinket and you can tell me your opinion of how Niko fared with Ash.”

"Ash?Oh, thedream lord. | can't tell tales, not even to you. Y ou know the Stepsons oath—you wrote it.
Asfor that 'trinket'—give it here, and we won't need my archmage.... or any help from anywhere but
herel" Randal tapped his shalow chest, puffed out to itsfullest. “Indeed? Then let ushurry.” Soit was
that Randa, on the way to Critiass quarters, told Tempus about the evening's dua
disappearances—those of Grillo and of Shamshi— and explained that he'd just returned from Hidden
Valey, where hed left the Mygdonian prince in Jihan's " capable hands.”

"Good. Thank you, Randal." On Grit's office steps, Tempus paused and gave his orders gently. "Find
Niko, will you, and bring him here. I'll have your reward for you as soon asyou return.”

"Niko? All right." Randa seemed disappointed, then he brightened. "Well soon clear up thisfoul
weather, once I've got it."

Tempus nodded absently and the mageling hurried off, adight figure in the cobalt-shadowed dawn.

Crit, when Tempus found him pacing back and forth in his bedroom where Kamalay bandaged and a
locd hedler was applying leeches to her wounds, was more troubled than Tempus had ever seen him.
Even Crit's sardonic smile sat askew on his stubbled face as he suggested softly that the tiny room was
too crowded and they'd best talk out front.

"| told you to stay away from her,” Tempus said without preamble.

"| thought we'd burn that bridge after we'd crossed it. | couldn't leave her done... not likethis. She's
virtudly astranger here—thelocals don't care for fighting women, Jhan avoids her, she makesthe pairs
nervous... Thisstate she'sin... it'smy fault. | sent her out with atask force patrol and they raninto a
death squad with incendiaries aswell as superhuman members... demons, white-eyes, thelot.”

This speech, Tempus redlized, was one Critias had long been preparing. He gazed at his second in
command steedily.

Crit, crossing to hisfront room's table on which lay ablanket-wrapped bundle, an oil lamp, ahaf-eaten
meal, and a copper humidor, motioned to one of the two chairs. "Have a seat, commander. I've got some
flat beer and this..." Ashe spoke, Crit rolled asmoke, then another, and held one out to Tempus. " Say
some damn thing..... relieve me of my command or whatever you're going to do.”

"Isthat what you want?' Tempustook the broad-leaf Crit held out and lit it from the oil lamp, sinking
down into the chair opposite hisfirgt officer with adeep, rattling sigh. Since the god had Ieft him, though
his regenerative abilities remained and his staminaand degplessness also, physicd fatigue was no longer
grangeto him: his muscles ached from riding.

Crit didn't answer until Tempus had blown out along stream of blue smoke. "Want? | don't know what
I'm supposed to want. 1'd like Kamato recover, but the leech in there saysit's no smple poison—it's
somewitch's brew. Of course, that's the kind of excuse you'd expect from one of them, but..." He
spread his hands. "Strat's in town with Madame Bomba—he's sick too, and Strat's as strong as one of
the god's bulls. Tonight, so far, we've lost and found both Grille and Sham—" "1 know."

"Then you tdl me whether we've got another sorcerousinfestation on our handsor I'm just trying to
excuse atota botch of things. I'm sure | don't know. But the pairs think it's Niko—as soon as he got
back, thisweather boiled up and everything I've tried to do turned to dung.” Grit'ssmile, thistime, wasits
norma, cynica sdlf. "Stedth says, by the way, that he saw Oman the once-noble coming out of Grille's



Lanes hidey-hole tonight. He also says that—"

A voiceinterrupted Grit's dour monologue from the door which Tempus had |eft gar: "—that it's more
likey my fate than Grit's, causing dl thistrouble."

Tempus turned his head and saw Niko, wet hair dicked back from arecent bath, leaning in the doorway,
Randd's head visible just behind. The young fighter wore no armor, only hillman's shirt and trousers, and
his feet were bare.

Tempus wondered where the charmed panoply the boy had gotten from Askel on was now—buried,
most likely, in some forsaken spot; or on the bottom of the sea. Tempus remembered his own struggle
againg supernatura forceswho craved amorta representative. He thought he saw in Niko the longliness
of aman who fought a private war he knew he couldn't win. It wasthere for any knowing eyein the
subtle changes this young fighter called Stealth had undergone: Niko's eyes, once merdly shielded and
blank to a casual observer, had retrested into his head. His movements, as he eased inside, made room
for Randdl, then closed the door and did its bolt, were fluid, economical: no earthly threast weighed on
Niko now. The boy had learned that desth was not the worst that might await even him.

"Lifeto you, commander,” Niko said with acommiserating smile, "and everlagting glory. I've cometo see
that Critias makes good hisword and gives Randal, here, the stand for hiswarlock's globe. We need the
useof it, from what | saw in town tonight,” Niko reached behind and urged Randal to come forward,
saying more softly, "Claim your prize, rightman. Then take it to the mageguild and see what you can do
for us—for her." His gaze flickered to the other room, then returned to Tempus, where it stayed. "Randa
thinks Kama'sin receipt of some witchery meant for me or you from our old friend, Roxane. He needs a
leave of absence.”

"Done. Giveit to him, Crit." Tempustook another drag upon the broadleaf and stubbed it out among the
bones of quail on Critiass dinner plate.

Crit reached out without rising and hefted the blanket-wrapped bundle, then tossed it through the air
toward Randal, who lunged forward fast enough to catch it.

Grit'slipstwitched in disgust and he muttered, "Maybe it's fine and dandy now weve got our own
resident Hazard-class adept, but I'm glad it's you, Riddler, not me, who gave the order and dispensed the

wegpon."

Randal, wrestling with the wrappings on the gilded stand, hadn't heard, but Niko did and gave histask
force leader awithering look, saying, "1 told you, Randal, that Crit would keep hisword. Among
Stepsons, it's necessity, not choice,” and turned to open the door, adding: "I've got to see my partner to
the mageguild gates. I'll be right back—"

"I'll go with you." Tempusrose, chuckled as he looked down at Crit, and clapped hisfirst officer on the
shoulder. "Don't blame yoursdlf, or worry. Neither does abit of good. What fools and gods and witches
make, each party fredly shares. Asfor the rest of us—those in between the victims and the
manipulators—we smply do our best to help the innocents and save our own lives.”

Crit stood up then. "Fine. Good. Then go say something to your daughter, who may not last the night,
who only wanted to hel p—to earn her sire's respect, to take part in a sagaworth retelling. Y ou should
hear her poetry. If shelives, shell surdy win first prize at the Festiva of Man. Or rather, would have
done: if her lifésin Randa's hands, we'd best start felling timber for her pyre.”

"Wait outside, Randal, Niko," Tempus ordered, putting himsalf between histask force leader and Niko's
eloquently reproving look until the pair had gone.



Then: "Crit, you're not in love with that woman? She's 3rd Commando,” Tempus reminded him. "She's
not capable of love, only of using you."

"What's she usng mefor? To find herslf an early death? I've done my best at that. I'd rather light her
bier than have her live because of magicd intervention. Shewont likeit if she owes her lifeto
Witchy-Ears, out there.”

"I want you at the reviewing stand in my place thismorning. Get Straton and put your task force out
among the populace. Keep off the actual parade route, in case the ground is hungry yet, though." The
only cure Tempus knew for what ailed Crit waswork and lots of it. "And watch this Oman; Niko's
hunches are worth heeding. When the parade's done, send every Stepson not on crucial duty over to
Bomba'sto help rebuild her place. Put two senior band pairs out a Hidden Valey; | want the
Mygdonian boy under surveillance, around the did. I'll be keeping Jihan with me. From what |
understand, her father may be looking in on us, by and by."

Crit raked a hand through feathery hair. "Anything el se, commander? Raise the dead? Move Tyse lock,
stock, and barrel out of harm'sway?"

"Y es, now that you mention it: stay away from Kama. | don't want to haveto tell you again. You've got a
task force to love and nurture. She's not amember of it. Once we hear yea or nay from her superiorson
the proposed sortie north, shell be on her way. | don't want her taking you with her.”

"You're sure shell livethat long?”
"I'm sure. When it comes to women plaguing us, this unit doesn't get that lucky."

But when Tempus was done with Kama, he found himself moved by her plight, even distressed.
Touching each leech in turn with wooden swabs it from the candle by her bed, he caused them to loose
their hold, then dowly and methodically he crushed each one beneath hished.

"Heder?' Kamas voice was weak, uncertain. " Crit? Critias, isthat you?' Her hand reached up toward
the wet cloth over her eyes; hismet it there and grasped her fingers.

"Its Tempus. | told you to stay clear of Crit. When you're well enough, I'll spank you until your bottom's
blue

Sheamiled faintly. "I can't wait. I'm... sorry."
"| seeyou are. Any word from your friendsin the capital ?*

"Not yet." Her face was shiny with sweat and he could see her frame twitch as the poison did itswork.
Her grasp wasweek in his; she shuddered and he wished held known her better. Then she seemed to
forget that he wasthere; her grip grew limp and her mouth moved as she whispered words he leaned
closeto hear. But these words she spoke were not for him: she recited poetic worksin which he figured
in some heroic part.

He shook his head and, as quietly as he could, left her. So foolish, to think that wordsin songs or stories
were worth thiskind of risk. Words of power belonged to the archmages and the politicians, to the
generdsinthefied. And they had no timefor art or hidden meanings. She sought what? Some ephemerd
glory for hersdf through making afolk hero out of him? Some propinquity of the spirit she had not had,
indeed could not have, in flesh?

If Kamadied of thisfoolishness, Tempus decided—Ileaving Crit behind with just awave answered by a
smart salute—it was no worse a death than that a killer wolf might earn by exposing himsdlf to crossbow



quarrels atop amountain where he must bay at the moon. But it was no better, either. A woman who
craved heroics was like adog who longed to talk or ahorse who ached to fly: what could not be had
was imbued with avalue beyond what was naturd, or attainable, or redl. But then, she was his daughter,
after dl.

* % %

In the mageguild, Randd sat donein hislittle tower room. Hed said goodbye to Niko and to Tempus
behind the Outbridge stables. It was no more difficult for him to remove himsdf to his quarters by means
of magic than to endure another trek by horse. Askelon's handkerchief might not last forever; he didn't
want to waste its power. And he didn't want Tempus to interrogate him or Niko to watch over him with
that fondly distant look.

Here Randal was secure, alone, an upwardly mobile Hazard, not afumbling semi-Stepson.

Thefloor of hisroom was flagged with marble. He took the precious golden stand with its arcane runes
and ball-and-claw feet and set it in the middle of his spiral power glyph.

Why couldn't Stedlth be content to be chosen by Askelon, more humane and more powerful than many a
bloody god who demanded never-ending sacrifice and laughed with garlicky breeth in its desperate
penitents faces? If ASkelon had chosen Randal for such an honor as the one Niko deemed a curse, the
seventh-level Hazard would have risen to the occason with al hismight.

But the fighters were inscrutable; they loved their war and death and picking through the bones of time to
sort out right from wrong, good from bad, evil from holy, honor from dishonor.

Even Tempus, who knew better, played thissilly game and justified it by the end results, whatever they
turned out to be.

S0, as Askelon's single willing adherent and Tern-puss single magicd aly, Randd could not fail to prove
himsdf worthy.

With hands atremble in anticipation, he got his globe from itswarded chest, dmost forgetting the
power-lock he'd spoken over it so that he had to say the reversion spell twice.

With the globe poised over the stand, Randal cleared his mind and ordered histasks: in these he must
not, would not, fail. Hed foil the curse which wrapped Kamactight, which any adept could clearly see
and even Niko had noticed. He'd give Niko the - courage to accept hisfate and the strength to meet his
challenges. Hed help the Riddler win his peace—for that, he knew, was what Tempus wanted most of
al—and protect Bashir on high Wizardwall, even if it was Roxane whom Randal had to oppose. And his
gut told him it wasin truth Death's Queen, she who coveted Niko once and perhapslay in wait for
Randa's partner gill. Randal had previoudy found within himsdlf the bravery to fight againgt Nisibis
wizardry, against Roxane hersdf, for those he loved. And though he was amage, committed, he neither
felt nor was evil. He supped on no souls. The energy he needed, he took from the resonance around him
as planes rubbed upon planes, he worked in harmony with nature, not againgt it.

But thiswasaNisbis globe he sought to use, to tame and turn to his purpose, the very globe the Nisibis
archmage, Datan, had used to bring coherent evil upon this and other towns.

So Randa was very careful as he set the globe upon its stand. It could bethat in order to save those he
loved and prove himsdlf the whitest of mages, he must expose hisvery soul to dl the evil hedd theselong
years been content to do without. He might become a soul-sucker, a contractee of powerful demons, or
worse. But hewould do it for the best of reasons, without a thought to persona gain.



And thus hefinaly let go the jeweled and prodigious globe so that it rested in its stand. And then he knelt
beforeit and, with his palms outstretched to set it spinning, began the incantations which could put his
eterna soul'ssurviva in direst jeopardy, but which would lift the curse from Kama, deflect dl evil
directed at the Riddler back unto its source, and, if love could heal, might even set poor Niko free.

* % %

Roxane sat bolt upright in her bed, hands clapped to her skull in agony. The pain that lanced theretorea
howl from her throat and made the human boy beside her scramble up, a sheet around him, and dash for
safety to the corner of the room.

This disturbed her new house snakes, which hissed and rose up on their coilsto threaten the child with
darting tongues.

"Have him!" She freed the snakes to feed upon the twelve-year-old she'd chosen from the free zone.

Before hiswails had ceased she was out of there, seeking her own globe of power in her Frog's Marsh
UMMoNiNg room.

Only one power toal in the known world was stronger than her globe. And that, a greater globe than this
one she now spun with fervid invocations while swest beaded on her upper lip, had belonged to Datan,
the vanquished archmage whom Roxane had served so long.

Who had it now? Who dared to turn it on her, spin it contrary to her wishes—use it on Death's Queen as
if she had no recourse?

Her water bowl beside her on the table, she watched the light her globe spilled out and held her breath
againg the pain that beat upon her flesh and bones like hogtile wings from unknown hells.

When she had spun the pain away, Roxane was nearly exhausted. To refresh herself, she conjured up a
firein the stone hearth and called the snakes that ate the boy and ate the snakes, first one and then the
other, roasting them in turn upon the hearth. Too bad—she'd thought to keep this pair. But snakeswere
expendable right now.

Her strength replenished, she gazed into her water bowl while across the walls colors spun from
globe-light danced. In the water there formed an image of the mageguild, Tyse'shomefor hubristic
prestidigitators.

Shetried to seeinddeit. She waved the water with her palm and spoke words so ancient she had
needed them but oncein al the summer wizard war—that once, when sheld escaped the wrath of
Tempus and his summoned gods unscathed, had been thefirst timein her life she had had to use them.

She used them now, for whomever or whatever had that globe within Tyse's mageguild was turning
Roxane's own spells back upon her—the wasting desth and anguished agues and lingering ill-fortune
she'd cast upon the Riddler's spawn called Kamaand on Straton, Critiass friend,” and on al the other
Stepsons... that bad luck which hung over the entire Sacred Band, a dedicated pall, had been thrown
back at Roxane from a canny hand within those high stonewalls.

She couldn't see her enemy'sface, but just ahand, busy at its spelling and its spinning.

The results of this meddling fool's endeavor, though, lay clear upon her water bowl's bright surface:
Kamasat up smiling; Straton swaggered down Brother Bomba's stairs with Madame tucked againgt him;
the Stepsons float rolled bravely down the middle of Embassy Row toward the reviewing stand in the
midst of a parade unspoiled.



Roxane howled with fury once she'd gobbled the last bit of tasty snake and the last spell had been tried
and failed to change the tableaux that her scrying bowl reflected. The wordt, her bowl had lft for last:
young Niko, in his precious armor, with Tempus by his side and grinning; and Grillo, not out with Oman
on the way to seize the caravan as he should be, but attending to law and order in the town.

Then did Roxane bend her head to magic as sheld never done before: she wrenched and molded time
and space and even rent redlity as she rent her own black garments before she cast off clothes and
human form and, quenching her own fire, went soaring up her chimney in afacon'sform to wreak havoc
upon the town and her enemies among men.

Her shadow, whereit fell that sunrise morning, blighted ground and crops and sickened animals and men
it touched while passing over.

When it fell upon the mageguild, stones groaned, foundations trembled, roofs began to quake. When it
darkened Brother Bombal's doorway, the buttressed bottom floor gave way and fdll into crush the
meagazines and wine cdlars and what lucklessindividuals were caught insde.

As she soared over the parade route, the governor's own float was beginning, with greet fanfare, the trek
up Embassy Row; beneath its wheels cobbles turned to muck and paving stones opened wide to revedl
sharp teeth and gaping maws so that in moments the entire float, its oxen, attendant outriders and revelers
by the tens, were swallowed up or sucked on down and crowds surged backward, fleeing.

* % %

Roxane screamed a chalenge from her falcon'sthroat; this bird, the fastest winged warrior nature ever
made, dodged with ease the crossbow bolts Tempus and some Stepsons launched at her. She veered,
she dived; she dared to defecate upon the Riddler's very head and wing away, toward the eastern pass
between mountain peaks where Oman's insurgents waited for Grille's specias, and for a certain caravan
from far Caronneto come.

Meanwhile, on her orders, certain desth squads and three dead squads made up of subjugated souls and
led by demons marched on through the rent sheld made in Frog's Marsh. These met and joined forces at
Peace River and by the demons aegis went raiding in the town, headed toward the reviewing stand.

And asthey did, in the blighted free zone, the holy Spring of the Prophet which fed the town turned red
and ran with blood and bile, and overhead, arain of toads began to fall.

* % %

Grillo, despite himself, had ended up deploying specids and Oman's gridy crew of "troops' at the eastern
trade route's pass, called the "generd's route” for some reason lost to antiquity.

He didn't remember riding out here. Thelittle golden figurine he/d found somewhere was fastened to his
callar; it was bringing him good luck.

Ahead, the caravan's dust could be seen in thefirst true light of dawn.

His specids slently assumed positions high above the pass where boul ders had been rolled into place
and fulcrums, wedges, and pushing-poles of freshly trimmed pine were waiting to box the contraband
cariersin Grillestrap. His men were uncharacterigticaly reserved this morning, either spooked from
rubbing elbows with the death squads, whom everyone was sure had devils help, or just overworked.

Grillo couldn't worry about them—control, command, communications: these were his main concerns.
Mordeintimeslike these was aways dicey. The same could be said of his alies—death squad



members, revolutionaries who kept their hoods well down over their faces.

Watching a segmented, tiny procession far below, Grillo gave awhistled command. From fore and &ft,
boulders should have tumbled.

But pine saplings snapped and cracked, and boulders tottered, not to fal, as planned, upon the caravan
below, but to roll backward, like living things with wills of their own, over the men who tried to move
them—and over some who were not men, who lost their robesto rolling rocks and then, naked, unfurled
fishbelly-wings and turned batlike heads about, and whirred and legped into the air.

Thereupon, as only pebblesfell below and rocks chased men and crushed them flat in weird pursuit, the
attackers broke in rout and fled, the humans stumbling asthey ran, the otherstaking to the air or

disappearing in aburst of sparks.

Men were turning now upon untrustworthy alies—Grille's specials drew their blades and hacked at
nearby revolutionaries. Javelins flew and crosshows spat forth quarrels and everywhere pandemonium
raged, so that below, Grillo saw as he too began to scramble for higher ground where aboulder couldn't
roll him flat, the caravan was warned and picked up speed to make it safely through the pass.

Scrambling on scree which wouldn't hold hisweight or afford him purchase, Grillo found that his mouth
was dry and darkness edged his vision. Among the screams of wounded men and fleeing fighters run
down intheir tracks by hostile boulders, or pushed over precipices, or skewered by recent dlies, he
heard afiercer, piercing cry and looked up in time to see afadcon circling high above, wings motionless
upontheair.

Hewasjust cranking his own crossbow, bead drawn upon Oman, the traitor who had set thistrap to kill
every specid worth his sat, when adark shadow from those wings above passed over him and Grillo
knew no more. He never guessed that it was Roxane who whedled above him in facon'sform, furious
that her own spells had been turned upon her minions and powerless to stop the unknown mage who
spun Datan's globe againgt her, spoiling everything.

* % %

There was madness in the streets which sought to swallow every Tysian and refugee and celebrant dive.
Niko, riding his sable gtalion at Tempuss behest, thought he might be the only onein town who could tell
from the color of the ground ahead where it was and was not safe to tread.

Hed gotten out his panoply at Tempus's suggestion. At the time, held resented his commander's order to
dressfor the occasion, knowing Tempus meant him to don his A kel onian weaponry; now he was glad
hehadit.

Niko had no sooner picked up Aishaat the Machadi Embassy and headed with her toward the reviewing
stand when havoc broke out along the parade route.

Chaos about him, hisfirst thought was for Aisha, astride awhite pony right beside him. One hand on her
mount's red bridle, he'd thought to see her home. But held lost her in the crowd somehow. He didn't
understand it: awhite horse was hard to miss.

So he was seeking her among the terror-stricken throng, restoring order where he could, using his steed
to stop the desperate who'd take any risk to loot, when he saw the white pony, running, bolting out of
control, southwest toward Peace River.

Giving the sable akick, Niko set out after the white rump he now could see, now could not. And thus he



galloped right into a pitched battle at an intersection which was cracked and heaving: Stepsonsfighting
death squads. He had to lend a hand.

Hefought hisway into the thick of it, the sword A3kelon had given him warm with recognition of magic
close at hand. And when it diced a human-seeming throet, its owner burst gpart in flames. A bluewing
whickered by his ear. Hed seen it coming, but not in time to duck away. It seemed to Niko that the flying
wing had veered off asif hisarmor had deflected it.

A crosshow bolt which struck him between the shoul ders shattered on his cuirass; another, coming low,
went deep into histhigh, but he was infused with excitement and the lust of battle. He kept after a
particularly enticing foe, one whose cowl never dipped awvay and who had taken swordcuts and even
been pierced through by a peltast's spear and not been fazed.

Niko's stud, teeth clacking, did its share and once (as it snagpped about it, not knowing friends mounts
from foes and certainly not caring), it bit a Stepson's horse and Gayle shouted, " Stedth! Pork-dl! Keep
that porking nag of yours away from our horses or you'll be fighting by yoursdlf." Asif Gaylewere
prescient, soon enough Niko was alone: his horse and quarry had led him to Peace River. They forded it
in afroth of water, thisindestructible foe who did not seem to bleed still well insight.

His sword sheathed now, Niko cranked and sighted through his crossbow, but every bolt aimed true
seemed to go astray.

Frog's Marsh was on the far side of Peace River here. Approaching it, his horse dowed, snorting, head
tossing, showering Niko with foamy spit from gaping jaws. "Come on, horse, weve gonethisfar... a
little undergrowth won't hurt us." His quarry'strail was clear ahead, bilious blue-green and supernaturd;
so was the pinkish trail of the girl hedd promised a safe-conduct to the festival. If the wizard, or demon, or
what-have-you, was chasing the girl's white pony, then Niko couldn't let it go. The sable danced in place
despite Niko's urging knees. Had Tempus made a coward of this horse? Or exhausted it? No, the
A3kelonian was neither fool nor weak: Niko knew this beast and respected it more than many men held
met.

Stedlth dismounted, rubbed its muzzle, held it by the headstall and looked it straight in the eye. "Either we
go together, horse, or | go in aone. | |eft apitched battle back in town to run this murderous cresture
down; | can't fail to doit. And I've my word to an innocent to make good. Come or stay behind, horse,
itsuptoyou.”

Heredized then that hed never named it. He should have, perhaps, to make a stronger bond between
them. But held given it to Tempus and redlly had just borrowed it tonight.

It cocked its head at him and then, ddliberately and dowly, pawed the ground three times, itstiny ears
pricked forward.

"I hopethat's'yes, horse. | haven't got timeto argue.” He swung up on its back and thistime it moved
ahead with little urging, testing each step asif it trod on eggs beforeit put ahoof firmly down.

At this pace, they'd never catch someone fleeing fast, but the horse was right: this ground wastricky. Init
were deep hoofprints; aslong as daylight lasted, held have no trouble with thistrail.

He had amoment then to redlize he was amost glad the town had erupted in confusion; Tempus had
been dowly and methodicdly drawing from Niko everything that ASkelon had said. Niko didn't want to
explain about hisrest-place, or that through it ASkelon had ahold on him that the western-trained fighter
was powerlessto break. Another time, perhaps, hed tell the Riddler. Asit was, he'd been saved from a
discussion more perilous than a hundred-to-one encounter with assorted demons: he couldn't talk about



Meridian yet.

And S0, after what seemed an hour of reflection, he came upon his quarry: both the cowled figure and the
Machadi girl.

She was backed against a cypress, her festival skirts heavy with soaked-up mud, alittle sticker in her
hand. Her white pony lay onitsside, blood running from its mouth red asiits trappings.

The cowled insurgent, if such the figure was, had its back to Niko and was closing in on the girl, who was
tellingit, "Stay away! | warn you, stay away! I'll kill mysdlf before you'll touch me, you warty
salamander!" And she called on aMachadi patron goddess, so that al around the trees began to shake
their limbs,

Niko dismounted silently and crouched behind an ancient bole big enough to hide him and hishorse,
squinting through his peep sght: a crosshow bolt could go right through the foe and impae the girl from
thisangle. And if the bolt went wide, as bolts had done before when launched against this perhaps
unhuman target, it might do her more harm than good. Histhrowing stars were likewise suspect.

Hejudged the distance, put the crossbow by, and did hisdirk from its sheath. Hed not used it sncethe
summer war. It wasyielding in his hand, warm and eager, proving magic lurked here, if Niko needed
proof.

He thought an instant more and then, decided, cast the charmed dirk and followed right behind it,
drawing his enchanted sword as he legpt toward the girl and her tormentor.

The cast hed made, though even Niko doubted it would serve over so much distance, went true, and
before him, as he closed upon his enemy, aback shivered. Then it seemed to swell and, from the wound
around the dirk, in flesh up to its hilt, green and steaming ichor spurted.

Anarm raised to fend off the acid blood, Niko met his enemy asit staggered full around and with clawed
hands raised came toward him, jaws open wide, its disguise—if ever it had had one—gone away and a
red and awful demon facethereinits place.

It spoke. "Ah, death child, aworthy foeat last!" It hissed. "Wl and good to meet you: I'll be an angel of
high estate once these teeth have torn out your throat."

Niko knew better than to meet itseyes or listen to its threats, supposed to stun him. He lunged forward,
ancient sword in hand and arcing back and, without thought to dodging demon claws, swung it down,
right to left, so that even as the demon sought to grapple him, he cut its head from its neck.

Y et those claws screeched on hisarmor like fingernails on achild's date, and its body bore him down
under itstwitching weight, and for atime he struggled there with something that should not be living, while
the head, hanging by thick red skin, swung back and forth and jaws clacked near his naked arms.

Niko heard the girl's screaming coming closer, but didn't redlize what that meant until her face appeared,
mud-smeared and contorted, over the severed neck spouting acid blood, and shejoined the fray,
plunging her little lady's dagger into the demon's back and tugging at the weakening corpse, trying to get it
off him.

Niko yelled to her to get away, to watch the claws, to avoid at any cost the stinging demon-blood and
especidly its spittle, but in the end it wasthe girl, Aisha, who pulled away the corpse, now foul and
seaming, heating up asit started decomposing while it hugged him.

Freed from its deathly embrace, herolled over on his ssomach, wiping hisfacein the moist grass and dirt,



seeking to clear away the stinging, viscous Stuff that covered his face and made his eyestear.

He heard atearing sound and hands were on him. He felt something touch hisface and wipe hiseyes. It
was her bodice, soaked in water, he realized when he could focus his eyes again. He saw her fair young
breast as she sought to tend him, heard her soft, sweet voice assuring him that held been marvelous. "Y ou
aremy savior, bold Niko-demos, and the finest hero that's ever lived since ancient times. There now, just
be dill." Sheleaned close, first wiping his eyeswith her wet cloth, then kissng them with gentlelips.

"Y ou'll soon bedl right. And my unclewill show hisgratitudewhen | tell him how you saved me. Y oure
alucky one, too. Except for that—" she pointed to the crossbow bolt embedded in histhigh "—you're
not badly hurt at al... afew burns and scratches mostly.” She sat back and smiled at him. " Say
something." But he could only take deep breaths and fend off pain and watch her, this noble wench so
soft and fair, who perhaps had just saved hislife.

* % %

If not for thetimely arrival of forty mounted strangers, who joined right in without awaiting orders and
moved the panicked crowd back from the heaving streets, roped the floats to drag them to safety by dint
of horse and muscle, and generdly took up the dack left by Grillo's absent specids, Tempus knew they
would have lost the day and perhaps the town to sorcery.

At one point, when he had turned a corner near the reviewing stand and seen Jihan, on his other TraGs,
working at crowd-control like a veteran, Tempus had found himsdlf next to one of the nondescript riders
who'd chosen to lend ahand.

The Trésthat Tempus rode was greseting its brother with abelly-shaking squedl just a that moment. The
dark-clad rider whom Tempus didn't know turned in his saddle and saluted, "Hail to thee, founder.”

Then Tempus saw the 3rd Commando device high on aleather breast plate and grinned hiswolfish grin.
"And to thee, soldier. Glad to have you with us" And hewas. "Therel" He pointed with his sword and
charged toward asmall group of insurgents, fleeing counter to the press of the crowd.

The 3rd Commando member kept pace, using his horse skillfully to part the crowd. "We didn't think
you'd mind. Weretired of waiting for the seersto tell the omens,” he cdled to Tempus astheir horses
legped in tandem. "We're here without portfolio—or money—abut we thought you'd have us anyway."

"How many areyou?' Tempus grunted, leaning low to avoid aflying missile passing close. And so, as
they fought their way toward victory, he learned that his terms had not been met in the capital and that,
because of this, the 3rd had detached itself from the empiresarmy. Unlessa coup or natura desth made
achangein emperors, these fighters were hisfor aslong as he would have them. That they could keep
their unit separate and distinct from the Stepsonswas all they asked.

Asthetwo of them backed six insurgents against amud-brick wall, and the commando on hisright put
bolts enough into spread-eagled formsto hold the prisoners by the fleshy parts of arms and thighs until
they could be collected for interrogation, Tempus alowed that the 3rd could say, athough silently he
added that the rivalry between these fighters and his Stepsons might be more difficult to handle than even
the three undeads among this captured cadre right before him, who camly tore their flesh from the
crosshow bolts pinioning them, leaving muscle, and in one case, awhole arm behind, and with afind,
white-eyed gaze of taunt and silent fury, dashed away in three directions.

They chased no more rebels after that; they had the floats to tend and magic on their minds.

Over the reviewing stand the sky had darkened and Tempus pointed there: he had a suspicion blacker
than those roiling thunderheads as to just what he might see when he got close.



To do so, he jumped his Tros across the yet-heaving street where paving stones were restless and cracks
had claimed extremities of man and beast.

When he looked back from the other side, the 3rd Commando fighter was crouched low and forward on
his horse's withers, legping it after his. Judging horse and rider, form and fettle, brains and courage,
Tempus had to admit he was impressed.

Thetrue test of this commando came, however, when they rode up to the reviewing stand and found the
spectators who had huddled there, afraid to leave, with hands over their heads, and Jihan and her father,
his red eyes piercing heaven and his growls making people hide their faces, arguing with lightning bolts
and thunder claps over whether or not shewould remain.

"Jhan," he shouted. "Stay or go, the choiceisyours. I'll missyou,” Tempus could not resst adding, "if
you should leave. But ask your father's help with this—banish the curse from our parade.”

"For you, my darling, anything!" Jhan's eyeswere asred as her sSresand it seemed that sparks flew from
her hair. She raised her hand and, in away he gill could not understand, she "spoke" to her father,
Stormbringer, progenitor of al the weather gods, and things began to fall from heaven.

Facons, eagles, condors, and winged things Tempus had never seen before came crashing to the
bleachers so that the crowd there broke and ran.

The ground ceased its complaining and the paving stones of the street undulated like atroubled seaand
cameto rest in perfect order.

The mist that clung yet to byway and dley sparked bright and blew away.

At Brother Bombas, lumber raised itsdlf, casks reformed and filled themsdves with wing, and al was as
it had been before.

In the free zone, the Spring of the Prophet no longer ran as red as blood, but was clear and bubbling,
pure. The toads that had fallen from the sky became stationary, turned to diamond, ruby, and emerald
effigieswhich the starving free-zone Maggots trampled one another in their haste to grab.

The mageguild roof snapped tight again; no mortar fell or timber groaned.

And on aTros horse before the bleachers, Jihan, whose hands had been raised to heaven, lowered them
until they were extended straight out to Tempus. ™Y our word is my command, lord of my heart. My
father, too, accepts your gratitude. Look!"

Above her head, the clouds dispersed; asunny morning blazed down upon her glowing form. "Now kiss
me, prodigious human lover, for | have earned it!”

Tempus cursed himsdlf for alowing her to construe hiswords as aded hed made with her and, worse,
her father. But Stormbringer was gone, the sky was clear, and there was nothing right there and then that
he could do but make the best of it.



Book Four:

IN THE SHADOW OF THE WALL

A fortnight after the harvest festival parade, the Machadi ambassador gave adinner party in honor of the
"va orous souls, men and women, whose bravery, above and beyond the call of duty, saved Tyse from
peril and destruction during that night of horror..." etc., etc.

"What hel'sredlly grateful about,” said Straton to Critias sourly as, on the pretext of checking their horses,
stabled with the other guests in the Machadi embassy's rear court, they marked with jeweler'sfilesthe
horseshoes of mounts and dray beasts whose destinations later this evening might prove to be of interest,
"isNiko having saved that niece of hisfrom some Frog's Marsh demon. Therest of usarejust hereto
makeit look good."

Straton didn't like this sort of party, where aman had to dresslike afop and act like a palitician, where
the portions of food were small and the drinks smaller, where he had to laugh at bad jokes and be polite
to the seldom-seen Tysian nobility, commanders of theloca garrisons, and functionaries of the Rankan
government.

Strat especidly didnt like the feding he got when Critias set eyes on Grillo: Tempus had taken Strat aside
and told him that no matter how obviousit wasto Crit that Grillo had been out to interdict the caravan
bringing drugs from Caronne to Bomba's (and not, as Grillo maintained, to escort and, asit "turned out,”
save the shipment from insurgents), there was no proof of Grillo's treachery and thus Tempus was
counting on Straton to keep Crit from going on record with his suspicions.

"Good?" Crit grunted, putting down the hoof of the 3rd Commando leader's roan and straightening up.
"There's no way to make this collection of power brokers, rogues, and well-placed back-stabbers ook
civilized, let done'good.” Five Stepsons certainly won't do it, not when one's Niko, one's a Froth
Daughter, and one's adamned Hazard."

Crit, pdm diding aong the roan bel onging to Sync, the 3rd's commanding officer, spat over his shoulder
in disgust when Straton didn't rise to his bait, and added with athesatrical sigh, "That'sthelot. Let'sgird
for the forthcoming war of words and go back in there." From his pocket he fished a broadleaf sprinkled
with pulcis, lit it with aflint from his beltpouch, then passed it to Straton.

Taking it, Strat tried not to notice how tired his partner and |eft-side leader |ooked. In the light of the
flaring leaf, the dark circles under Grit's eyes seemed to dominate hisface, the lines around his mouth
were deeper, hisforehead was crisscrossed with furrows. Strat had been careful not to argue with Crit
lately; though he might surviveit, it wasn't going to do any good.

Handing the smoke back to hisleader, Strat inclined his head toward the party in progress, its laughter
and music spilling out into the courtyard through open doors. "L et's go, Crit. Maybe Tempus needs usin
there”

"Maybe the sapphire toads that bought passage out of the free zone for some of theworst criminasin
town will turn back to warty flesh and hop away," Crit said cynically, but came along with no further

urging.

Critiass problemsin Tyse ssemmed as much from aflaw in his character asfrom the town itsdf: Crit



didn't know how to fail, never gave up on an operation in progress, couldn't turn away from ajob—even
an impossible one. Worse, he couldn't say no to Tempus. And Tempus was asking Crit to sort out the
bad applesin abarrd which increasingly seemed to contain nothing but.

Not only had Tempus decreed that Crit must officiate as hisfirst officer of record and liaison with the
garrisons, but aso work with Sync and his 3rd Commando, athough the forty fighters billeted at the
northern garrison were here as much to prove their superiority to Stepsons asto assist their founder in his
endeavors.

Perhaps Crit could have doneit if Kamahadn't been in the picture, but the woman was 3rd Commando
first and woman second. When the 3rd came into town, sheld picked up and moved in with her unit,
leaving Crit with dl the problems sheld caused him and nothing to make it worthwhile.

So Crit had thrown himself into an operationa tizzy, trying to turn up the cul prits responsible for the
destruction of the governor's float and prove that Grillo had been up above the pass when the Caronne
caravan camethrough it not to preserve order or capture insurgents, but to give the Stepsonstit for tat in
repayment for ashipment of Grillo'sthat Crit had interdicted earlier in the season.

The only cure for Crit'stroubles, Straton was sure, would be amonth or two out of town on long
reconnaissance. When Strat had mentioned thisto Tempus, the Stepsons commander had said dyly, "I'm
working onit."

Strat had chosen to take Tempus at hisword, let the veiled promise buoy him as held sortied into the
mageguild earlier this evening to collect Randd, who'd been sequestered there since parade eve and
who, Crit had ingsted, probably wouldn't come with anyone but Strat.

Now, as he and Crit reentered the embassy ballroom, Strat felt asif he were walking into asnake pit.

Everyone was there who shouldn't be: Niko, hisleg hedled and hiswitchy partner besdehimin
mageguild velvet and lace, was seated at the head table with the Machadi ambassador and Aisha, who
might well be as guilty as her uncle of intrigue in Mygdon's behalf.

Strat, as chief interrogator, had produced from three different subjects the information that had led Crit to
the conclusion that the fat Machadi ambassador was a pawn of Mygdonia: the girl's parents, the
ambassador's sister and her husband, hadn't escaped when the Mygdonian Alliance conquered Machad.
If the girl was personally involved, Niko wasn't going to take it well. Right now he bent hishead to hers
and smiled through a close-trimmed beard at some private joke. Only Niko wasfool enough to pretend
that any relationship could proceed normally in the middle of this muddled, treacherouswar.

Beside Niko's girl was Sync, the 3rd Commando leader, dark and rangy in hisformal panoply. Next to
him sat Madame Bomba and her husband, a scarred veteran astal and stoutly made as Tempus. Then
came Kama, with Grillo on her |€ft, and those two were getting on like old friends. On Grillo'sleft was

the Rankan lieutenant-governor, fair and supercilious and vain; then Tempus and Jihan.

Crit had gone to Tempus earlier in the week and suggested that if Tempus was serious about quelling
unrest in the town, four nations would do thetrick: Grillo, the Machadi ambassador, Palapot the
information-monger from the souk, and Oman.

Tempus had replied, "Find another way." However, Crit had not been willing to let the matter drop: he
tried to tell Tempus what Niko had learned from the Caronne caravan master and while watching Oman's
wespons shop. Tempus had dismissed Critias abruptly, the first time Strat could remember him ever
having done so, and come later to Straton wondering how deeply, in Strat's estimation, Crit wasinvolved
with Kamaand to what degree his association with her might be coloring Crit's perceptions.



The whole Stuation made Straton very uneasy. Crit's tenacity when on atrail waslegend; eventudly, the
four were going to end up dead, and most likely Crit would deserve the credit.

So Strat was trying, as best he could, to keep four enemies alive while at the same time amassing
incriminating evidence againgt them dl ashed been bid.

Just as Strat and Crit reached their table, parallel to Kama's, and Crit did his chair back until it bumped
thewall, the Machadi ambassador rose, tapping his electrum goblet with atwo-pronged fork so that
metal rang on metd and al fdl slent, then joined him in atoast to "Tempus and hisworthy fighters, every
one."

Then, asluck would haveit, Tempus proposed an end to "internal strife and the formation of a united
front againgt our enemies, the foul Myg-donians and the Nisibis adepts,” and Straton noticed those who
dared not drink to that one: Oman, present because of some accident of birth, Grille, and their Machadi
host himself—all had empty glasses or mouths to wipe or dropped cutlery to retrieve.

Neither Strat nor Critias noticed that Kama had leaned over to Madame Bombaand both had |eft the
table to seek the ladies lounge until, when music commenced and folk began to circulate, the two women
approached Crit and Straton's table to take seats alocal merchant and hiswife had just vacated.

Crit had been watching another girl across the room who looked, to him, entirely too much like the witch
Cybdle, alk/aRoxane, to be coincidence, and asked Straton what he thought: "Would she dare, Ace,
come here, brazen as a free-zone whore? Or am |—?' He broke off in mid-sentence as Madame
Bombain red satin, her mighty breasts powdered and perfumed, sat down beside him and Kama, in gray
sk loose enough to have accommodated any manner of weaponry or armor underneeth, did into a
vacant seat opposite him.

Crit greeted Madame Bomba profusdly, ignoring Kama.

So it was Strat who noted the red-rimmed eyes and fresh-scrubbed face of the 3rd Commandao's unit
historian, Strat who saw Kama flush, then blanch, then pick nervoudy at the tabl€e's soiled cloth, and Strat
who had to bid her welcome and wish her well. But histraining told him something was not well with this
one, he'd never seen Kama flustered. HE'd never noticed anything girlish about her before. Even
enthralled and cursed and bleeding, blinded upon what might have been her deathbed, thiswoman had
behaved like afighter; Strat had always thought of her as one.

Y et the voice which returned his greeting was tremulous. Her eyes were too bright. Kamahad been
crying, heredized, and when sheld said, "A pleasant evening to you, Straton. It's good to see you both
sowell..." and trailed off into silence, he found himsalf wanting to pat her hand or ask her what the
trouble was.

Instead he turned away, to join the other conversation in progress.

Madame Bomba was saying softly, "... better sort this out, Crit, right here and now, beforewe have a
Stuation no boy of mine would want to have ahand in causing. Straton, would you leave usfor abit? My
husband, there, has got a packet of goodies we brought along to lighten up the evening. Tell him—"

"Anything you've got to say, you can say in front of Straton,” Crit said flatly, till ignoring Kama, who
pushed back her chair, rising, and said, "Thisisn't going to do anyone awhit of good, Madame. I'm
going. Forget | said—"

"Sit down, Commando, if you are one!" Madame Bomba's hand flashed out and Kama, her aaminagrip
the strength of which Straton well recaled, sat back down in her chair.



Strat's tongue probed at the hole where atooth had once been. "Whatever thisis, | want no part of—"

"Strat, you move and you can find yoursdf another partner,” Crit said through gritted teeth, hiseyes more
pleading than angry.

Strat didn't blame him: aone with these two women was something he wouldn't want to be.

"We'redl sttled in now?' Madame Bombateased in adry, unfriendly voice. "Good. You arealittleless
than brave, the lot of you. I'm disgppointed. Y ou're lucky, Critias, that | didn't go over your head with
this. The deepless one might not be so patient as | with rampant childishness among your ranks. Now
Crit, give Kamaacivil greeting. And you, Kama, say hello to Crit—you know him well enough.”

Thetwo ex-lovers mumbled polite phrases neither mearnt.

"That, | suppose, will haveto do. Straton, I'm sorry you're here for this, but perhapsit'll bea
hel p—perhaps you can talk some senseinto your leftman's addled head.”

"What? He's sensible enough, now he's quit of her," Straton couldn't help but say.

"Marvelous." The Madame tsk'd and shook her head. "1 should leavethisto the Riddler, it'd serve you
dl rightif I did."

Kamaburied her face in her hands, elbows splayed upon the table. The Madame indicated her. "L ook at
what you've done to her—a noble fighter, once, she was. Now shelll murder an innocent unborn on your
account and carry astain no valor can erase, al the way to heaven.”

"Oh, no. That can't be..."

"Y ou deny it'syours, Critias?' The Madame's mouth turned down in disgust. "Theréswaysto figure

"Wait up,” Strat interjected. "I don't understand... oh, yes| do. By Enlil'smost holy privates, is she—?"

Kama seemed to shrink smaller. Her hands dipped down to expose her reddened eyes, then her nose,
then her puffy lips. Shesad, "All | want isto berid of it. Madame Bomba seemsto think you," she
glared at Crit, "have some say in what | do with my own body. | told her you wouldn't give adamn. And
she'stold methat she can't help me abort—"

Critias put an ebow of his own upon the table and rested hisforehead againgt histhumb and index finger.
"Hold on now. Let me get thisstraight. She's pregnant; you think it's some business of yoursor mine. Is
that it, Madame?'

"Good boy, Critias," Madame Bomba nodded with a humorless grimace. "Now, let's do the decent thing
and make the Riddler agrandfather, nice and lega. We can't have unwed parents of—"

"Theréll be no baby, if | haveto fal on my sword and kill us both." Kama choked, cleared her throat.
"Can you see me at my post, or on my horse, big with child? Do you know how long and hard I've
worked to earn the 3rd's respect and pay my unit dues? Crit, tell her you want no part of it... or me.
Thenit'sdoneand | can go."

"Tdl meit'smine, inthere." Crit, raising hishead, let hisglance flicker toward her belly.

Whack! The dap Kamagave Crit rang across the room and turned his head with itsforce, and other
heads with the sound it made.



He rubbed hisjaw and nodded. "All right. | get the point. Kama, I..." Crit blew out along, dow breath.
"I'd like to be consulted, help you with whatever you decide." His hands came up before she got aword
out of her mouth. "Now, don't yell a me. The damageisdone, if damageit is. It'smy responsibility but
it'syour body, | know. Just let's go off and talk about it by ourselves. Can we do that? Thisis no place
for the sort of things'd like to say."

Kama's mouth closed, her fists unclenched. She nodded wordlesdy and Critias, moving quickly, was
around the table pulling back her chair before she could get up. "Strat, I'm sorry about the timing. What
we started in the stableyard... you'll seeit through? Use Niko and Witchy-Ears, over there, and some of
our ‘friends from the 3rd Commando. Tell Sync I'll need hishelp.”

"No problem," Strat said to Crit's retreating back, then turned away to Madame Bomba, who sighed and
remarked, "That'show | like to see those two—arm in arm. Romance, Straton, my boy, isan areal've
heard you Sacred Band pairs know aswell as any woman." She winked to take the sting from her
innuendo. "I'll be moving on now. Accompany meto my table and well have alittle krrf to celebrate.”

Straton went, not asking what it was that they were celebrating: Crit wasin worse trouble, having gotten
the Riddler's daughter pregnant, than Strat had thought him capable of engendering. And what was
trouble for one, wastrouble for both.

Hed had less quamswalking straight into the mageguild to bring out Randa. And when held been
escorted up deeply shadowed gtairsto atiny room by overly polite junior mageings, into asulfurous mist
and out again and face-to-face with Randal, Straton had only recognized the mage by hisfrecklesand his
prodigious ears.

Now, at the head table, Randal tugged on Stra-ton's deeve. Bending down, Strat said, "What isit,
Stepson?’ loudly enough that dl would know he was not intimidated by thisfast-risng Hazard.

"Did you see that woman over there, Straton? Does she look to you," Randal lowered hisvoice, "like
Cybde? Or am | the only onewho seesit?!

"Yep. No. Crit saw it, too."
"Can we watch her, where she goes? Keep her away from Stealth?”

Taking ordersfrom Randal ? Straton bristled, then told himself that he had too many responsibilitiesthis
evening to let persona fedingsintrude. "You've got legs, Randa. And eyes. And you're better qualified
than any other to watch that one. Report to me when you've satisfied yoursdlf. Crit'sleft mein

Randa nodded, his gaze weary, yet game. "I can't stay out here, in the open, away frommy... work...
too long, you redize. I'm vulnerable in ways you don't understand. I'll give it until morning. Then youll
have to cometo me. Y ou'l find me where you found methis evening, task force leader."”

And that was that; the mage turned away.

Madame Bomba had her krrf out, which drew Tempus down to their end of the table, away from Sync
and someone esewho'd just dipped in, covered with trail dust. The stranger whispered to the Riddler
and left again so fast that Strat was sure only he and the 3rd Commando leader marked it. And when
Tempus bent his head to snort the Madame's krrf through a golden straw, he said to Straton, "Bashir
wants to see me—and Niko. We're leaving now for the high peaks. Where's Crit?"

Straton said casudly, "Out in the garden with Kama."



Tempus nodded. "Bashir sent ahoming hawk to Hidden Valley. He saysit'surgent. Y ou and Crit take
care of thingsin Tyse while we're awvay. We won't be long. WEII take the ASkelonians and send back a
message as to what the troubleis... two, three days.”

"Finewith me, commander. Just let him—" Straton indicated Sync, who was regaing Niko'sfriend,
Aisha, with some explait or other while Niko, eyes haf-lidded, looked bored to a casua observer but
actudly studied Strat and Tempus where they made their plans"—know that the 3rd's under our
command for the duration... if we need them. Otherwise, well be stepping on each other's toes without
you hereto say who's doing what."

"I've donethat dready. But you ded with Sync; he and Crit have Kamain dispute, and other problems.
I'd talk to Crit mysdlf, but we've got to be off."

Straton agreed asif explaining thisto Critias would be easy. It wouldn't.

"Good man." Tempus clapped him on the shoulder with one hand while he tugged on his own tunic with
hisother. At that signal, Niko got up and threaded hisway through the crowd—going to get the horses,
no doubt. "If for some reason,” Tempus said, "you haven't heard from us within the aloted time, make
use of Randd. You seem to be able to come and go as you please at the mageguild.”

* % %

Y et again Tempus had |eft Jinan in the lurch, done among his Stepsons and a clutch of mortalswho
neither loved nor understood her.

She left the ambassador's party early and wandered, distraught, among the jJumbled streets. They were
full of filth and crowded. Why the humans here huddled together, defiling one another and their
environment, when just beyond the city'slimits land stretched green and beckoning, Jihan could not
understand.

Perhaps they were afraid to be alone. She was not. After Tempus had |eft the party, Sync of the 3rd
Commando had propositioned her, either not knowing who and what she was or hoping to show his
fearlessnessin the face of it. She didn't know. Humans were a puzzlement, though for Tempusslove she
would gladly become one. If that happened, then she would understand them.

Now she merely mingled with them, a bemused spectator, taking note, but taking nothing she saw to
heart.

At the party, Sync's proposal that they "get together for abit of fag-bashing, now that the Stepdaughters
denmother, Tempus, isgone," made no more sense to her than hisvow to lay "the right hands of a
hundred Rag-heads at your feet to prove my love.”

Subsequently Randa had explained to Jhan that Sync was drunk, that "Rag-heads' was what the 3rd
Commando cdled the Mygdonians who wore turbans rather than helmetsinto battle. But Randa had no
time then for her wedlth of other questions. "Meet me at the mageguild gates an hour before dawn the
dight Hazard had proposed. "Perhaps we can hel p each other, since our partners have left us both to our
own devices."

Jhan fancied shed heard in Randa's voice atouch of the resentment and loneliness she felt. Thus, she
agreed. Then Randa had bustled off to other business and once again Jihan was alone, embedded in the
human crowd like afly in amber. Sheld drifted out onto the patio, seeking composure from the stars
above, which never changed or turned away or played favorites, but gavetheir light equally to dl, and
thus shed heard Kamaand Ciritias, first arguing, then declaring love, fiddlity, and passion in thickening



voices. Kamawas, Jihan learned, pregnant with Grit's child.

Weeping wasforeign to Jhan; it till surprised her when water flowed from her eyes and her body gave
up her mind to emotion's pain. But when the couple she could hear beyond the bushes began to sigh and
murmur and then to gasp in pleasure, Jihan wept and wandered off into the deserted evening sireets,
letting her tears flow in the Lanes where none might see or ask her why.

It was she who should be pregnant, cooking up achild for Tempus within her human belly. What else
was this equipment sheld been given for, and thislife on earth sheld chosen, but to live most fully, to love
and reproduce and bind the Riddler to her for eternity?

But Tempus would not accommodate her; her father had forbidden her (and, knowing Him, most likely
Tempus, too) from earthly parenthood. The Mygdonian child she mothered was no substitute for a
suckling babe. Sheld not have Shamshi long, in any case. If Tempus had hisway, the boy would be given
back to hisrightful parents; if not, timeitsaf would take Shamshi from her. In the child's own eyes, he
was fast becoming aman and even now tresting her asif he were one.

Resentment rose within her, the fury of the undervalued. She strode the streets and kicked at garbage,
piles of refuse from which ratsran. She'd even offered to give up her super-human attributes for Tempus,
to make him love her more. He wouldn't have it; her finest gift he had refused.

Shefroze arabid dog who leaped from shadows, mouth dripping foam asit sought to bite her. I1ts blood
now solid ice, it shattered asit hit the ground.

Jhan grolled on, turning left onto Mageway, and as she did she heard a sound, spun around in timeto
see Grillo and some others from the party headed south by southwest, toward the old amphitheater on
the outskirts of Tyse.

When she reached the mageguild, Randa waswaiting under atorch set in the gate. His face was flushed
and hiswords came fast. "Froth Daughter, if you'll join me, lend ahand, well sneak up on the witch—I
think it's Roxane... I'm amogt certain—and identify, maybefail, her dlies. Think of it! Youand |, doing
what the Stepsons couldn’t! Tempus and Niko will take us more serioudly, after this. What do you say,
Jhan?'

She noticed then that Randdl's right hand rested on akrisdung at hiship, that his pale young face was
pinched and his eyes sparkling.

"You can't do it without me, isthat it?"

"Yes. No, | can't. Wouldn't dareto try. I've got to be back here to meet with Straton by sunrise. My
globe... it'sgiven me hints, but it takesitstoll. If | leaveit and some other power should snatch it fromits
place while | am absent, then they've got me. I'm attached to it, you see— Never mind." The mageling
shook hishead. "If you don't want to show the Riddler what you're made of, welll |eave the honor and
the glory to Straton and his crew.”

"Straton! Never! Honor and glory, you say, Adept? Lead on. When next | meet the deeplessone, I'll
speak to him in language even he can understand.”

* % %
In the ancient amphitheater, old when even Roxane had been young, shed met her human dlies: Grillo,

here againgt his better judgment; Oman, who had none to go againgt; the Machadi ambassador, who
fretted and paced to and fro and looked at her accusingly, that she would risk him, flaunt him openly



where dl could see; nearly thirty other rebels, some here because they fought for freedom, some—like
the Machadi and the Rankan, Grillo—because they had no choice.

Then there came her unnaturd allies—her friends and contract demons, her undeads, two full score. The
Riddler was gone upcountry, taking Niko with him. Now was the time to strike terror into Tysian hearts,
take the Stepsons down a peg, send the 3rd Commando running, tails between their legs. For Lacan
Ajami'sarmy was closing; soon enough, despite the cloaking spells of her fellow sorcerers headed south,
they'd be sighted. By then, the town must be ripe for conquest, inclined toward capitul ation.

All thisshetold her gathered flunkieswhile, above, two young Nishis mageswho'd flown in early with
messages from Lacan glided, circling upon the predawn's gentle air currents, their hawks eyesfixed on
the surroundsto give her early warning should any uninvited folk intrude.

Tonight, much earlier, sheld dared to join the embassy fedtivities, brashly donning her Cybele form to see
what Niko's response might be.

But the dream lord had his hooks in Nikodemos deeply, so much so that held either not remembered her,
or been able to ignore hisformerly obsessive attraction to Roxane's Cybele persona.

She fumed, reviewing her troops and giving orders. This coming evening, they would burn the northern
barracks, where the 3rd billeted, to the ground. And Hidden Vdley, too, would flame and smoke, horses
roasting—for there Shamshi languished under guard. This second task she assgned to Oman, who was
fearless, the one among these human pawns who knew he'd nothing left to lose.

The Machadi ambassador, whose niece sucked up to Niko, would suffer for the girl's audacity. Aisha,
likedl Machadi dime, fervently believed in an ancient mother goddess and aspired to be a priestess—not
just of Niko's heart, but of the Order of the Earth. As such, Roxane speculated, she'd been a perfect fail
for Akelon to interpose between the witch and her beloved Nikodemos, who boasted Askelon's
protection though the fighter neither knew or wanted it.

She wasjust about to materidize a plethora of incendiary pellets, fireballs-to-be, and conjured wagons
with drays of awful aspect for her minionsto drive rampaging through the town when, above, ahawk
cried, then another, and both came plummeting to earth to burst gpart with a sound like shattering crystal
asthey landed at her feet.

Before Roxane could pretend that nothing untoward was happening, ademon shouted, "Attack! Take
cover, mortalsl Therest of you, fan out and find our foes!"

Thereupon others, fire demons from the earth's bowels, took wing, their breath already steaming and
their jaws agape to incinerate the murderers when they found them.

Human women screamed as, from ablue-and-purple sky, aroiling cloud descended, black and lit
intermittently with bolts of lightning forking down to land right in their midgt.

Fends cackled as the first humans flamed, forgetting their own peril to crouch over fresh-roasted flesh
and lick their chops and eat.

A morta'sthrowing star, the sort of weapon Niko used, came flashing by her ear; shelost alock of hair
toitandthis, at last, convinced her that her person wasin danger. Until then she'd thought to cadm the
crowd and form a cogent plan.

Thelightning struck again, sneking around her feet in afull and viciouscircle. Initslight she saw the
Machadi ambassador, robe lifted high, fleeing for hislife.



Then the first fire-breathing demon, and his brothers, siwooped, and the entire amphitheater blazed as
antique wood caught fire.

Running from the deadly conflagration, Roxane caught sght of Oman, hisback &fire, rolling hystericdly in
thedirt.

Then above her head the clouds opened up in an attempt by her unseen enemy to douse the demons
flames with a downpour so fierceit besat the fire demons from the sky.

Howling humans and hissing undeads stumbled through the fire and smoke. Roxane saw, as she changed
into her eagle-form and took wing above the carnage, that the demons had tried to trap in afiery circle
the adversaries who had brought the lightning and cast the throwing stars and del uged everything with
ran.

But only two figureswerein the circle of flame: one was dight and robed like amagician; onewas
feminine but sturdy, overlarge and glowing. And as Roxane watched from high above, al her minions,
soaked with rain, began to dow, then stop, then freeze in place asfrost and ice encased them and they
tumbled over, toppling to the ground to lie there stiff and cold.

Then, when she attempted to spird down, to dive and pull the encircling net of flamein and over her two
audacious enemies, the mage got out a paltry, wriggly sword. And just before the flames would have met
above the heads of these two accursed enemies, he spoke a power word and waved the sword. The
flames parted, obedient to the sword's command, so that those two walked calmly out of danger on a
charred but no longer fiery path.

Roxane screamed her eagle's scream and in her fury dived straight down at the adept who dared defy
her, though it might singe her wingsto claw out the offending rival's sorcerous eyes or snaich the charmed
and hogtile wegpon from his hand.

But she hadn't counted on the woman-form, whom her eagle eyes now recognized. Jihan, the hateful
spawn of Stormbringer, raised her pointing finger Roxanesway and al the blood coursing through her
eagle-body turned to ice, so that she plummeted, out of contral, into the raging flameswith onefind,
defiant scream of fury which could not form itsaf into a curse when issuing from amere eagle's mouth.

Frozen, sheféll. Fdling, she burned. Burning, she hated. Hating, she hit the ground.

* * %

Crit had brought Kama, a Straton's urging, with them to the mageguild gates at dawn.

Strat had suggested that Randa could help with Crit and Kama's joint dilemma. Not sure that he wanted
any hdlp, Crit dill had to try it: if it were he who had achild growing ingde him at so inopportune atime,

he'd want what Kamawanted. He couldn't take it lightly that she wouldn't bear his child, but he couldn't

blame her. She was 3rd Commando first. Hed aways understood this.

Morose and full of conflicts of mordity and honor, he shifted from foot to foot, leaning againgt the
mageguild's marble-columned gate, leaving it to Strat to fill an awkward silence with smdll talk and help
Kamapassthetime.

He wished shed reconsider; maybe shewould, yet. If Crit could face the Riddler's disapproval—
perhaps his wrath—then Kama could survive the snickers of her unit. Crit didn't see why she couldn't
havetheir child and raise it with him, bravely, honorably. If the 3rd cast her out instead of giving her afew
months leave, hed put her in his own contingent.



But because of Straton, who meant well but wasn't helping, they hadn't had achanceto talk about it
when Randdl, his robes askew and hisface black as a chimney sweep and sweating, came hurrying up
from somewhere with Jihan, her eyes aglow and her laughter hearty, on hisright.

"Task force leader!" Randal chortled. "Straton! What a stroke, you've brought Critias aong. We've won!
Wedidit! Jhanand I, wevefinadly doneit. Got her! Congratulate us™

"Won what? Did what? Got whom?' Crit demanded before Straton or Kama, back to the wall and face
in shadow so no one could see her puffy eyes, could say aword.

"Thewitch! Roxane... you know... Cybele! You saw her at the party, Crit!" Randal rubbed his hands
together. "Jihan was marvelous! Freezing rain and thunder clgps and lightning from the heavensl What a
team we made! If only Stedth wasthereto seeit.”

"If only Tempuswas," Jhan added huskily, and Crit saw that her chest was heaving under scale-armor
smudged with smoke.

"L et me get this straight: you routed Roxane... Cybelg, if they're redlly one and the same. Where? How?
And why, without my orders?"

"Why?' Randd, hisfedings hurt, nearly howled. "Why?Weve atrifling bit of trouble with hostile magic, if
you'l recal, task force leader . Or are you too caught up with... problems... of your own cregtion to
remember that?'

Then Straton hagtily explained, rubbing his neck as he spoke and with arueful expression on hisface. "l
ordered Randa to follow the witch—or whatever it is. Cybele, the one we saw at the party. Tempus,
when he left, said hedd told you that for the interim | was to take command..." Strat's face screwed up;
he shook his head.

"... of our joint ventures with the 3rd, that's all. Y ou've overstepped. Y ou know it, Strat, from the look
of you.

"Randa," Crit turned upon the Hazard, "since when do you take orders from my right—"

"Critiad Straton!" Jhan intervened. "We have seen the witch, in eaglesform, fdl into acleansing flame.
We have seen the end of Oman, the revolutionary, seen him die afire, caught himin the act of plotting evil
with abunch of demons, fiends, white-eyes, and human traitors. We have seen that the Machadi
ambassador, and our old friend Grillo, were present among our enemies, though those two got avay. A
compliment or two would bein order. Praise for our vaor, amedal, or some such token of esteem that |
can show the deepless one when hereturns.” Jihan'sfists, upon her hips, uncurled and her fingers tapped.
"Individud initiative, when the results are good, surely won't be pendized by you." She stared at Crit and
hefdt hisflesh begin to coal.

He raised ahand to fend off her freezing glance. "1 didn't mean that, Froth Daughter. Y ou did very well,
just fine. Well have a ceremony, some sort of honors assembly, so that everyone will know. Now, let's
hear the wholetale, dowly, and in full detail. Well see where we can go from here. The Machadi
ambassador was there, you say? And escaped?’ Kama cleared her throat then. Crit had nearly forgotten
her. Hesaid, "Ah... Randd, I've got to talk to you aone.”

"Good." The Hazard eyed the sky, where purple was giving way to pink and gold as the sun began to
rise over the mountains. "I've got to be indoors and with my globe quite soon. | can't go with you
anywhere, not now, and al of you can't comeinsde—I don't own or run this mageguild, only work
here"



Taking Randal aside, Crit said quickly, "It's Kama. She's pregnant and doesn't want to be. Just alittle; it's
not too late to do something. If you could help us... I'd be grateful.”

"A little? Aff. Critiass—dr. that'snot my line."
"But surely you could—"

"Murder, by any other name... Not right now, not me. But I'll send someone around to see her who
hasn't got aglobe and stand... And, Critias," Randa added as Crit, with agrunt that meant he should
have known better, turned away to hide hisrelief. "Are you sure you want to do this?'

"Me?No. But sheis." Heturned back. "Now, let's get down to business. Give me your expert, wizardly
opinion of how best, in Tempus's absence, we might proceed.”

* % %

Roxane had been thawed by the flames, protected to some extent from immolation by the ice within her
veins. But more than her pride was singed. Sheld had just enough of her wits about her to avoid capture
or desth at the hands of Tempuss unnatural whore, Jihan, and her warlock partner, Randd.

Roxane hadn't been able to remove hersdf from the battl efield, only to make her eaglesbody invisible.
And sheld had to lie there on the blackened ground until they'd gone away.

Thentherewasagridy interva, before she had strength enough to change out of her wounded, broken
eagle-form, during which she hopped about, eating the wounded and the newly dead—hearts and souls,
where she could find them.

The sun was high above the peaks before she had the energy to transform hersdf—thistimeinto alowly
sparrowhawk. She'd heard men and horses coming. Though this form was weak, she managed to take
wing.

Out of harm'sway on alaurel branch, she watched the soldiers root among the wounded and the dead.

When these were gone, she alighted on the ground and shifted shape again—a bleeding human arm
dangling usdless at her side was less troublesome than atorn and did ocated wing—and trekked in
woman's form, gill weak with pain from burns and loss of blood, to the first human habitation she could
find.

Thiswasafarm or smal estate and the folk there took her in, believing her tale of attack by sorcerous
insurgents, for they'd heard the thunder and the screams and seen the lightning and the smoke. By nightfall
shewould have strength enough, thanks to the tender care given her by the farm manager's plump and
solicitous wife, to suck the souls from the human foolswho tended her.

In the meantime she rested, just awounded, luckless girl from Tyse, planning her revenge.

* % %

Straton and Sync had spent al day following up last evening's leads. they'd investigated the carnage out at
the ancient amphithegter, a place which gave Strat chills. There they'd found the hoofprints of Grillo's
horse and others Crit and Straton had marked.

Sync's horse, too, had aglyph filed into itsiron shoe. When Sync redlized it, Strat had had to tell the 3rd
Commando leader how it got there. To hisrelief, Sync had only shrugged and said, "Wdll, that's one less
we've got to track.”



Six of Sync's 3rd Commando rangers had been drafted to aid what Crit referred to asthe "cleanup.”
Whatever Randal had said to the task force leader when they went off aone hadn't eased Strat's
partner'smind. Y ears with Crit made it easy for Straton to tell that his partner was preoccupied. Crit
wasn't going to be much good to anyone but Kamauntil this persona problem was satisfactorily
resolved.

So Strat stepped in without aword to fill the gap; he'd done it often enough before.

With Sync, he passed the time relating tales of wizard wars he'dd known, in Sanctuary and other places.
The Stepsons tour in Sanctuary had made them experts on sorcery and undisputed masters of
endurance. The 3rd had pulled no duty which could comparein terms of hardship with sorting out the
foulest town in empire. Sanctuary veteranslorded it over other mercenariesthat they'd survived there.
Strat had hated the town when he'd had to live there, but now that held left, he found it was the sort of
place it was handy to be able to say that one had been.

At the end of one particularly gridy story, Sync remarked that, these daysin Sanctuary, there was
nothing to revere in those who bore the unit designation " Stepson.”

Not wanting to fall into any trap of Sync's, Straton let this pass. They'd traced Grillo's horse's prints as far
asthe double-deder's home in Out-bridge. Short of going in there to arrest him, there was nothing more
that they could do.

Oman's horse, however, its owner dead, had bolted on its own and made its way into the souk. They lost
itstrack whenever it crossed a cobbled street like Embassy Row or Broadway, then picked it up againin
thedirt and clay of the dleyways.

The souk was ahard place to track any animd; its clay was a paimpsest of whedl- and hoof- and
footprints. But one of Sync's cadre was lounging on his horse near Palapot the horse trader's stalls and
Strat found out the man had been on duty since last night. "Cometo relieve me, Sirs? After that fracas at
the amphitheater, | don't think I'll deep for weeks. I'd just as soon stay here—common folk making
common mischief's more my style than demons and lightning bolts and what-have-you.”

So it turned out that they had an eyewitness to what went on in the amphithester. Strat proposed outright
that they take the ranger to Crit without delay.

"Don't you want this Palapot?' The ranger had said that held followed Oman'swall-eyed chestnut here
and that the horse was presently inside Pd gpot's grooming tent, *probably having his blaze dyed brown
and hismane dyed black." "Wait here." Straton dismounted and went inside. Pal gpot remembered
Straton only too well. The horse-trader tugged on his greasy pigtail and hisface turned white.

"Want to cometalk to mein the Lanes, Sime? Or can we do it here, without theatrics?"

Paapot farly stuttered, faling over himsdlf in his eagernessto please. Grooms were sent packing and tent
flapstied.

Strat took astylus from his beltpouch: this confession would be one hed want to have in writing. If it
were good enough, and implicated folk enough, maybe it would shake Crit out of hisfunk.

* % %

Aishasuncle had cometo her, hiseyeswild and hislong gray hair disheveled so that it no longer covered
his balding pate, but hung in strings about hisface, saying, "My dear, | haveto talk to you. In here.”

And when they were in the ambassador's study, musty and warm and cluttered with folios, he said, "That



young man of yours, Nikodemos—how well do you know him?How far would he go to help arelative
of yours?'

"Uncle, | don't understand.”

Sinking into the chair behind his desk, her uncle poured himself Machadi brandy from a stoppered jug,
for thefirg timein Aishas memory offering her strong drink. "Have some. Y ou'll need it. And never mind
why, child—just answer me."

"Nikodemos... |eft the party last night abruptly.” She spped the brandy. "He didn't even say goodbye. |
might have offended him, paying so much attention to Sync. I... don't know. But I'm sure, if it's
important, helll help as best he can. HE's aman of honor, one of impeccable—"

"But can he keep his mouth shut, respect a confidence, listen to a proposal and keep it to himself if he
can't help or doesn't think it workable?"

Aishashifted. She wasfascinated by Niko. Hed cometo her in adream and taken her by the hand and
together they'd approached, by boat, aglowing city on a pacific idand from which wondrous music
came. Held been in hisbest armor, and it had been glowing. She'd been dressed in awedding gown. A
tall and dignified man with slver-starred hair in rega robes had greeted them at quayside. They'd been so
happy... And then, sheld met Nikodemos. The very next night, her uncle sent her down to make sure
the Stepson and his partner weren't out to harm the Mygdonian prince who'd been visiting at the
embassy. Her uncle's actions, she knew, were dangerous; but what action was not, these days? Her
parents languished in a Mygdonian prison camp. Whatever had to be done to keep them dive, both she
and her unclewould gladly do.

Shesad, "Thiswon't get Niko into trouble? Or hurt him? Hell never go against his commander's
wishes—Tempusislike afather to him."

"Girl, just answer me: can you arrange a private meeting—nhim and me. Yesor no?'
"Yes... | think s0. Yes, I'll try."

Blinking back tears for whatever might have been between them, thinking sheld never be Niko's bride on
her honeymoon in the golden city now and that thiswar was ruining her life, no doubt about it, Aishagot
up to go, to change, to set out brazenly to compromise the one she loved for reasons she was not
supposed to understand.

* * %

When the Machadi girl cameriding into Out-bridge on aflashy sorrel horse, Crit was up to hisearsin
trouble. Randa had rushed in not an hour earlier, saying, " Crit! Did you find Roxan€e's corpse? Or any
trace of her?'

"Randal, can't you remember even an occasiona 'sir'? In front of rny men, at leest?" Crit had been with
severd Stepsons and two 3rd Commando rangers in the courtyard when Randd interrupted. Thinking
Randda had come about Kama's plight, he'd left them in mid-conversation. "Did you find someone?’ he
demanded of Randd. "Or have you changed your mind and decided to do it yourself?"

"Find someone? Mind? Oh, Kama. By the Writ, Sir, that doesn't matter now. | took a nap, just adoze
actualy, and when | awoke, this message was scrawled in blood on my power-glyph, this high—"
Randa held one hand over his other, afoot gpart "—on the mosaic floor.” The Hazard closed hiseyes
and repeeted verbatim:"Thy doom, foul magician, is seded. One by one your friendswill suffer until you



beg mefor your well-earned punishment.” And it was Signed, "Roxane.” Now, answer my question: did
you find her corpse, sometrace of her?"

"No. Strat went out himself and took alook. But what isthe big surprise? Y ou got yoursdf into this, you
and Jhan. You solveit. If my problems aren't important to you, what do you expect from me, Hazard?'

Randal looked peeved. "Y ou till don't understand. She got into the mageguild, somehow. She was
there! Cut through al our wards like cheese. It'sawonder I've still got my globe.”

Crit amiled knowingly. "I didn't want you to have that globe in thefirst place. | knew it would cometo no
good. And if shewasthere, why didn't she take your precious globe? Y ou're imagining things—or she's
content with scaring you to death.”

"Y ou're not going to do anything? It's your responsibility, taking care of Stepsons and the town while
Tempusisaway."

"Tdl mewhat to do. Againgt awitch. When you can't handleit. If your knees stop knocking, maybe you
can conjure your way out of this mess you witched yourself into. It's not my problem, aslong as Kamals
not yours. Now get out of here. I've got urgent mattersto attend to. And don't come back until you've a
magic potion or some damn spell to help the Riddler's daughter. Failing that, you and | are quits.”

Later, Crit was sorry held been so hard on Randal, but he didn't have time to think about it just then.
Strat wanted to arrest Grille on the strength of Palgpot's confession, though for Straton, Palapot would
have confessed to being the archmage Datan himsdlf, risen from the dead. The safest thing to do would
be, Crit thought, to bring in the widow Madives, Grillo's bedmate, and see how Grille reacted.
Persondly, Crit wanted to leave Grillo where he was, untouched, until Tempus returned. The two were
old friends; it wasn't Grit's place to lock up or put into Straton's eager hands someone Tempus was il
trying to protect.

Crit was explaining thisto Sync without letting too much dip or alowing the commando to think the
Stepsons were protecting Grillo when Aisha galloped through the gates on her sorrel, ignoring orders
from the gatewatch to hat for identification and amost getting hersdf speared. " Stay here, Sync.”

Crit approached her aone, reaching up to take her heaving horse's bridle. "Aisha, isn't it? To what do we
owe the honor?'

"Niko... that is, I've cometo see Niko. It's urgent.”
"l imagineitis" Armsout to help her down, he continued: "But Niko's not here. Will | do?"
She shrank from histouch. "Not here? Oh, no. What will | do? When will he be back?!

"Don't know. Can't say. If it'sredly asurgent asal that, why don't you let me help you? I'm Niko's
commanding officer, after dl. Anything you could have said to him, you can say to me—unlessit's
intimate, of course.”

"It'snat. It's..." Then, suddenly, she dipped off her horse, dmost into hisarms. Asif shed ssumbled, she
leaned againgt him, whispering, "My uncle wantsto talk to someonein authority. | have amessage, but
it'smeant for Nikodemos. If | giveit to you, you must promiseto tell no one, keep it confidentid... Oh,
Goddess! What if I'm doing the wrong thing?*

"Yourenot. Let'sseeit.” With agentle demeanor Crit reserved for horses and street men given
impossible assgnmentsin thefield, he rushed her: if she had timeto think, she'd get back on her horse
and ride away. It had to have something to do with last night's escapade at the old amphithesater.



The message she carried, when held broken the Machadi embassy sedl, said, "1 want to discuss sengitive
matters regarding the Mygdonian forces here and abroad. Come alone. Be prepared to offer assurances
of safety for mysdlf and my family." And it was signed in the ambassador's own hand.

"Stay right here. I'll just get my horse." As he spoke, Crit took aflint from his pouch and ostentatioudy
burned the parchment, turning it in hisfingers. "Don't worry, Aisha Niko, if hetruly wanted to help you,
would have turned this over to mein any case.”

"Redlly? Oh, good." Shelet him boost her up on her horse and waited while he extemporized alikely
explanation to Sync and his own mount was brought. The ambassador was right: nobody should know
about this but the principasinvolved.

It took only afew minutesto reach the embassy at speed, but when Crit and the girl got there, servants
were running hither and yon and three garrison soldiers were at the embassy door talking to guards who
looked very unhappy.

Only Critiassrank got them in the door at dl, and then one of the garrison soldiers accompanied them,
saying, "Now, don't touch anything. Nothing whatsoever, sir.”

"l know thedrill,” Crit snapped.
The soldier, unfazed, continued, "It's pretty bloody in there—nothing for alady's eyes."
"l want to seehim," Aishasaid dully, her fingersdigging into Grit'sarm.

She was tough enough, he saw when they entered the room and viewed her uncle's disemboweled
corpse. Shedidn't retch or cry or faint, just stood there; but Crit could feel her trembling and had to
disengage her. "Stay here, Aisha. Y ou've proved your love. He wouldn't want you to see him like this."

The smdls of death and the apparent pleasure someone or something had taken in killing this man mixed
to make even Ciritias, afield veteran, woozy in this close and shuttered space. Theword "Traitor!" was
scrawled on onewall in Machadi; other, nastier epithetsin Nis were appended. Crit hoped Aisha
couldn't read them.

So much for an informer in the witch's confidence. M ore than anything else, Crit was disappointed. The
ambassador's offer was the luckiest break he'd had al season.

Hetook the girl with him, bought her lunch in acafe on Embassy Row to seeif she might prove ussful,
but she knew no more than the "whys' of her uncl€'s entanglement with the insurgents and the Nisibis
witch.

Nevertheless, he took Aishaback to Outbridge with him. Though one more skirt was the last thing he
needed to worry about, this one was Niko's, by her own admission. It occurred to him she could be
another Nisibis witch or some phantasm of Roxane's making; but if that were so, Randa would soon
discover it—and one way or the other, he'd want to keep Aisha under surveillance for awhile.

* % %

By dusk, in his mageguild tower room, Randa had finished scrubbing the defilement from his
power-glyph and reinstating and rebuilding protective wards and consecrating spells.

He hadn't eaten, he hadn't dept since the one fateful nap he'd taken. He sat on his glyph in rumpled robes
and nearly wept with distress: he should redlly tell the archmage what had happened, that the mageguild
had been breached. But he just couldn't. The whole, horrible mess was hisfaullt.



Hed repaired the damage, he hoped. If not, until he'd regained enough composure to consult his globe
and meditate upon how to proceed, what he'd done would have to do.

Hiskrislay on thetiles nearby and suddenly it began to rattle. He reached out and picked it up, stroking
it and crooning to it as aman would soothe achild or ajumpy pet.

But hiskriswouldn't be calmed; it rattled more. At last, he put it on.

Maybe Niko was right; maybe the sojourn to Meridian was the worst, and not the best thing that had
ever happened to them both. But he didn't bdieveit, couldn't bdlieveit. Anything worth having exactsa
price. Stealth knew that. Randa had learned it long ago.

He wished his partner hadn't gone off with Tern-pus, then chided himsalf: he was beginning to think likea
Sacred Bander, and that was something he dared not et himsdlf become. It was bad enough that
everyone thought he and the fighter known as Stedlth had a much more intimate relationship than in fact
they did.

Randa was amage sworn to his calling, the more so now that true Hazard status was his. Hed never
guessed that his relationship with Nikodemos would bring such aconflict of interest, or such apeil, or, if
the truth be known, such greet opportunities. But Tempus had. Tempus had arranged the
pairing—ordered it.

Tempus, though inscrutable at times, was sadom wrong.

A soft knock upon his door interrupted the mage's reverie, and when he opened it, the First Hazard of
Tyse stood there, hiswizened form drawn up tal and straight as aflagpole.

The nameless adept fixed Randal with adark and piercing sare. "Wetrust that dl'swell with thee, young
Randd?'

It was aquestion, no doubt of that. "Oh, fine. Very wel, thank you, master Hazard. And yoursdlf?'

The old adept's sharp nose had sniffed something—jprobably Randa's fearful, acrid sweet. "Curious,
Randd," said the First Hazard, "curious asto how you've been faring and al the unexplained comings and
goings of late." The First Hazard craned his scrawvny neck and peered over Randd's shoulder, within,
where the globe of high pesks clay winked softly in asingle candl€slight. "Have you unlocked its secrets
yet? Or isit unlocking yours?'

"Haf and hdf, my lord. Would you liketo comein?' There was nothing for it but to invite the mageguild's
highest officid insde; it was obvioudy what the First Hazard wanted. But it was the last thing Randa
wanted.

The old man sighed deeply. "Ancther time, I'm afraid. Y ou have aguest. Downdtairs. A guest of the sort
we'd prefer not to have within these walls, but one, you'll agree, we'd best accommodate thistime.
Randd, if you intend to keep company with the secular and the damned, do it e sewhere from now on.

Y ou're disturbing wizards work and most likely jeopardizing your own advancement here." "May | ask,
my lord, this guest's name?’ " Shamshi, the Mygdonian. And he's blue as asorcerer, if one uses one's
eyes. I'd like to suggest that you not bring him up here—rather, take him somewhere more... neutrd...
for thismeeting. Furthermore,” though | hate to do this, it'scome down to it: us or them. Either you
terminate your association with these soldiers to whom you've sworn spurious oaths of brotherhood, or
take your word serioudy and move out of thismageguild.” "My lord!"

"Y ou do understand, then. Y our career, promising asit may be, ison theline. We can't have these sorts



of disruptions. Them or us, make your choice. Today. I'll be waiting in my office. Other wizards could
use thisroom to good advantage, and without putting the rest of usin danger.”

"So you know what's been happening. | was afraid of that."

"Not afraid enough to come to me and honestly explain yourself. Conflict of interest in an adept doesn't
last long—he dies of it. For your own good, Randal, quit the Stepsons. Cleanse yoursdlf for amonth or
s0; I'll help you. Y ou've nothing more owed to those god-loving murderers; they will destroy you, if you
let them." The bald head on its scrawny neck seemed to retreat into the shoulders below like asnapping
turtiesinto its shell. "Oh, and by the way: we don't do abortions here. Permission denied. If your friends
can't own up to the results of their lust, then send them to Peace Fdlls; there are abortionists on
Commerce Avenue, I've been told.”

Speechless, Randal watched as his First Hazard glided away, fading as he retreated so that he never
turned the far corner, but demateriaized before he reached the head of the tower stairs.

Shamshi? Here? It must be, Randa thought, that Jihan wasin trouble.

And when he found the boy, Stting on the mageguild's outer steps with awan face and dirty nails, this
was exactly what Shamshi told him: that Jihan had gone into Frog's Marsh and not come out, so Randal
would haveto help Shamshi find her.

"I can't. I'm sorry, but | can't. Shelll be all right. She can't die, you know. Don't worry. And don't go
there yoursdf. Whatever you think your budding powers have shown you might just be awitch'strick.”
Randa patted the boy on the head and for amoment, as he caught those pale and guileless eyes, hatred
and bloody hunger seemed to lurk in them.

Randd'skris, under hishand, quivered like aliving thing and tried to jump out of its scabbard. He held it
firmly.

"Come now," the boy said, imperious, indstent.

"No, I'vetold you, | can't." Randa wasn't going to try to explain to Shamshi that the child had put himin
avery difficult postion by coming here. He sent Shamshi off with aswat upon his buttocks and climbed
the stairs, not for amoment redlizing that by doing so hed saved his own life and foiled Roxane once

again.

* % %

Riding up to Bashir's high peaks keep with Tern-pus, Niko felt like aboy again, following hisleftside
leader without question, free from doubt and confident of the man in front of him as he hadn't been since
hisorigind leftman had died and hed found himself leading pair after doomed pair into magica battleshe
waan't quaified towin.

How easily held dipped back into his accustomed rightman's dot; maybe he never should have regected
Tempuss offer, back in Sanctuary after hisfirst partner had died, to ride on the Riddler's right. But then
he thought of Janni, who'd trusted him and died of it. To denigrate his own performance as Janni's
|eft-sde leader wasto belittle Janni's valor. This, Niko was not cagpable of doing; he till honored the
memories of both his perished partners.

Following the Stepsons commander up Wizard-wall dong trails Niko had known since his youth evoked
conflicting emotions.

He'd been bound herein servitude to the Nisibis archmage Datan, ayear of horror so unrelenting he



recdled little of it in detail. HEd become one of Bashir's father's Successors after that, and with Bashir
had found true honor for thefirst time.

The guerrillafighters of Free Nisibis had been high peaks bandits then. Bashir till thought of him asa
brother, though time and Bashir's tutelary god, Enlil, had come between them. After the summer'swar for
Wizardwal, they had parted filled with melanchaoly, both men wishing the other was till the boy he used
tolove.

Thistime, it must be different. Tempus wanted Niko to talk some senseinto Bashir. Thiswasn't dways
easy. The mountain bandit Niko'd known had grown into awarrior-priest who had the world's oldest
and most bloodthirsty deity whisperingin hisear.

Lord Storm—Father Enlil—was Niko's patron god once, too: but now there was ASkelon to be
considered, and the panoply that Niko wore, the horse he rode, the dreams he had al signified that Niko
served adifferent master these days.

Godswerejedousasaclass, Enlil theworst of dl. If the god gainsaid the bargain Tempus wanted Niko
to make with Bashir, the warrior-priest would never go against Him.

But Niko couldn't fail the Riddler. Evenif he must swear dlegianceto awar god he'd outgrown and
break his pact with Askelon to assure Enlil's sanction, hed doit. And if he did that, Niko knew, he might
lose his rest-place and perhaps his soul forever. Easy come, easy go, he told himself. What lay ahead
was fixed by the demands of honor, of solemn oaths given to the degpless one who rode before him,
cam, untiring.

What would helose? A panoply which vexed him, which caused more trouble than it cured? Would it
dissolve, or turn to norma stuff? Let it, then. And these two horses, who never stopped to rest, who
never fatered, but loped peakward ceasdesdy asif their hooves needn't touch the ground— would they
turn into humble beasts who couldn't climb scree like mountain goats or soar across chasmslike
condors? If so, Niko was prepared to lose his sable mount. Hed aready lost so much to Askelon—his
freedom, access to his rest-place where the shadow lord lurked in his every dream so that Niko wished
he didn't have to degp—he was prepared to lose the rest.

For Tempus—who knew Niko'd gotten entangled with Askelon, yet during thelong journey up to
Wizardwall hadn't once rebuked or questioned him—Niko would do theimpossible, or dietrying, gladly.

When Bashir's forward sentries sighted them, Niko mentioned it: the wolf-cals announcing their arriva
came from human throats. "Shdl | give the countersign, say werefriends?" he asked, reining his mount
abreast of Tempuss where the ledge widened and two horses could safely stand.

At Tempuss command he uttered along and lonely woalf's howl which made the Askelonian under him
look around at him askance.

Above and straight aheed, the high peaks keep gleamed pinkish in the dusk, as much from Father Enlil's
blessing as from the sun that set to their | eft. It wouldn't be long now; the way was clear and easier than it
had been when they fought to take these marble towers. Bashir had built three bridges over rifts adepts
had flown or spelled their way across. Checkpoints loomed above the spans, one of which was
supported in the middle by a stone spire rising a hundred feet or more from anarrow canyon'sfloor.

A yipping, ferd pup's response meant "Come ahead.” He told his commander that and on they rode,
across the Successor-crafted spans and up to the gates of the citadel.

The place gtill gave Niko gooseflesh: he had too many bad memoriesto believe that every demon here



had been banished, al the evil exorcised.

Asthethick pine gate winched down and the Askel onians flattened their ears at the screeching sound,
Tempus asked, "Isthere anything you want to tell me? Now'sthetime, if you've questions or
confidences. Ther€ll be none later.”

"Commander? WEe've got to convince Bashir to join forces with us and the Rankan garrisonsin Tyse, |
know. Isthere something es2?"

Tempus sighed. "Not until you say so, Niko. Not, that is, beyond whatever it was that made Bashir so
nervousthat hed send for me." Then the drawbridge spanning the last crevasse thumped into place and
Tempus spurred hishorse onto it.

The Askelonians minced across the piney bridge with snorts of disapprova. Once on the other side of i,
Successors crowded around to greet them both with hugs and whoops. Many remembered Tempus with
fondness—he'd commanded the joint forces of Successors, Stepsons, and specias which had secured
this place last summer. Others knew Niko from before; till others wished they'd been part of the dlite
squadrons Bashir had sent into that battle and looked with hungry eyes upon the Askelonians and the
heroesriding them.

It wasn't long until, their horses led away, they were ushered upstairs through halls whose elaborate
ornamentation had been defaced: wherever demon lords or evil adepts had strode in basrelief, those
heads and names had been chisdled away in hopes that the evil they represented would likewise be
erased.

Niko smelled incense and bay leaves and myrrh and knew that the cleansing of this black marble palace
was gtill going on. But Tempus, up ahead with one of Bashir's lieutenants, speaking low and climbing
steadily, either didn't notice or didn't care.

Most Successors still dept outsidein low black tents, Niko saw when they passed a tower window;
many of the open chambersto hisright and left till showed signs of thefire of this summer's sack. It
seemed to Niko that blue phantom-flames il licked at the corners of these dick, cool wallsthat
wouldn't burn. He could fedl and dmost see with his maat's eye the ghosts that lingered here, unresting,
hostile—ghosts that never were quite human and now, in desth, resented the mortals who had banished
them. To hisinner ear came sounds of anguish, wails of hopel essness, and sobs of spiritsin the throes of
well-earned retribution.

Hed pulled back into himsdlf, shutting down his senses to an unaugmented mortd five, by thetimethey
were ushered into the presence of Bashir.

So Niko was unprepared for the worry scoring Bashir'sflat, dark, Nisibis face when hisfriend, in
humble hillman's trousers and awrinkled tunic, straightened up from the dtar hed been tending in aroom
where once Datan summoned devils.

"Riddler! Stedth!" Bashir strode to them, embracing first one and then the other. When it was Niko's
turn, Bashir'sarmslingered, tight about him, and the ritud touch of cheek to cheek wasfull of something
more than greeting—relief, perhaps, or compassion.

Disengaging, the Successors leader said politely that it was good of Tempusto come so quickly, then:
"Shrivel me, Stedlth, you look tired. Even if our sdwart friend hereisn't, you're obvioudy in need of food
and drink—and rest."

So Bashir sent ahillman for refreshments and they went out onto arampart to enjoy the sunset.



While they were waiting, the guerrilla-priest said, "I have a problem that concernsyou. Well ask Father
Enlil'shelp, then get down to business." Without waiting for Tempus to agree and looking straight at
Niko, Bashir blessed them both with a smoking censer, sprinkled them with "holy dust,” and proffered
goblets of the god filled with pure spring weter.

Ritud wasritud. Priests will be priests, Tern-puss glance said when Niko chanced to meet it. Gingerly,
Stedlth took the goblet and sipped from it, half expecting Askelon to appear in aburst of light or the
goblet to shatter in his hand. But nothing untoward occurred, unlessit was that Bashir, with one more
low-voiced adjuration, sat down on the rampart's flags and crossed hisarms, saying, "Now, | know
you're wondering, Tempus, why | asked you here. Y our Sister came to visit me. When she appeared, |
sent word right away. |—"

"What?' Tempus thundered. "That'sal | need. She'snot till here, | hope?!

Niko settled down into asquat beside Bashir. The Successor replied, in Nig, "I'm afraid sheis," and
Niko thought uncomfortably that he should have had the wit to warn Tempusthat the Rid-dler'ssster
wasintent on joining in the fight againg Mygdonia. Hefelt small, incompetent, and foolish for having let
his persond chagrin at being recruited by Askeon interfere with his attention to duty.

"What's the matter, Niko?' Tempus had seen something on the Stepson'sface. "Wewon't let Cime get
her hooksin you."

Bashir, too, was looking at Niko. Stealth said dully, "1 should have told you, commander, that she'd try to
dothis. | knew. | saw her on Meridian. If it'snot too late, | could tell you what happened..."

Out of the corner of hiseye, Niko saw Bashir Sart a the mention of Meridian, and then heloosed his
niaat and felt it fan out wide. Despite the ghostly horrors hereabouts, Niko needed every bit of warning
his expanded perceptions might provide. "With Ash?' Tempus cdled the dream lord by a nickname only
the Riddler and his sster dared employ. And Bashir looked from one guest to the other with amixture of
distress and distaste upon hisface. "It'stoo late," Tempus declared. "I'll hear it dl from her, no doubt.”

"I'm sorry," Niko whispered.

"Don't blame yoursdlf,” Tempus said brusgely. "Y ou didn't know. Y ou've got troubles of your own. | had
them, too, in younger days. It's not your fault, but mine, for involving you with agreedy entelechy and
then assuming you could protect yourself. Well solve—"

"Hold it, both of you. Have | got thisright? Is Nikodemos yet and still possessed, in thrall to the regent of
the seventh sphere? A dave of the hideous shadow lord?' Bashir's voice was lowering; it became adeep
and amost godly growl. "If thisis so, why did you wait so long to bring him to me? My friend," heturned
to Niko, tears sparkling unshed in his eyes, "have faith. Enlil will fight awar for even your poor, tortured
soul that will shake accursed Meridian to its very foundeations, if you but reaffirm your oath to Him
and—"

"Wait amoment,” Niko said, an edgeto hisdow, ddiberate words. "I made my choice. I'll livewithiit.
Tempus has survived his godbond and his curse. Y ou've flourished, Bashir, with abloody Lord looking
over your shoulder. | don't want to talk about it. And if the truth be known, commander,” he turned to
Tempus, "not only isit too late for you to step in and solve my problems, but | don't want you to mix in
this. My rest-place hangs in the balance, and it's worth too much to meto lose just to make you or Bashir
fed better. That'swhy | didn't say anything before.”

Both the priest and Tempus were silent thereafter until the food came. By then Niko wasn't hungry. Held
had hisfill of knowing looks and knitted brows and two men no better off than he—both contractees of



supernd forces—trying to save him from afate they'd both embraced.

He excused himsalf when the food was served, saying he was too tired to eat and deep was what he
needed, worried that this unfortunate rov at the beginning of so sengtive avist was going to make it
impossblefor him to help Tempuswith Bashir—or anything a al.

* * %

Once Bashir had told Tempus that Cime was on Wizardwall, al things became clear to the Rid-dler.
There was daughter in the offing, wizardsto day, hell to pay, and hazards undreamed of ahead.
Whenever she gppeared to plague him, Cime brought all of these dong with her asif they were her
persond retinue.

And once Niko had retired, Tempus could be candid with Bashir. "My sister notwithstanding, 1'd have
madethistripin any case. You and | must make common cause: survival. Not just for ourselves, but for
FreeNishis, Tyse and her people, aswell asyour fightersand mine. Our first priority must bethis: Free
Nisibisand Tyse must continue to exist, no matter what."

"Thisisnews?You keep Tyse safe, I'll seeto Free Nisibis. I'vetold you before, I'll have no Rankans
under my roof or my protection.”

"Y ou don't mean that. It's adifferent war now than the one they won againgt your father.”

"Y oumean you're not fighting against me, so | can't lose. | don't believe things are quite that smple. Did
you bring Stedlth here to convince me to send my people out to diein behdf of the Tysianswho wouldn't
lift afinger to help uswhen—"

"Y ou hate Rankans, you say, but Grillesafriend of yours. True?'

Bashir nodded and Tempus could see his pulse beat in aneck thick with muscle. "Weve hel ped each
other," the warrior-priest admitted.

"He needsyour help now. Hell lose the town. I'm pulling my forces out and well beleaving—""Y ou,"
interrupted a voice from the doorway, feminine and sultry, "brother, areright, for once. It must bea
coincidence, it can't be luck—you'velong ago used up al of yours, and the god you serveistoo craven
and too wesak to betelling you secrets, these days.”

"Hello, Cime," Tempus said dryly, not looking away from Bashir. "To what ill fortune do we owethis
visit?' But as he spoke he could fed her gaze boring into hisflesh and her body calling to his. The old
excitement he dwaysfdt in her presence rose up in him and he thought that, since the god of rape and
pillage who once inhabited him was absent these days, perhaps held rape her and find out if the Storm
God of the South wastruly gone. If Vashanka wasn't imprisoned or incapacitated, the rape of Cime
would bring Him back, full force. Thinking this, he bared histeeth.

She hadn't answered. She came around where he could see her. She was just as beautiful and arrogant
asever. He had to remind himself that she was, by pact and consent of everyone but him, the consort of
Askelon, the dream lord. And then he thought that if he dared, he could use this dbatrossin woman-form
for good, thisonce: he could take her from Ash and make Ash release Niko to get her back.

So herose up and, for thefirgt timein years, of hisown accord and with dl the prodigious passion of his
person, took hissister in hisarms and kissed her. When helet her go, Bashir's eyes were downcast.

Chest heaving, Cime folded gracefully down into a cross-legged posture beside Bashir, where Niko so
recently had been, and poured hersef some Nisibisi blood wine with shaking hands.



Tempus sat, too, then, watching her, for once sure that held gotten the best of her, if only evanescently.
Seeing Cime nonplussed was something he'd long dreamed of—as held wondered, off and on throughout
the centuries, how it would have been for them if, in their youth, hisfather hadn't insgsted that, despite dl
evidence, shewas hisblood relation, and given her over to an arch-mage to wed. From that unfortunate
decision, born of passions between Tempuss father and his stepmother only those two understood, had
come the curse on both the children, hisinvolvement with the gods and hers with antisorcerous magic, a
contradiction, he had often thought, in terms, but one which made her deadly to the adepts she stalked
through dl the years of time.

She was contrite, now, and friendly; she'd gone into her seductresssact. Thistime, like as not, held let
her have what she so dearly wanted... No! He shook his head, redizing that she'd dmost got to him, and
said to her, "By the way, does this visitation mean the dream lord's on hisway to fetch you? Have you
escaped from him?' Bashir muttered blackly, apetition to hisgod. " Still afraid of Ash, my swest brother?
Don't be. HEs on our side. He let me come. I'm here with his blessing to make sure you win this war
this time. No one wants abotch of it. Y ou never finish anything, your engagementsjust drag on and—"

"What war 7' Bashir brokein, trying to follow a conversation which wasn't held in Nis, or any one
tongue, but a polyglot of dead and living languages brother and sister both knew all too well.

"What war? Oh, Bashir," Cimelicked her lips, pretending concern, and ran afinger down hisface from
his flaring cheekbone to his mouth. Then she patted his cheek thrice saying, "Poor man. Y ou've been so
busy you haven't had the time to look out your turret window, isthat it? Or isyour god, Father Enlil,
playing another one of hisfearsome games? Can it be that neither one of you has read the writing on the
wall? That magic has conquered heaven one more time? That you don't know?"

AsBashir demanded that she explain hersdlf, Cime waved a hand and on the far wall wordsin Nis
appeared, chisded by enchantment deep into the sone: The Mygdonian army, two divisions strong,
approaches from the northeast.

Asone man, Bashir and Tempus jumped up and dashed over to the crenelations, Cime's laughter echoing
intheir wake. "Y ou two should see how comica you look..."

"There's nothing therel" Bashir glared back &t her.
"TsK, tsk, of course thereis. You arejust too blind to seeit, both of you."

Shejoined them, diamond rods taken down from her hair and aglow in her hands, and pointed. "There, in
thefar distance. Surely you can see them now, among yonder hillswherethetrail isdark.”

And they could, though without her ensorce ed wands no human eye could ever have discerned the
Mygdonian army so far away.

* % %

By the second night Niko wasn't degping well in Bashir'sfortress. Hewastrying not todeep at al:
standing up on one foot, then the other, in Bandaran exercise postures that should have refreshed himin
lieu of deep, but weren't working here. Hed catch himself when he began to fal, prop hisbody against a
wall, and start the whole procedure over again. Stand on theright leg, |eft foot tucked up againgt his
groin; srugglefor balance; gainiit; let hishead fal back; lose consciousness; fal forward; catch himself on
his hands; straighten up and begin again.

The blue flames hed seen licking at these walls and the moans from hedll held heard weren't visible or
audible to Tempus. Not even Bashir seemed to understand what Niko was hinting at, and Nikodemos



wasn't about to explain it outright: he didn't want the Riddler or Bashir to think held lost his nerve or that
his mind had snapped from too many brushes with witchcraft.

Hefound himsdlf wishing that Randal were here, worrying that his partner might not come. Despitethe
Riddler's summons—sent by homing hawk to Tyseto marsha dl their forces—one never knew with
Hazards, though Niko's heart said that Randal wouldn't desert him.

Meditation soon became the only refuge left to Niko. His rest-place offered refreshment without the loss
of consciousness, he could regain his strengh in his green and fertile valley without surrendering his
valition or losing touch with his conscious mind. But Askelon was there, sometimes, compass onate and
undergtanding, true—but there.

Niko didn't want a consultation; by his own reckoning, he hadn't even begun to fulfill his obligation, honor
hisword to the dream lord. He hadn't done asingle thing to spread the entelechy's name or glorify him.

Once, when he was too weary to care and ready for whatever lecture or chastisement Askelon would
give him, helay down in hisrest-place on grass he could fed, its every blade distinct and dewy, though
he knew he was yet propped againgt the black marble wall. Clouds drifted overhead, digphanous, then
fluffy. Thefeding of rdief that overcame him was unmatched by anything hed known in the world or
evenin Bandara

But then ashadow fell and the dream lord's gray and loving eyestransfixed him. "Tell Tempus that
Shamshi must be brought to me."

"I argued with him once about the boy—I wanted to take Shamshi to Bandara. It's not my placeto tell
the Riddler what to do." The ground seemed cold now, unyielding.

"Then you bring him to me. Otherwise, my son, young Randd will have a child's blood upon his handsto
satisfy Belizés shade.”

"Shade? Blood? Wait! | don't understand...”

But Askelon and Niko's rest-place were fading; he could see the furnishings of his chamber like an
gpparition taking shape. "Wait!"

A3ke on, tranducent, turned and came toward him.
"What shdl | do?"

Askelon inclined hishead. "The best you can. Heed your dreams. Guard your soul. Follow your heart.
That will be enough." Askeon's hand reached out and Niko knew he was supposed to takeiit, but as he
tried to, the dream lord and his rest-place disappeared and Niko lost his balance once again, thistime
faling forward to land, bresthing hard and sweating, upon the cold stone floor of Wizard-wal's
second-highest tower.

A woman wasthere, aNisibig girl, with aplatter of food and drink and abowl of water into which she
dipped arag and then came forward with it dripping in her hand.

"Who areyou?' he asked. "How long have you been there?* He fdlt foolish, embarrassed. She'd seen
him fal, probably heard him talking—seemingly to himsdlf, asif dlirious.

"I've cometo ease your troubled night. Lie back. Let me put this on your brow. That's good. That'sfine,"
she crooned asherolled over.



The cloth was cool and her hands were soothing and he never redlized she reminded him of hislost
girl-witch Cybele as her touch drove everything but fleshly comfort from his mind and he pulled her down
onhim.

In the morning, when hetried to gpologize to Bashir for taking advantage of aNisibis maiden, Bashir
denied having sent anyone to see to him while Tempus caught his sister's eye and Niko saw the worried
look they shared.

An hour later, after obvious contrivance, he and his commander were done. 'l had adream about
Askelon," Niko said. "There was amessage for you in it. Do you put any store in messages that come
from dreams, commander?"

"It depends on the dream and the dreamer. Tell meyours."

Niko did, finishing with: "I wish | knew you'd not blame mefor bearing bad tidings."
"Blameyou?It'sAsh | blame, for making you apawninthis.

"Will you give up the boy?'

"Absolutdy—to hislawful father in Mygdoniawhen thetimeisright.”

Niko grunted. "I thought that was what you'd say. | shouldn't have told you anything... it's probably just
adream of mine. | haven't been degping well."

"So | assumed. Tell me about the girl who cameto you. Describe her.”

AsNiko did, he started to sneeze and his head began to ache. Ignoring this, he continued, daring to tell
Tempus about the phantasms held sensed lurking in the hals and poking their heads out of solid wallsand
the blue flamesthat licked at the corners of hisvision.

"What do you propose we do about it?"

Niko spread his hands. " Sleep outside with the troops? | don't know. | know | can't deep another night
inhere

Tempuss eyes narrowed asif Nikodemos had said something important. " Good point. Are you well
enough, snifflesor no, to trek on out tonight? Beyond Wizardwall, just you and I, on long reconnaissance
to cause what harm we may among the Mygdonians?”

"Blessed be Ask—" Almost having praised the dream lord like agod, Niko stopped himsdlf and said
hastily, "Y es, 9r, commander. | was hoping you would say that."

"Good. Get ready, requisition what we need from Bashir's stores. We leave at dusk, just you and—"
"Leave?' came aslky voice from behind Tempus. "Without me? Surely, brother, you can't mean that.”
"Niko, please excuse us. I'veingructionsto leave for those who'll come after us.™

He was glad enough to go: the Riddler's sister was the only woman Niko'd ever known who made him
thoroughly nervous. He prayed that the Rid-dler would leave her far behind, that she wouldn't be riding
with them.

And in the soft dusk, with the ASkelonians snorting their joy to be away from the Nisibis stronghold and
achill wind in their faces asthey headed north, it seemed that Niko's prayer was answered.



Just the two of them, the Riddler and the young fighter, Nikodemos, set out to war among the
Mygdonians.

This pleased Niko greetly, and it must have pleased the gods aswell, for as they rode the chill wind died
and the whispering pines enfolded them and Nikodemoas, safe upon his great war horse at the Riddler's
Sde, dozed in his saddle without asingle evil dream or manifestation of the shadow lord appearing to
bedevil him.

Book Five:

BEYOND WIZARDWALL

An epidemic ripped through Tyse like Lord Storm's lightning, sending the strong to their beds and the
wesk to their graves. Only strangers and the refugeesin the free-zone blamed the gods for their
misfortune—veterans of previous wizard wars had suffered through worse in Tyse; they knew sorcery
wasto blame.

This explanation the Stepsons gave to the 3rd Commando and the prieststo their congregations, so that
crowds with rotten eggs and moldy vegetables and wineskinsfull of lamb's blood began to gather before

the mageguild.

Crit and Sync had to deploy men along Mageway to help the garrison troops control the mobs. As soon
as one chanting throng was out of eggs or beaten back, another would form. The only result of thismilling
and shouting before the mageguild was that the disease spread faster.

The Hazards of Tyse barricaded themsdlves within ensorceled walls and withheld the only aid that might
have hel ped.

Nor were the 3rd Commando rangers, quartered in Tyse's northern garrison, immune to this sickness
which began with ared rash on the neck and escalated rapidly to sneezing and congestion, then afever
followed by comaand, in most cases, death. Garlic was hung on doorposts; incense burned by every
sckbed. Rankan gods were petitioned for mercy but still commandos sickened.

When three of hisrangers had died, Sync came to Crit, demanding to know what secret defense the
Stepsons had: not one of them had even caught a chill, though they'd been among the demonstrators as
much as any man of Sync's.

"The god lovesus," Crit had said, deadpan. "Weve got divine protection.”

"Which one, man, which one?' Sync demanded, taking Crit serioudy.



They werein the Outbridge station, donein Grit's front room, poring over reports strewn on his
table—including orders brought by homing hawk from Wizardwall to muster their forces and proceed
north posthaste: oneto Crit, one to Sync, one meant for Grillo and his specias, and one to Randal that
Crit had had no luck ddlivering.

"Which god?" Crit repeated, not believing at first that Sync was asking his advice—hed never seen the
3rd Commando's leader flustered. But the dark, cleft-chinned ranger was deeply shaken by theloss of
three of histop men to an enemy hewasn't qualified to fight.

Sync just stared at him.

Crit said, "L ook, Sync, why don't you move your unit over here? Those we can't accommodate here
well send out to Hidden Valley for aday or two— we've got to be on our way north day after
tomorrow, & the latest. It's just amatter of who well leave behind." He tapped the Strewn tabletop in
front of him. He wasn't going to try to explain to Sync about the Saughter Priest's ghost, who'd appeared
to Critias and half adozen othersin adream the night townsfolk started dropping with the plague. The
ghost of Abarsis had given Crit adraught to drink, arecipe for making more, and alitany to reciteto
ward off "witch'swork."

It had been bad enough to have to tell Kama about Abarsis, the Stepsons founder who wasin heaven,
so that sheld take Crit serioudy and drink the foul potion made from lichen and mold and toadstools and
fertile eggs; he wasn't going to give Sync a chance to scoff.

So they got down to specifics: whom they'd take north and which fighterswould have to stay behind in
town. Crit was bringing Grillo, as Tempus had requested which meant held have to release the widow
Maldives from custody and be polite to the double-ded er both he and Sync detested above dl others.

Just then the door burst open and Straton, who'd long ago forgotten how to knock or observe the
courtesies of rank where Critias was concerned, sscomped in, hisface bitten red from the cold outside.

"God'sdung, Crit, you've let the fire go out!" The chill coming from Strat's clothing was papable as he
strode past them both and knelt before a hearth gone nearly as cold asthe first frost freezing the ground
outsde. "Greetings, Sync," came from Strat's bowed head. "Come to seek asylum from the witch?'

"Strat," Grit's tone was cautionary; he didn't need more trouble than he had. "Any luck getting into the
megeguild?’

"Maybe. WEIl see. | got amessage asfar as the bottom floor. Whether Randa will receiveit, or deignto
answer, isamatter for the seers, not me." With a poker, he fussed among the banked coals, coaxing
themto life. "That's better,” he Sghed, and turned, still hunkered down. "Let'sjust go; we've ajob to do.
One baby wizard isn't going to make or break thismission." Ignoring Sync's presence, Strat spoke
confidentidly to Crit. "Wed better go while we gtill can: that girl, Aisha, Niko's friend—she's not fedling
well. Neither isthe cook. I'd rather die fighting shoulder to shoulder with Bashir than here, if it comesto
that. Well end up killing horsesif we wait much longer and you expect to make that rendezvous with the
Riddler." Thefire caught behind his back, crackled and blazed, backlighting Straton asif agod had
touched him. If Straton, most cautious and pragmatic of men, was hot to leave, it was surely timeto go.
But Crit was enmeshed in aweb of adminigtrative details so binding that if he didn't know better, hed
have thought the witch Roxane, hersdlf, had spunit.

Crit il hadn't figured out away to keep Kamahere, a safer place, plague or no, than fighting
Mygdonians and Nishis wizardsin aguerrillawar beyond Wizardwall. His orders bade him lead hismen
through Successor-held passes north to harry and divide an army outnumbering them ten to one. He had
ajob to do and so did Kama—he shouldn't dwell on what grew within her belly so that it distracted him



from work and even caused him to think of Kamain ways afighter, regardless of sex, would have reason
to resent.

So he said to Strat, "What about Jhan? The boy?'

With agusting Sgh, Strat levered himsdlf to hisfeet and cameto join them, his guarded eyes saying held
give Crit amoment to reconsider just how much of Tempuss strategy the 3rd Commando ought to
know.

But when Cirit still waited for an answer, and Strat, with a scrape of wooden chair on wooden floor, had
didinto aseat and poured himsalf some flat Rankan ae, which had kept its chill because the room was
cold, Strat said, "All set. She'staking him up to Bashir'son the Trés horses.”

Just then Sync, reaching for the earthen pitcher that held the beer, sneezed, spraying Grit'swrist and
Straton's face with moisture.

"Great!" Strat said.
"Feding under the weether?' Crit asked, wiping hisarm on his breeches.
"Sorry. Jugt achill—the cold air you let in, Straton.”

"Let'shope." Crit suddenly wanted Sync well out of there. He began wrapping up the mesting, creating a
timetable for troop movement and leavetaking. He was nearly done when the door to his deeping
chamber opened.

Thered been no one in there; Grit's back was to its threshold. Straton's widening eyes warned him and
he snapped upright, pushing back his chair with hisknees: he couldn't draw his sword or get any
momentum behind aknife-throw sitting down.

As hewhirled to face whatever enemy had sneaked up on them and Straton reached behind him (from
the wall taking a crossbow and fitting abolt, levering it to firing position), alaugh—throaty and digtinctly
feminine—filled the room.

"Don't shoot, O mighty warriors! Stepsons, | surrender! Skewer me not, or my brother will have both
your skulls madeinto lamps!™ Then the figure stepped through the door and into the hearth-light.

Crit aready knew by then who it was. That voice, neither he nor Straton would soon forget: Cime,
Tempussfey sgter, had heded Straton'sfailing eyesight and Critias's battle wounds during the
Wizardwall campaign.

Sheld done more than that for Crit—bestowed her charms upon him and, for dl he knew, on Straton,
too. This had caused some little friction between the task force leader and Tempus, and because of that,
Crit had found it expedient to cut her loose. Or so he chose to remember what had passed between
them.

Whatever Straton thought was not mirrored in his eyes, but Sync—whao'd never seen Cime, or anything,
Crit was willing to bet, as arresting asthe Riddler's sster in her Askelonian blood-brown armor and her
fearsome helmet with three bobbing plumes— ooked as though someone had just clouted him on the
head.

Straton said, "Oh, god's bals, now werein for it. Lock up your family heirlooms, boys; try to get some
deep during theday.”



"Excuse me?' Sync had no ideawhat Cime's presence meant—an escdation of al conflict, asurfeit of
extracurricular problem-solving, divison among dlies, dl the trouble thiswoman sgnified.

"Cime," Crit said. "Lovely to seeyou. Arewethat late, that he's sent you down to hurry usaong?'

She came toward them, her hips swinging as she moved in arustle of armor and leather. Her gleaming
boots punctuated her words as her heels cracked on the planked floor. " Critias, well met. And Straton,
niceto seeyou. | trust you see me aswell, Strat. And no, he didn't send me. | thought I'd come down
here, though, and facilitate the mobilization of our forces—we wouldn't want the troops worn out from
trekking just when we need them for such atasty littlewar..." As she spoke, she snapped up her visor
and then took off her helmet. Black hair cascaded down around her face, shining locks freed by the
remova of diamond rods to whose power Critias could personally attest.

Shetook Grit's seet, opposite Sync, and smiled. "Who isthis? Will neither of you two Stepsons
introduce me?"

"Wed as soon not," Straton said. "We need him just like heis."

Crit looked down at Cime. He wished she'd disappear back into the dream lord's ream; he hoped she
wasn't the jedlous type, and that he could keep from falling under her spell again—for hisown sake as
well as Kamas and the Riddler's. He said, "Thisis Sync, captain of the ex-Rankan 3rd Commando, now
reunited with your brother. Sync, meet Cime, sorcerer-dayer of renown. Asyou may know, Cimeis
Tempusssger and thus off-limitsto dl of us—"

"Oh, yes?' Cime's neck craned and, peering up at him, her eyebrow raised, she reached for him and
brought Grit's head down to hers. He couldn't do anything but let her kiss him.

Hedidn't likethisat al. One thing was certain: with Cime here, held double-time his preparations; get his
people out of town as soon as possible.

When he could disengage her, he wiped hislips with the back of hishand and said, "Can you move
nearly ahundred fighters? Or isthat too big ajob for you?'

"Too what? Foolish boy. Sit down." She patted the table where she obviousy expected him to perch
while shewrested his command from him and started in Straight away: "Tell me about this problem you're
having with the mageguild—that junior Hazard, Randd, isit? | couldn't help but overhear.”

Sync was watching her with the sort of fascination a cornered mouse has with ahungry snake.

Straton finally put his crossbow by arid sat, then, saying before Crit could find anicer way: "Randd'sa
Stepson, avalued asst. Y ou keep your hands off him. Our mage, agood one. Do you understand?”

"l understand, Ace," she called Strat by hiswar name, "though I'm not convinced that you do. If you
really need to talk to Randal, | might be of help. But then, of course, it's up to you." She looked between
Strat and Cirit. "Asfor moving the troops by other than naturd means, well talk about it this evening,
Critias, just you and 1.

Meanwhile—"

She turned the full force of her smokey gaze upon Sync and said, "Can it be that you're not feding well,
soldier? A touch of influenza, perhgps?Y ou wouldn't want to catch that witchy plague going around
hereabouts, would you?"

"Isthat athreat?' Sync misunderstood.



Crit stiffened, but Cime only chuckled, saying that if Sync would repair with her to yonder bedroom and
cross her pdm with silver or with gold to satisfy "theritud,”" then shed make him well in no time, and
immune to the plague theresfter.

* * %

Everyone preparesfor battle in hisown way.

Tempus, on the night he and Niko came within sight of the Mygdonian camp, got out his leopard-skin
mantle and his hdmet set with boar'steeth and sat quietly before histethered Askelonian, oiling his
leathers and whetting his sharkskin-hilted sword and wrapping with cheesecloth every buckle, D-ring,
and clagp among his panoply and tack that might clink. His horse, like Niko's, had been cooled, fed,
groomed, and had its forelegs sheathed in oxhide wraps and its hooves silenced with |eather boots. Now
it stood above him, head high and nostrils distended to learn al it could from the breeze which brought
the scent of Mygdonian horse-lines, cookfires, and enemiesto it through the mixed grove of pine, ash,
and maplein which they camped. Its oblong pupils glowed asit stared upwind through the rustling leaves.

Niko's stud was with its master, some distance off among the trees. A while ago, Tempus had heard the
susurrus of horses hooves disturbing falen leaves, but now no sound came from the direction in which
Stealth had disappeared. The boy sought his maat, no doubt, through meditation, or had piled up rocks
and now sat waiting for Father Enlil's blessing before an improvised Storm God's shrine,

Tempus sought no divine sanction, no blessings from on high or even promptings from within. He blacked
hisface and limbs with soot, donned his fearsome helm, and smoked a broadleaf laced with krrf, his
hands cupped around the cod to hideitslight. Then, feding as much the avatar of destruction ashe
looked, he set out to find his right-side partner. Though he respected the youth's need for privacy and
ritud, it wastimefor themto go.

Hefound Niko standing in aclearing, hisface pressed to his mount's neck, one arm over the beast's
withers, and wondered transently whether Stedlth, aboy-soldier of unparaleed reputation with over a
decade's experiencein thefidd, was actudly afraid. Then Tempus chided himsdf: in spite of the charmed
panoply hewore and Askelon's"best” intentions, Nikodemos was resoundingly mortd. If the youth knew
fear, he had every right to entertain it: circumstances had conspired to put Niko on Tempuss right hand,
aone, againgt aMygdonian contingent two divisons strong.

In times like these, men went exclusively by war names. The habit was so ingrained in him that Tempus,
whose true name was safely buried in his pagt, thought of himself now as men described him: the Riddler.
And when he cdled to hisrightman, he said, "Stedlth. Time'sup. Let'sgo.”

Hiswords were Mygdonian; they'd been speaking the language since coming down off Wizardwall to
brush up on the tongue and thus on the mindset of their enemy. 1t was lucky Niko had spent time among
Mygdonians; no other Stepson had.

As Stedth raised his head and turned to lead his horse in Tempuss direction, Tempus decided he'd best
not fool himself: there was no luck abroad tonight, or any night he and Stedlth did battle. Asit had been
for Tempuslong ago, S0 it was now for the youngster coming toward him—uwith one glaring exception:
Niko was no deepless one.

Otherwise, they were atrue pair, prompted by forces neither venerated into actions neither condoned.
The worst thing about tutelary gods and superna patrons habits of "helping” chosen warriors was that
deific or magica aid took al the honor out of war, the meaning out of sacrifice, and the joy out of
winning.



By the time hed mounted and reined his horse toward the Mygdonian encampment, Tempuswas missing
Vashanka, his old companion, Rankan berserker god and pillager extraordinaire: when Vashanka had
habitually possessed him, at least in battle his own meancholiawas eased and surmounting an enemy
made some sort of sense.

If ever he came through thiswithout losing his Stepsons—or especidly without losing the particular
Stepson douched on the horse to his right— he'd cut loose the boy and his whole beloved cadre and go
aoneto seek hismissing god in whatever hdll or sorcerous prison He now dwelt. It wasascloseto a
prayer as he could manage. But then, it had been centuries since Tempus had put any stock in the power
of prayer.

He had that in common with the Mygdonians whom he and Niko then set out to spook: Mygdonians
were godlessto the man. They died without mumbling prayers or even making warding sgns.

Thefirst pair of sentries he and Stealth sneaked up on found their throats dit where they sat dozing and
couldn't make asound with their vocal cords cut. Though they had plenty of time before they bled to
death to consign their soulsto the gods with handsigns, they didn't—they just scuttled toward their camp,
sumbling asthey ran.

It didn't matter if the sentries made it back to camp, though that would be fine with Tempus. he wanted
every casualty of their evening'swork investigated, examined, accounted for.

But he couldn't wait around. They vaulted to their horses and split up: Stedlth to use histhrowing stars
and poisoned blossoms aong the western edge of the encampment, the Riddler to set tripwires across
the southward trail.

When they met again, the youth had used nearly dl his stars and Tempusstrap waswell and duly st.

"The horses, now?" Stealth whispered, shoulder to shoulder with him and barely out of breath thoughin
the camp darms were sounding, men running to form search teams and groping for their wegponsin the
dark, trying to make sense of what was happening and shake off drunken deep.

"Now," Tempus confirmed, knowing that war upon the horse-lines was distasteful to the youth: the flash
of cold eye he met under Stedlth's raised visor confirmed that, as of this moment, young Niko loved him
less

Fedling cheered, the Riddler took the wineskin full of ngphthathat Stealth held out wordlesdy and
continued what the boy had started: laying an inflammable circle of the dil-based incendiary around the
perimeter of the entire Mygdonian camp.

The poisoning of hay and water and the running off of mountsin which Stealth now engaged would save
some beagts from fiery death, which horsesfear the most of al.

Only for amoment did Tempus pause to watch the youngster dip through the undergrowth without a
sound; one blink, and even the Riddler couldn't see him. Stealth had covered his panoply aswell ashis
skin with soot: it was up to Tempusto affright them, Niko'd said; for his part, hedd content himsdlf with
killing them.

Then, as now, Nikodemos had reminded Tempus by his grim attitude more than hiswordsthat it wasin
behdf of Mygdoniathat the witch, Roxane, had first tortured, then possessed, this Stepson. Revenge for
Niko'sravaged spirit, his partner Janni's horrid death, had been what lured Tempus and his Stepsons
north from Sanctuary. To avenge the harm the witch had done while inhabiting the boy and after, to his
sef-esteem and his reputation among hisfdlows, from whom Stedlth still felt estranged, would take some



doing: more Mygdonians than those camped before them would have to die before they got the witch.

Whether even Roxane's head upon his pike would reingtate the love and trust Nikodemos had once
enjoyed as acore member of the Sacred Band, Tempus was not certain.

As Stedth dipped off to lime the water, taint the hay, and foul the wine and food on which the
Mygdonian army depended, the Riddler circled west and north, the goatskin bag of naphtha ever lighter
in hishands.

Twice he encountered sentries and twice he killed where he could not maim.

The object here, as previoudy, wasto let some lucklessfools run hysterically into camp with talesof a
leopard-skinned apparition, a giant with no face in a boar's-tooth helm who was in a dozen places or
more at once: let Roxane explain to the Mygdonians, if she could, what he was and from whence hed
come.

Tomake sureit was on him the soldiers concentrated, after him they searched, and upon histerrible
aspect they meditated, he showed himsdlf at times, riding into jittery, noisy groups of four and five who
combed the woods on foat, |etting his foul-tempered ASkelonian wreak havoc with its teeth and hooves
while he cleaved about him with his god-given sword in hisright hand and an old, beloved war ax in his
|eft.

He took two crossbow bolts in one encounter, though he'd judged the quarters too close for archers, and
bellowed loudly that they'd better get their warlocks and their witches to protect them as he pulled out
the bolts with more contempt than he redly felt and snapped them both in twain, casting them back into
the midst of Mygdonians quaking in their turbans as his steed, squeding, galoped awvay.

When he reached their due-north rendezvous, Stealth was not yet there. The Riddler poured the last of
the ngphtha sparingly until he found the spot where Niko'd begun pouring his; then he sat at the joining of
angphtha circle which would soon be aring of fire.

* % %

All this, without the aid of gods or the appearance of magica defenders? He could not quite believe his
luck—nary ademon nor afiend nor awhite-eyed undead had come out to engage him. His horse had
suffered only three superficid wounds on its rump. His own wounds hurt but they were bleeding less
now; the profusion of blood making hisright side sticky boded wdll for hedling. Pain was something heldd
learned long ago that one must endure.

Squatting on the ground, he bound hiswounds and waked his blowing horsein circleswhile, just south
of him, in the Mygdonian camp, chaos raged. By now they'd be shooting at each other. The point of this
sort of harassment was to induce confusion; more casuaties would result from the haplessin the way of
their own crossbow fire and men too frightened to identify themsel ves before they started swinging than
from what Tempus and Niko, striking as quickly asthey could from all directions, had done so far.

Time was passing and the sky was getting bluish; they werelosing the darkness. Where could Niko be?

TheRiddler had to set the fire while the night was still upon their enemy. Though Mygdonianswere
godless, they were not free from superstition. They had no magic of their own because they feared it
more than death. Their contract-mages, Nisibis black artists, might hold them firm by threst in the face of
mortal enemies, but if Tempus could convince them that they faced avengeful god, they'd break and run.

When, after what seemed an interminable interval, Stedlth had till not appeared, he considered



dternatives: he could sat the fire and return to his own base camp, trusting that the youth would join him
when and if he could; he could try calling upon Stormbringer, or Askelon, for aid; he could sortie into the
camp hims=lf to find the boy.

One remark that Nikodemos had made kept coming back to Tempus as he hesitated: "“We ought to have
Randa with us, commander. Much as| hate to admit it, we could use the Hazard's help.”

The Riddler had said nothing at the time. Now he wished held heeded Stedlth, back in Bashir'shigh
keep, and ordered Randd to join them in the field rather than come up later with Grit's cadre. But like
Cime's, Randd's help was tainted, could turn out for ill aswell as good.

And Niko was Tempuss responsibility, if afighter of hisquality could be said to be anyone dse'sbut his
own.

So the Riddler got out hisflint and steel and lit the naphtha, standing well back fromit: if adiverson
would be hepful and timely, the racing circle of flame, licking skyward, would do the job.

* % %

Niko had been passing among the horse-lines, his pdm trailing off rump after rump, hiswork thereal but
done, when someill-tempered beast had kicked him.

Some horse's hind feet had struck him so hard in the chest that the force of it had lifted him off the
ground. But for his cuirass, forged by ancient hands and tempered with magic, hisribcage would have
been caved in, his breastbone crushed.

Asit was, he wokeflat on his back, trying to catch his breath, the Sky above, bereft of stars, turning gray
and brown, with the screams of men and horsesin hisears.

Gray? Brown? That wasn't right. By some piece of serendipity he/d landed under ashort pine tree with
broad and thickly needled branches. As he struggled to his elbows, he caught the breath he'd needed.
Then he understood the gray/brown sky: fire. The Riddler had lit the naphtha.

Although he knew what he would see, Niko pawed at the branches hiding him from the Mygdonians, half
their turbans unwound to cover mouths and noses now, to see the ranks struggling with balky, fire-shy
horseswho'd aready eaten and drunk enough of what Stealth had added to their hay and grain and
water that many were dready swelling with calic.

Some steeds had gone to their knees, heedless of the fire and the men who held their heads and tailsto
try to keep them on their feet. Others snapped at soldiers who tried to blindfold them or remove the
tainted food.

From their concern with their mounts, he redlized they did not yet know that the fire encircled them; when
they did, it might be too late for most of these.

Gasping from the pain of cracked ribs as he struggled to hisknees, Stealth sought alikely exit.

But none wasimmediately apparent: the smoke billowed inward and the Mygdonians ran hither and
thither, and from the center of the camp where the brightly colored tents of royaty were pitched, women
and robed figures which might be Nisbis warlocks streamed to seek in vain the water Stealth had limed.

From hiswaterbag he poured mineral water onto a strip of linen held torn from his undershirt and bound
the strip over mouth and nose. He tried not to dwell on the fact that Tempus had closed the trap with him
insgde: hetold himsdlf it was acompliment, that it proved his commander thought that Stedlth could fend



for himsdlf.
Hed better be ableto, or else he'd fry.

Standing was too painful; he scuttled on his hands and knees toward the northern perimeter of the camp,
where the fire would have started and where, with luck, held find aspot where it had burned up dl its
fud, or burned thin, or burned low.

Hed left his horse beyond, among the trees to the west. He wished he had it now as his ribs grated upon
one another. His breath came hard and stars danced in his vision. He needed both hands to make
headway in thisthick brush he must keep to, or risk discovery in the midst of hisenemy, but reflexively,
hisarm pressed againgt his Sideto try to keep his bones from grating.

He'd made abit of distance and calmed enough to realize that his cuirass was not even dented when a
whinnying horse with tail ablaze galoped by, arider onit; then another; then three moreriders, yeling to
each other in Mygdonian thet it wastime to save themselves.

Niko couldn't have agreed more, but the fire was faster than he was and he couldn't seem to muster
courage or equilibrium enough to stand and run or even stand and fight. He must have hit hishead as
well, he thought, and turned to look behind him just as three Mygdonians came crashing through the
underbrush the other way, javelinsin hand, faces grimy so that their eye-whites seemed as bright asthe
al-white orbs of the undead.

But they weren't undead yet—they'd seen him and knew he wasn't one of theirsfrom hishelmet and his
gedr.

At least they hadn't had the wit to call for reinforcements, though whether they'd have been heard amid
the din was anybody's guess.

"Therésonel Get him!" their leader called.

"Onewhat?" another replied, but cast hisjavelin so that Stedth's reflexes threw him to the dirt and he
saw pinwheding sarswhen hehit.

He had three blossoms yet; one axiom he followed was to dways hold something in reserve, alast
defense.

"Did you hit him?" Niko heard the leader's voice and thanked the gods for the smoke obscuring
everything.

"] don't think so. Let'slook."

Y et lying prone, Niko dipped hisdirk from his scabbard and the three blossoms between the fingers of
hisleft hand. Hed try that first: it was hisright Sde that redly hurt him; the movement needed to dip his
charmed dirk free had made his breeth catch in histhroat. And that dirk in his hand was warm, telling him
sorcery lurked close by.

Onething at atime, hetold himself, and when he could see booted feet clearly through the smoke he
gritted histeeth and rolled to his knees, cagting the blossoms—aone, two, three—saeding himsef for the
effort it was going to take to stand, if he missed any of them.

Heknew that with hisright Sdein this condition, in hand-to-hand he wouldn't last long against a Maggot
from the free zone, let done well-trained soldiers. But hed giveit dl he had.



Before he could gain hisfeet, one man yelled, another cursed, and Niko heard the unmistakable thump as
human deadweight hit the ground.

Thethird, however, launched himself at Niko from above, teling him, "All right, devil bastard, man or
shade, you'vekilled your last!"

The force of theimpact bore Niko, in heavy panoply, over backward; cheek to jowl with the swesating
Mygdonian whaose turban was flopping, haf-unwound, between them, making it hard for either man to
see, they wrestled on the ground.

Hefdt something sticky on the other's back, recognized it as blood, and realized that the poison on his
blossom would help him win if he could just hold out—he'd grazed this enemy, so some poison had to be
in the other's bloodstream.

Meanwhile, there was a short, curved sword to keep from his vitals and a grasping hand to keep from
clawing out hiseyes.

Hisdirk was better than his opponent's sword in such close quarters, but it did along the armor of the
man on top of him; he hadn't the strength in that arm to pierce hardened legther, |et one bronze plates.

The Mygdonian'sfingers were pressing painfully upon his eyeballswhen, as Stedlth got aleg around the
other's thigh and raised hisdirk to bring it down into his attacker's bladder by way of unprotected
buttocks, the man went limp upon him: the poison a last had done its deadly work.

Helay under hisassallant, breathing hard, listening to the running feet and hooves around him and thefire
crackling asit closed in.

If only Randal had come aong, held have been out of harm'sway and back with the Riddler before
Tempustorched the ngphtha. Asit was, he couldn't see a better move right now than playing dead under
this till-warm corpse until he could regain his strength.

Suddenly he thought of Askelon and the dream-bred horse he had. He really should have named it.
Askelon had said that it was specid. He wished it would come and fetch him home; he envisioned himsdlf
upon its back and the two of them legping over flamesto safety.

All thistime he dill held the charmed dirk in aswegty grip. And it was warmer by the second. He
wondered if awarlock or awitch was coming close and, if so, whether his pretense of death would fool
ablack artist.

He knew he should get up, get out of here, die aclean death in theflamesif he had to die. If the Nisbis
wizards caught him, held wish held died that way.

Decided, he prepared to roll the corpse off and make away, and then he heard the chanting, coming
near. One voice among that soulless choir petitioning what did not live in heaven froze him: awoman's
atovoiceit was, so familiar that he didn't have to see her to know that Roxane was among the
procession passing by.

And then from high above asquedl of unearthly rage rent the smoke, and the pal| was buffeted away by
the best of giant wings.

He had to see; heraised his head and squinted through one eye, not enough that an adept might see him,
he hoped, and there before him was a group of six warlocks with the magnificent Roxane at their head.
Besde her walked a man in Myg-donian dress armor, embroidered surcoat, curled-toed boots and all.
And these walked calmly, asif in acountry garden.



Or at least they had been walking so, until the great wings beat down and talons raked their group and a
wizard threw himsdlf out of the way, landing crosswise, half atop Niko and the dead fighter sprawled on
top of him, so that Niko could fedl the man trembling and every best of aracing heart.

And while thewarlock on top of him intoned invocations through gritted teeth, the processiona— al but
Roxane and the Mygdonian commander— aso dove for cover.

The witch had the general by the arm and was pointing, it seemed, straight at the warlock who lay across
Niko and the corpse, and was cursing "the damned Roc and al the lesser mages who change shape but
cannot change their nature.” At this, the beating wings above, silhouetted now againgt agray/brown/red
sunrise ky, seemed to shimmer and, asif struck by aweapon, the giant bird whose wingspan wasthrice
aman's height came crashing to the ground.

A miasmaexploded around it asit landed; Roxane pulled the Mygdonian warrior back and Niko saw her
raise her hands as from behind the sound of hoofbeats racing grew loud and the trumpet of awar horsein
furious assault made Niko's earsring.

He still had the dirk, dmost burning him now with its eagernessto strike the warlock who lay upon him as
if hewere acozy couch.

Hetook the chance: hed just kill what enemies he might and go with grace to whatever heaven had in
store for him. Escape was imposs ble now, a pointless exercise in cowardice. He hoped the Riddler
would say words for him, commend him to heaven in Abarsiss company—that held done a decent job
here and that the Stepsons would in degth forgive him for taking up with witches and magicians.

Then he stabbed the warlock in the loins and ripped on up; used dl his strength to push both corpses, old
and new, off him, and stood up just in time to see what kind of bird had descended from the heavens and
to be knocked sideways by the war horse whose hooves he'd heard.

Asthe miasma settled, Randal, changed back by ahostile spell to his own form, flickered naked for an
instant, then was clothed and armed. Drawing hiskris, Randa leaped toward Roxane and the Mygdonian
warlord, throwing stars and poisoned blossoms that Niko had given him rising from his belt and speeding
on their way toward the warl ocks scattered round about—behind dead horses, bushes, or whatever
cover they could find.

The sun was risng now, and shadows were long in abloody dawn. From somewhere a mighty wind
came and seemed to spin above the fighting so that all the smoke was blown outward and away.

Niko, knocked once more off hisfeet, scrambled up, hisside in agony, and only then redlized that the
war horse was hisown and in the thick of the battle, trampling wizards, biting witcheswhereit could.

And these could not seem to believe that their pointing fingers would not dispatch this horse, who only
was angered more when ahogtile spdll was cast itsway.

Limping asfast as he could, his sword drawn, picking his own blossoms out of hiskills along the way,
Niko tried to reach his partner.

But Randa wasn't hurt, and though he seemed no more formidable than ever in his hillman's outfit, he was
giving back spell for spell and hell for hel among these Nisibis mages. Hurrying, hiskris outstretched (or
being dragged forward by it, for al Niko knew), he seemed to skip across the ground, stabbing certain
footprints as he went.

Whenever the kris penetrated a footprint, awizard wailed and flared, or crumbled into dust.



Between the crazed, froth-mouthed horse and Randal—who stabbed, as Niko watched, a standing
warlock's shadow s0 that the mighty mage begged for mercy asheféll to his knees, his body seeming to
melt into a multicolored puddie—the wizard-caste was having second thoughts.

Only Roxane held her ground, her hand on the Mygdonian commander's brocaded deeve, and pointed,
not at Randal, but at Stealth. And Niko heard her through that melee and all the pandemonium asif she
were whispering in hisear. "Come, Niko! Cometo me, my dear. Right now, | do command thee!”

"Nikodemos!" Randd'slong and mournful call cameto him asif from agrest distance. "Don't let her do
it! Not again. Fight her! Fight! I'll hdpyou!"

But Stedlth couldn't seem to understand Randal's Nisi; Roxane's summons was spoken in the language of
hissoul. Hisribs hurt, his breath was short, her arms were out to welcome him. What was the use of al

thisfighting, anyway?

Hewalked toward her. Then his horse knocked him once more from his feet and the pain of the
concussion as he hit the earth took his breath away.

When next he knew anything, the Askelonian's wet muzzle was whuffling againgt his cheek, the horse
kneeling down with its forelegs outstretched beside him asif waiting for adowager or child to mount it.

Randd'swordsrang in hisears. "Fight her, Stedth. For al our sakes! She can't force you, don't let her
take you! What will the Riddler say?' That did it. With those gdlling words echoing in hishead, he
dragged himsdlf toward his knedling horse's saddle: the Askelonian, its head bowed between its bent
forelegs, was watching him with soft, wise eyesthat seemed sorrowful; even hishorse didn't have faithin
him.

He grabbed the saddle's pommé, levering himself aboard awkwardly: hed show the Hazard and the
witch that neither one of them controlled him. He couldn't have Randa strutting around, boasting that he'd
saved his partner'slife. He couldn't go back among the Sacred Band with the witch'staint renewed. He
had to show Roxane, too, that he was under no sorcerous compulsion or any witch's command.

Then hishorse lurched to itsfeet and he heard Roxane's voice again, telling Randd that everyonethe
mageling loved would suffer for hishubris.

Behind her, thefirewas cdosing in, itsflameslicking skyward and its heet rolling over him in wavesthat
made Niko grip his saddle hard and pray he wouldn't faint; it backlit the witch and the Mygdonian
generd and blazed so brightly behind them that he had to squint.

And Randa was retreating from Roxane's pointing finger, while around her the surviving warlocks
gathered, dark, ominous shadows which might yet sum defest.

Stll Stealth couldn't take his eyesfrom her, and as he watched, he saw Cybele, the girl-witch hed come
to love, and then the Nisibis maiden who'd healed his fever up a Bashir's, and then their glances met.
"Cybele... Roxane... no," he said to eyes which promised him eternity and an end to strifeand painif he
would but get off that horse and walk those few pacesto her...

Ashesaid it, Randa's retreat brought the Hazard to the horse'sside. A sweaty face turned up to
Sedth's; amageling's mouth formed words: "Good. Ready? I'll just take hold of thisbridie and well be
out of—"

The junior Hazard's hand closed on Niko's horse's reins and everything—the fiery circle; the witch
Roxane/Cybe e, the Mygdonian generd; thetall, robed sorcerers and flickering shadow-forms behind



them; the dead men and beasts and, in the distance, turbaned Mygdonians running toward the roya tents
now catching fire—disappeared.

"... here Randd finished his sentence in acopse of trees free from flames and firdight so that at first
everything around them seemed pitch black to Niko, then granular, undifferentiated green, then subsided

into daylight.

* k% %

Roxane, with Lacan Ajami close beside her, had watched helplesdy as the accursed A3kel onian steed
and Randd, apuny, Hazard-class Tysian mage, stole Nikodemos from under her very nose.

She had to cover her disiress before Ajami then, save the man and the body of histroops, regroup her
warlocks and set them to snuffing out the ring of fire—which they could only do when well away from al
its hellish heat and smoke.

Firewasther nemes's, acleansing weapon brought down on them by Tempus and hisgods.

And Niko... shed wanted him so much that she'd risked sngeing her own hair and losing wizardsto
acquire him. Beloved Niko, who'd finally realized what the patronage of Askelon, the panoply hewore,
the horse he rode, could mean: held said no to her unspoken declaration of love and power and
safekeeping. It waswell that no wizard had overheard her offer him eternd life, or heard hisheart's

response.

They'd been too busy, that was something. They'd seen only what Ajami saw, heard only "Cybele...
Roxane, no." Oh, they knew Niko had worked free of her control, but that was nothing—the blame for it
eadly and truly lay with Askelon.

What Roxane knew that no one & se would understand was that Nikodemos, for the first time, had used
the power of hismaat and of his patron to disavow lovein favor of hishonor.

He'd spurned her, discounted her, despite everything—their excruciating trysts when she was Cybele, the
night sheld cometo him at terrible risk on Wizardwall and eased him. In spite of being enemies, on
different Sdes, shedd loved him and looked after him, taken care of him dl thistime.

Y et love counted for nothing before Askel on's protection; services done meant nothing to Nikodemos.
Sheld been playing for time, never turned her full powers of destruction upon him, no matter what the
provocation, hoping love would win out over pregjudice.

For Nikodemostruly loved Cybele, and Cybele was Roxane as much as Roxane was Cybele.

But thiswasafind parting, and she summoned hatred from the depths of the underworld to punish him,
though it seemed she sat in council with her Mygdonian dlies, explaining away failure and saying how the
wizard-caste could yet assst Myg-doniain putting the Riddler's men to rout. "We've saved the bulk of
your motley crew, Ajami; what you logt, you lost through negligence, superdtition, incompetence of the
Mygdonian sort. Now here's my plan, since yours has gone awry—and remember asyou hear it that
once were south of Wizard-wal, the town, in the throes of plague and revolution, will fall as one man
whimpering at your feet and beg you to lift itsyoke of ill fortune and Rankan servitude. . ."

All the time she spoke, she was marshading her anger. She reached with immaterial hands and struck
dead the girl in the Machadi embassy whom she'd designated a plague victim but alowed to live thislong:
Aisha. That would hurt Niko, make him know what awaited amortal man who scorned Death's Queen.

Thisshedid instead of what she/d meant to do: asplinter of one of Nikao's broken ribs could easily be



coaxed to pierce avitd organ. Shewould have healed him if hed cometo her; she could kill him just as
eadly, right now.

But shedid not.

Sheld laid acurse on Randal and the mage must fed it: Niko's suffering would teach the hubristic
megding whom he dared to thwart.

And therewas Grillo, riding hither with al Speed among a " secretly” advancing contingent of enticingly
human foes, hislittle golden homunculus— hismaster, for that was whét the figurine had become—in his
pocket.

Shetold hersdf that she wanted Nikodemosto bethelast to die, and made hersdf bdieveit.

If, among the remaining Nisibis adepts, any redized that Roxane was a prisoner hersdlf—adaveto love
and aservant of her own emotions so that her judgment was affected and her decisions not the
best—then these kept silent: she was still Death's Queen, still Roxane. If shed come out second best
againg a Tysian Hazard, this was a combination of two eements. her infatuation with amortd and the
fact that Randa had possession of a globe of power mightier than her own, the very one which Datan
had once used to teach the witch her place and keep her iniit.

But among themselves, the Nisibis adepts muttered, late at night when Roxane was adeep. If only they'd
succeeded in capturing Nikodemos, they could have traded him to Randal for the globe of high peaks
clay; without it, victory was not assured.

Who had the globe, had power others dreamed not of.

In the morning, their consensus taken, the Nisibis wizards came to Roxane, proposing an al-out
offensve: they must retrieve thair globe.

Of thisthere was no question; on this point, no disagreement. But on how to penetrate a brace of
warding spells soun by that very globe, many held diverse opinions.

Some Mygdonians would have to be sacrificed, of course. Mygdon's lord and Tempus would have to
engage each other. Though not one Nisibis adept present had ever taken serioudy the possibility of
Shamshi, Datan's son, heir apparent to the throne of wizardry, being handed back to his Mygdonian
mother and her husband, the ploy would do to get them within snatching distance of the coveted power
globe.

Then, if Roxane had not demonstrated competence, leadership, and dedication enough, or called upon
dark lords powerful enough, they'd deal with her: no one held the highest post among the Nisibis black
artigswithout passing certain tests of fire.

* % %

"Itsdl my fault.” Randal wrung his hands and paced to and fro before the Riddler, who was bent over
Niko's semiconscious, swesting form.

Tempus had pulled the youth from his snorting ASkelonian. HeEd had to pry Niko's fingers from mane and
pommel. The Stepson was holding onto his mount for dear life and to consciousness by athread. With
Randd's help, he'd gotten off the breastplate and laid the youth down on abed of pine neediesin the
clearing which was their base camp. Conjured bandages appeared when Tempus asked for them, but
binding thoseribsin place by fed alonewhen Niko's whole chest and side were bruised and swollen
wasn't easy.



Therewas no way to tell if the job Tempus had done would be good enough, or if the ribs would hedl
improperly and Niko be left with acrippled right side. And Stedlth was right-handed.

"Sop whining, magling. You can't hed this; I've done my best." Tempus sat back on his hedl's and shook
hishead. "I hateto say this, but we need my sister. Cime would put thisright in no time, or at least make
sure I've doneit properly. What say you? Can you cdl my sister, let her know we need her now, not
later? Bring her up here?"

"Me?Her? Here?' Randa stopped in histracks and stared a Tempus with real horror.

Cime was, after all, amage-killer, a sorcerer-dayer who'd put better adepts than Randal in their uneasy
graves.

"You. Her. Here," Tempus confirmed. " Now."
"Sr... my lord... commander, you don't understand—"

"What'sto understand? Y our partner's hurt. We've got to help him." Tempus straightened up and walked
around the youth he'd drugged with pulcisto keep the pain at bay. When he reached the firepit held built
insde alow black tent, he called to Randa. "Come here, Stepson, and answer me."

When Randa stooped to come insde, Tempus patted the dirt besde him. "Sit down, Randal.”
Asthe Hazard did, hiskrisjittered in its scabbard.
Tempus raised an eyebrow.

Randa pulled on one ear and explained earnestly: "It'sworried for my safety. Because | am. What |
meant... what you don't understand. .. what I'mtrying to tell you isthat in my room back at the
mageguild, when | was last there, the witch Roxane had left amessage: those who are my friendsand
loved oneswill suffer until | offer mysalf up to her for punishment. That's not an exact quote, but that'sthe
gis of it—that'swhy Niko's..." Randa hbit hislip, pamed his eyes, then dragged his hands down across
hisface. "So you see, it is my fault. And not just that: there'sthe plaguein Tyse. That's what she meant. If
| give mysdlf up to her, dl thiswill stop.”

"Dont believeit. Y ou give yoursdlf up to her and shelll have you for lunch and then burp you in our faces.
Asfor the'curse shelaid on you, I've lived longer than your mageguild's stood, with a curse worse than
that one on my head.”

Randd's bony shoulders dumped. He bowed hishead. "Then... you don't think it'sal my fault?"

"I'dliketo, but I can't. Anything ese | don't understand? Anything that's keeping you from summoning
Cime?'

"She might not likeit, being summoned, being brought here. Couldn't you ask Askelon to send her?”

"I don't deep, remember? How am | supposed to contact him? Besides, I'm not asking you for
counterproposals, I'm asking if there's any real reason you can't carry out asmple order. Y ou took an
oath, Randd, to do just that—no questions.”

"| took an oath to protect my partner'slife with my own.”

"Weve been over that. Unlessyou're telling me you'd rather give yourself up to Roxane than trust meto
protect you from my sister, do whatever you have to do to get her here, right now. Crit and the rest



won't be at our rendezvous until midnight, and | can't move Niko in his condition, nor should her hedling
skills be denied him that long.”

Having finished, Tempus held out his hands and rubbed them before the little fire; though the day was
unseasonably warm and the base camp shdltered, Tempus was chilled from within. Earlier, looking back
whence they'd come, he'd seen lowering storm clouds, agray and leaden sky which might mean that the
snows had begun among the high peaks. If so, there was no retreating to Tyse.

Thisboded well for Tyse but ill for the men held led here. If Roxane and her warlocks should spirit the
Mygdonians south by magic, hed need Randa and the globe the mage now fondled wordlesdy, which
had appeared asif from thin air while Tempus watched out of the corner of hiseye. It looked asif Randa
had opened a box top where nothing but empty space existed; then held lifted out the globe nestled in its
stand and placed it gently on the ground.

"My lord, if your sister kills me, you ought to know that this globe will hire you any mage of any power
you desire. Oaths of fealty taken on it can't be broken; it's the highest power piece an adept can own. So
guard it well, if I cannot.”

Tempus made anoncommittal noise. He knew what he was looking at. Hed rather smash it on the rocks,
inyounger days, hewould have. But lately right and wrong were not so clear as once they'd been.

From outside, he heard the ASkelonians snorting, then awhinny and amenacing squed cut theair. "That
soundslike Niko's horse.”

"Could be," Randd said digtractedly, still playing with hisbal of high pesks clay and precious stones.
Tempus had |eft the gallion loose to guard its magter.

When he scrambled out of the low black tent to see what was afoot, he saw that the horse was doing just
that: protecting Niko's recumbent form from Cime, who had her shield out before her and was backing,
step by step, toward the trees, with the horse, onitshind legs, tail flagged, ears back, coming after.

Tempus whistled. The horse came down on al fours and looked around, ears till flattened, teeth bared.

"Some greeting, this, brother," Cime said, both her diamond rodsin her right hand, glowing dightly.
"Wheat right have you to use your foul witchcraft-monger to pluck me off my horse without so much asa
by-your-leave?"

"Niko's hurt." He indicated the youth under ablanket behind him.

"So? Why tel me? He'd not want me to tend him. He doesn't like me." Her smirk was hard, contentious,
ashowing of teeth which, if held been familiar with hisown defensvelittle kill-smile, he might have

recognized.
"Tendhim."

Shelet her shidd clatter to the ground. "Y es, my lord, right awvay, my lord," she said scathingly. "You're
turning into an old woman, do you know that? Any little scratch your favorite, here, takes, isamajor
crisis” As she spoke, she stalked over to the fallen Stepson and pulled off the blanket. "Oh. | see. Yes."

That was as close to an gpology as Tempus was going to get from her.

Heturned away; he didn't want to interfere or even watch her at work. The last thing he saw wasthe pair
of diamond rods, points together and glowing in her fingers, poised over Niko's chest, before he ducked



back into histent to steel himsdlf for the forthcoming encounter with his personal nemesis, to think of
someway to enjoin her from harming Randd, and in genera to gather his composure: she ill made him
fed like awayward boy.

* * %

When Cime and the Riddler came swaggering into the rendezvous base camp, Grillo felt theworld's
weight being lifted from his shoulders.

Although Grille's specids formed one quarter of thejoint force fielded against the Mygdonians, Critias
wasin charge of their deployment. Of the more than one hundred and twenty fighters, only a sdlect dozen
were present to meet with Tempus: Grillo himself, Crit and Straton, Sync, Kama, apair of Sacred
Banders, one Nishis free man (a scout Bashir had loaned them), and four 3rd Commando rangers, dike
aspeasin apod with their deep suntans, short hair, and aert quietude.

Grillo knew that two of these last had been assigned to watch him. It wasn't that he was under
arret—nothing that obvious. But none of his specids, not even ex-specidslike Gayle or Ari from whom
Grillo might still have expected loydty, were among the rendezvous party. The two rangers dogged him
like bodyguards; even when he sought atree upon which to relieve himsdlf, one of them would offer to
come aong or happen to be mictu-rating nearby.

Thiswas making Grillo very cautious. In his pocket was the golden figurine which was no more damning
than the bits of abalone shell and eagle's claw and lead statuettesthat Crit carried in apouch with onedie
and an old fidd decoration to bring him luck. Onits own, it meant nothing. But it spoketo Grillo at night
and now it wanted him to deliver amessage scrawled on parchment that he'd found wrapped around it
when he woke this morning. He didn't want one of the 3rd to discover what the little golden man could
do or what the message meant for Tempus was.

With the Riddler here, things would change. Tempus and he were old friends, veterans of other warswho
shared abond of trust.

But when Grillo approached the deepless one, Crit had gotten there before him and was whispering in
Tempuss ear, Straton just behind, and the task force leader's partner was watching Grillo and histwo
"bodyguards’ with obvious disdain.

So Grillo said only: "Well met, Riddler. When you can free yoursdf from underlings, | need to talk to you
aone" Inhispocket, Grillo could fed the golden Satuette stirring; he put hishand in thereto il its
movement. All he needed wasfor Tempusto notice, or for the damned thing to crawl out. Hefdt a
prick, asharp painin hisindex finger. Then hefelt better than he had in days.

Tempus, hisface gray with remnants of camouflaging soot, toyed with the boar's-tooth helmet he held
and nodded, "Right away."

Grillo knew that when the Riddler put away hisfavorite shabby duty gear in favor of leopardskin and
ivories that what amounted to ritual daughter was at hand.

But the part of his mind which compiled detail and reached conclusions wasn't working asit should.
Grillo had amessage to ddliver; it was the most important thing he'd ever do.

As Tempus bent his head to Crit to hear some last remark, behind him Grillo saw Sync and Kama, so
close together that their girded hips were brushing as they walked, coming toward the little group.

Crit turned to stare in Kamas direction as Tempus disengaged.



Grillo, free at last from the pair of rangers who shadowed him, found time to be grateful for thetensonin
this camp: between Sync and Ciritias, no love waslost. And the Riddler's sister, looking to see what Crit
was staring at, put her hands on her hips when she caught sight of Kama.

Then Tempus led the way into a stand of pine, and Grillo and the Riddler werefindly aone.

"What'sthetrouble, Grillo?" Tempusasked in hisrumbly voice. "Why isit that you and Critias cannot get
dong?'

"He'steling taes of me, | expect. That's just poisonous politics, not what | want to talk to you about."”

"I'm glad of that. Crit'smy firg officer; thismisson ishisresponghility and, after afashion, so areyou.
And he'sworried. Y ou're telling me he has no cause to be?'

"Peopletak.” Almogt, Grillo was tempted to tell Tempus about the witch, about his blackouts, about the
little figurine now growing hot in his pocket. Instead he reached under his sword's scabbard where the
Satuette and message were to pull out the parchment. "Crit'sasmple man, finefor smple problems. |
can't explain to him—or to you— the reasons for my actions, nor should you ask me to. We've worked
together too many—"

The little homunculus wouldn't let go of Grillésfinger. He didn't understand why or how it happened, but
as he brought out his hand vith the message in it, the tiny golden man leaped from there onto the Riddler's
fece.

Then Tempus was staggering backward, clawing at his cheek. Thereissued from Tempussthroat a howl
of pain and fury the like of which Grillo had never heerd amorta utter.

Crash! Armored man went down, falling over backward.
Stunned, Grillo watched the Riddler thrashing on the ground, rolling to and fro, clutching hisface.
In the distance Grillo heard shouts and then running feet, crackling leaves, and cracking branches.

Somehow, Grillo couldn't move; hewaslogy, lethargic. And he had to see: something was compelling
him to watch and hoping very hard held see Tempus kick and convulse and stiffen in the throes of desth.
Though the Riddler's life was unnaturdly prolonged, an unnatural assault like this could end it.

Grillo hovered, fascinated. Tempuss harsh breathing and grunts and the sounds he made, struggling with
the homunculus burrowing into his face, blotted out al other noises, so that when the rangers tackled
Grillo from behind and wrestled him to hiskneesit came asasurpriseto him.

Hedidn't resst. He watched, ignoring the shouting and Crit's attempt to launch himself into the weird
battle, so that now two men and afigurine thrashed on the ground while around them aring of onlookers
grew: Straton was there, bellowing orders; then Sync appeared with Kamaand forcibly turned her head
away, dragging her backward to make room for Cime, who strode into the chaos cursing like a
mercenary.

Her hair cascading around her heart-shaped face, gray eyesflashing, her diamond rods bright bluein
both her hands, sheyelled, " Crit, get away from him. Get back! Let me handlethis"

When that didn't work, she motioned to the Sacred Band pair, who dashed in and dragged Critias
ignominioudy from thefray.

Grillo saw Cime knedl beside her brother, on his belly now and howling like awolf, lift his head up by the



hair, and force her diamond rods between his hands and hisface.

Then the whole clearing seemed to explode in aburst of light, and when he could blink the afterimage
away and see again, Grillo saw Tempus Stting crossegged, one arm out to support himsdf, and Cime
crouched beside him, her hands upon hisface. From under her palms blood streamed, and she was
crooning to him that he would "be dl right, just et me help you, my brother. That'sit, be ill, let me draw
out the poison.”

And at her feet he saw alittle blackened figurine, itstiny head severed, its miniature fingers spreed like
claws. Crit was slamping on it with one booted foot and Straton, by his side, had out his warding charms.

Soon enough, Grillo was dragged away among muttered epithets, the parchment message held thought to
deliver gill crumpled in hishand.

There was no way to make them understand, no usein telling underlings that he hadn't planned it, or
known what would happen when the homunculus got within range of Tempus.

Now Grillo was under arrest, bound hand-to-foot and lying on his belly, hisface to the earth. There was
an interva during which men cameto kick and spit upon him and promise him adow and unpleasant
death. Thishe shrugged off until Straton came and hunkered down beside his head and told him just how
Strat had it in mind to punish him for what hed done to Tempus.

Only then did Grillo think held better act in his own defense, though if Tempus wasn't conscious, or was
dying, nothing in the world would save Grillo from Straton. He said, "Ace, in my hand. Therésamessage
there, aparchment meant for Tempus. The Mygdonians sent it to me, somehow, wrapped around the
damned idol. How was | to know the thing would cometo life? Please, Strat, you must believe me.”

A boot kicked him in the teeth. He spat blood and chips of incisor, but continued. "A parchment,
crumpled up. It might be our only chance to negotiate a settlement with Mygdonia. No matter how you
fed about me, you'd better have alook."

The ploy worked, at least temporarily: Straton's bulk disappeared behind him; strong fingerstook the
parchment, baled up in hisfist. Then Straton's footsteps faded.

Alone, Grillo wept. Tempus was aman held cared for, long respected. How had he gotten into this? The
witch! The damnable witch! He cursed her and swore that if mercy was bestowed upon him and helived
to make thingsright, held find away to pay her back for what sheld doneto him.

Sometimelater, Grillo became aware that he was once more not alone.

The other kndlt and he prepared himself for death or torture. But neither came: awoman'svoice, gentle
yet firm, told him that if he did just what she said, there was a possibility that together they could save his
life

And sinceit wasthe Riddler's sster, Cime, he had no choice but to agree.

The message Grillo had carried was from Lacan Ajami. It proposed ameeting and said that if Shamshi
was dive and well and brought along to prove it, perhaps further bloodshed could be averted.

Thelast thing Tempus wanted just then was to avert further bloodshed; hisface hurt and his pride hurt
and he wanted to kick Rag-head butt from one end of Mygdoniato the other.



With his sorcerer-daying sster's help, held be ready for whatever Lacan Ajami had in mind. He had to
make it clear to her that Randa, who'd just brought Niko into camp, was off-limits, before he sent her to
fetch Jhan and Shamshi. So he called Cimeto the tent in which he was recuperating, where none could
see the speed of his heding, and gave her alecture.

When he was done, Cime remarked that there was " something odd about Kama. More than even her
heritage warrants, | mean.”

He'd been thinking, as he talked to her, that this plague of women upon his head was worse than the
letter of hiscurse: it was one thing to wander eterndly, being spurned by whomsoever he loved and
bringing death to those who loved him; it was quite another to have this clutch of bitches and witches and
antiwitches and superwomen to contend with. He wondered if Datan, the vanquished Nisibis archmage,
had laid a parting curse on him. That would account for it. But he said only, " She's after Crit. I've
forbiddenit." It hurt to talk. He shook his head. "Bring me Jihan. Forget Kama. Concentrate on the
Nisbig witchif you must war on other women.”

Cime stuck out her tongue a him. "Foolish man. Y ou never see what'sright before your eyes. Keep
Kamaout of whatever's brewing, I'm warning you."

He struggled up on hiselbows, incensed, al the meddling of these women in his affairs suddenly too
much to bear. "How?" he thundered. "As| have kept you at arm'slength? Jihan in her place? The
witch-bitch away from my fighters?If | could banish thelot to any purgatory—Sanctuary, Bandara, a
handy underworld, or worse, be assured I'd have done it long ago!"

"Ah, Tempus, Tempus. Y ou still don't understand, poor thing." She reached out to touch his cheek and
he struck her hand away. "Y ou need me, brother, to fight your battlesfor you. Or will you be content to
lose this one, too?"!

And she stormed out, hopefully to get Jhan and Shamshi. If not, Critias and he had a backup plan they'd
as soon put into effect: descend on Ajami's party and chop the lot into pieces smal enough to be sent
throughout Mygdoniain presentation boxes. That'swhat Crit was doing now—positioning one hundred
fightersin hidden but strategic emplacements around the demilitarized mesting place, ready to strike on
sgnd.

It was acomforting thought; he yawned, lay back, and stared at the tentpole with its quivering luffing. At
timeslike these, heredlly wished that he could deep, avoid the most disagreesble stages of hisbody's
hedling. The areain question burned and ached and pulsed a every cut and mending wound and, ashe
lay there, it beganto itch.

He mustn't scratch it. He sat up and yelled for the Sacred Banders who had appointed themselves his
sentries. When they came, he said, "Get me Critiasand Randa.”

But Crit was nowhere to be found. Straton came instead, outspoken and blunt as usud. "What's this
about pardoning Grillo?Y our ss—thelady Cime—saysto let him go, that he'sturned informer and now
he'sworth hisweight in gold.”

"You don't think heis?'

"Not to me. Not to Crit. We've known about him since before we | eft Tyse—we brought his
bed-warmer in and we'd have sweated him oursalves except for hisfriendship with you."

"Sometimes Cime'sright, you know. WEell give Grillo another chance—heé's not going anywhere but with
us, not for the winter season, anyway."



"To Mygdonia? Y ou il think wewill, no matter how this negotiation works out?' Strat's eagernesswas
obvious: he flexed his big hands as he spoke.

"Wewill. Trust me. And, snce we're speaking of friendship—where's Crit?"

Straton looked uncomfortable. "Lots of detailsto attend to, commander ... thisand thet.”
"Which this? Which tha?'

Strat grimaced. "Kamaswhich 'thisand that', Sir.”

"Is Crit disobeying my orders?

"Don't make metdl| tales about my left-side leader, commander.”

"I count on you, Ace, to keep meinformed, in confidence, of what | need to know. | haven't timeto
confront Crit with minor infractions or the inclination to interrogete him. If whatever'son hismind is
affecting his performance, it'syour duty to let me know."

"| redly don't seethat it is, commander. HEs got alot of detailsto take care of, that's all.”
"If the dtuation changes, you'l let me know?"

Strat took that as adismissal. He stood up and backed away, stooped over, toward the tent's flaps.
"Y es, commander, | surely will."

When Straton was gone, Tempus had afew moments to consider Sacred Bands and loyalty beyond
guestion and to wonder whether it wasn't time for him to show himsdlf, wounds or no, to the men who
were about to risk their lives for him—Stepsons, 3rd Commando, Grillo's specials, Bashir's free men.

He'd just gotten to hisfeet and endured a spdll of dizziness and pain when Randal, who didn't haveto
duck to enter the low black tent, came inside and saw him.

"Here," Randd offered, "let me hdp.”

With an arm around Randal's bony shoulders, Tempus made his way outs de where he could supervise
the preparations, and where his men could see him—his presenceitsalf was a galvanizing force among
thesefighters.

"How's Niko, Randal 7" Tempus asked the Hazard as he took hisarm away and stood unsupported to
return salutes and greetings from the men busy breaking camp.

Above Randd's head the day was cloudless but for aroiling gray mass coming toward them against the
prevailing wind from the high pesksto the south. "Not asfit as hed like to be; he wants to accompany us
to the meeting with Ajami. He thinks he's paid in advance for the 'honor' and that he's got avested
interest... some Sacred Bander'sright he can invoke—"

"Gowith us?' Tempus was watching the cloud behind Randa's head.

"Well," Randal wheedled, drawing himsdlf up tall. "Y ou can't go without me! What if the witch attacks
agan?Youll need me"

"Cimewill bethere" Tempus reminded the mageling.

" She doesn't scare me now that 1've got my globe—except..."



"Yes, Randd?'

"W, you see... on Meridian she happened to get hold of agold coin of mineand... ah... sheisyour
Sister and she doesn't care for mages, as you know. I've got to get it back from her somehow."

Tempuss lipstwitched. "In other than the customary fashion, you mean?1'll seewhat | can do.”

"Would you? Oh, thank you! | really would fed better. I'm, ah, untried in her area of expertise, if you
understand me. And I'd prefer to stay that way—makes for more power in an adept if he's celibate by
choice"

"Surely you're not saying that you've never—Yes, | seeyou are. And isthat so? Most sorcerers|'verun
into seem to fornicate with more abandon than—"

"Not all." Randa raised one hand asif giving atutorid. "Not al adepts, that is. Power can come from
demonic aides and devils under contract; another sort ishad by becoming a pure black artist of the
twelfth degree... untainted by passon or—

Randa continued explaining, but Tempus wasn't listening. The cloud coming toward them was arc-ing
low. "Excuse me, Randa. Go seeif you can use your adept's gift to help Niko get ready toride. If he
wants to come and he's able, then he'swelcome.” Patting the mage on the shoulder, Tempus walked
away from afountain of protective objections and suggestions aimed at keeping Niko out of harm'sway.

Tempus hoped Randa would learn without an object lesson that no pairbound partner hasthe right to
gtand in front of the other: not even to protect hislife would Niko accept that sort of help.

Then the cloud touched down and in it avortex spun, opening like amaw. Through it could be seen three
horses—one sable, two grays—and behind them Bashir's high peaks ramparts.

Tempuss Askelonian trumpeted its joy to see him and to step once more on solid ground. Behind Cime,
on the Askelonian, Jhan waved from the back of one Trés horse, who rumbled a softer greeting; ponied
to its saddlehorn wasits brother, with little Shamshi riding tall and bringing up the rear.

Oncethe cloud had irised in then popped out of existence, Tempus had his handsfull: Cime had to be
convinced to give up Randd's coin; Jhan had to be greeted with decorum. He must assuage Jhan's
wrath a the damage done him and the dight held ddlivered unto her by leaving her "babysitting on
Wizardwdl" while" Cime and your favorite Stepsons had dl the fun!™

"There'smore fun to be had, | assureyou,” hetold the Froth Daughter, and was rewarded: the red, fera
flecks faded from her eyes.

If it was going to be difficult to wrest the mageling's coin from his sgter, it might beimpossible to
convince Jhan that for al their sakes she must give up Shamshi, her al-but-adopted child.

"But he'sawizard's son,” she objected, once they were aone and the murmur of her scale armor asit
dithered over her glowing musculature made him wish hefelt alittle better, and then tell himsalf he might
just fed wdl enough.

"They'll kill him," Jhan continued, “poor little wraith, when they find out he's not Adrastus Ajami's—and
kill his mother, too. She was blinded by the witch Roxane. Isthat not punishment enough? Besides,"
Jhan pouted, kneading his sore muscles where they'd found privacy among the pines, "he's made me
promise not to give him back to the Mygdonians. He loves me. He wantsto stay with me.”

"What say we escort him to Mygdon so he can tell hisfather that? He's officially aman, by age at leadt,



and in private, confidentialy, we can probably convince Adrastusto give the boy leave to serve with
me—under your protection, of course.”

Tempus was grasping at straws, he knew; but Jihan, her breath coming faster as she ran her fingers over
him, was by no means an expert at the machinations of strategy or diversionary tactics.

"Andif | say yesto you, deepless one, and lose the boy in spite of al you say, will you give me achild of
my own to love and carefor?' she demanded as she straddled him, her lips puffed with passion and her
voicethick with longing.

"You know | can't do that," he said, his hands on her waist as he guided her into aposition so
compromised that he was sure that at least for the nonce she would do just what he told her. ™Y our
father'sforbidden it. Talk to him, not me. But short of that, | promise, you'll have nothing to regret.”

That was one promise he could make good and one tactic at which he had no peer.

* * %

At dawn on the meeting day the sky was clear and aflock of geese passing overhead, right to left, was
taken by both the overt negotiating party and the hidden commando units as an omen of success.

Down on theflat of the valey Lacan Ajami had specified, brightly colored tents were pitched and around
them a dozen figures darted, setting out two gilded chairs and aladen victuastable under a
red-and-black-striped awning.

A string of horses, groomed and black of hoof, slamped their feet off to one side. None of these were
saddled; like the hard-steel weapons on display upon a propped-up board and the bubbly-pipes of gold
and silver scattered around on little legged trays, they were there to sweeten the pot, to be traded or
given up for thisor that advantage, or to show good faith, or sed abargain.

Thismade Crit think that the negotiation might be ared one, and not a wizard-sponsored trap, as Cirne
maintained that it was. There had been arow last evening between the Riddler and his sster, something
about a coin which had once belonged to Randd . Because of it, Cime had come to Crit and he'd had no
choice but to accommodate her: she was one woman he didn't want for an enemy.

Because Crit felt so strongly about Kama, he'd dl but ignored her ever since Cime had shown up. Thus
Kamawasin the peace misson'straveling party; to have forbidden her, Crit would have had to tell the
Riddler she was pregnant, or make up some reason which wouldn't ring false to his commander, or to
Cime, or to Sync. Crit hadn't been able to think of one.

Niko, too, wasthere... sort of: mounted on his Askelonian, helmet on, visor down, gloved and armored
with his mantle flapping behind, he hadn't said aword to anyone.

Nor had Randd, on asorrdl from Grit's string, sneezed even once, though the horse's thick winter coat
was coming in and Crit hadn't had time to curry the fat, battle-seasoned gelding, only to saddleit and
leave it before the private tent Niko's injuries had gotten the pair. Hed called out but no one had
answered; he'd ground-tied the horse and | ft.

Thisslent, dmost eerie pair rode right behind Strat and Crit, who headed up the delegation. Behind them
were Sync and Kama, both in 3rd Commando dress-blacks and flashing "ceremonid™ weaponry that no
onewas surewouldn't see redl, unceremonious use this day.

Then came Gayle and Ari, experts, if such existed, on Nisibis trickery. Crit could hear Gayl€'s profane
carping: the ex-specia wastelling Ari to "pork 'em if we porking-well see those porkers make one



porking move that don't look right. Otherwise, we're porked,” and enjoining Ari to keep his crossbow
on hiship in euphemistic language that made even Kamaturn her head and stare. Gayle had never talked
that way in her presence when held thought of her as awoman; these days, with her unit around her, the
Stepsons treated Kamajust like any other fighter. Crit wished he could do the same.

In the middle of the procession were Tempus, Jihan, Shamshi, and Cime; close together, side by side,
even. Crit couldn't imagine what Tempus was thinking of, offering such atempting target to the Nisibis
wizard-cage if he were leading the opposition, Crit would gladly have sacrificed the boy to take out the
other three. Without Tempus, Jihan, and the sorcerer-dayer who'd done away with the archmage of
black Nisibis, Mygdonia could camp here until spring and then march through Wizardwall's passes with
no fear of Sgnificant resstance.

No commando worth thetitle could resist that coup.

So Crit's neck was getting sore from twisting in his saddle and craning his head around &t the piney
dopes and wondering whether the hundred fighters he'd deployed plus the twenty in their party could
stand againgt amixed offensive of ten times their number when some were warlocks. If it wasjust
Mygdonians, ten to one were odds Crit was comfortable with, given that his men were al Stepsons, 3rd
Commando veterans, Nisibis free men who hated sorcery more than they loved their own lives, and
specials... well, perhaps, if truth be known, he didn't rate the specids as highly asthe rest. But there
were none of them in this party: just Gayle and Ari, who were now Stepsons, and proud of it.

Crit heard something rattling like a.diamond-back and shifted, one hand on his horse's rump, to detect its
source.

Randd'skris, it must have been. The mage's gloved hand was tight upon its hilt. Like Niko, the Hazard
was accoutered so that no square inch of skin or strand of hair could be seen. Asfor the kris, Crit had
heard stories of what the charmed blades could do and of where Randal had acquired this one.

Crit faced front again. Someone had to look Ajami in the face and smile and get things off to agood
gart. That's what he was doing up front: Temjpus wanted things to proceed to whatever conclusion
without any provocation from their sde. If Ajami was serious about negotiating, Tempus had instructed
Crit, then negotiate they would. It was the honorable thing to do.

Straton, privately, had asked Crit if he believed the Riddler would actudly give up the boy and revenge
upon the Nisibis black artists who had sicced the homunculus on him, tortured and murdered Stepsons,
possessed Niko and most recently Grillo, just for an uneasy peace which could extend no farther than the
northern border of Free Nisibis and the southern reaches of Tyse: Tempus had no mandate from Ranke
to make atresty morefar-reaching. "And | don't think," Strat had said, "that the Nisibis warlocks and
that yum-yum, Roxane, aregoing to let Ajami give up until they've got back their ancestral haunt—or
they'redl dead and comfy in their witchy graves.

Asusud, Straton seemed to be reading Crit'smind. In allaying Strat's doubts, Crit had circum-locuted his
own, but failed to convince either one of them. They had too much combined experience to expect afina
resolution, afair settlement, or anything but treachery and deception which, Crit well knew, only led to
onething: war.

But it wasthe kind of war he liked, not street-fighting or police actions againg civilian populations. Crit
had put it to Strat thisway: "Wouldn't you rather fight in Mygdon, where the pillageis easy?"

"And the women sultry?' Strat had added. They were curious about the north; only Niko had spent any
timethere. Not even the Riddler had sojourned among the peoples of the Mygdonian Alliance. When
Tempuswaswarring thisfar north, there hadn't been any Mygdonian Alliance; in fact, theréd been no



Mygdoniawhatsoever, just triba troops and farmers with regiona councils and vigilante groups—no
league of city-dtates.

When they reached the valey floor, and brightly clad Mygdoniansin their best brocade surcoats and
pantaloons came out to take their horses by the bridles, Crit gave dl hisworriesto the gods. he was
going to have to dismount and pretend he believed in al this pomp and ceremony, take serioudy what
was likely going to be abad and possibly expensive joke. It was hisjob to make sure that thisjoke,
when it cameto light, was not on him and his, but on Lacan Ajami'sarmy of turbaned fightersand
Nisbis dark lords.

Hewasjust noticing that not awitch was to be seen among the Mygdonian negotiating team and absently
cdculating the visible odds—five to onein favor of the Mygdonian Alliance—when the sky above turned
aseamless, dirty yellow and the air became very ill.

Then everything—the Mygdonian coming toward Crit to take his horse by the bridle, the tent-flaps
opening to reveal Lacan Ajami with awitch on hisarm whose hand was extended in the direction of
Crit's party, even ahawk whedling high overhead in the motionless air—seemed to stop.

* % %

Cime had been expecting something like this— some underhanded trick from the Nisibis witch-bitch.
Cimewas prepared and all her alieswere at her beck and call.

But no one ese of Tempusss party was ready for fielded sorcery, except perhaps Randal, the Tysian
Hazard, and the boy-wizard, Shamshi.

Tempus was till moving, if dowly—atestament to his strength of character, hisinveterate stubbornness,
nothing more. The Froth Daughter was frozen as till as a statue, but for roving eyes which made her
better off than the soldiers of their party, adeep between blinks, arrested in mid-movement, al twenty
fighters and their horses asinanimate as garden Statuary.

Cime kept still: she wanted Roxane to come closer.

But even with so great an advantage, the Nisibis Death Queen was cautious: she held back, only her
laughter coming toward the spellbound group of victims, as she pointed out to Ajami Tempusslanguid,
dow-motion struggle to dismount. Lacan Ajami didn't look as happy as the witch besde him: hewasan
honorable man in his own eyes. Wanton daughter of helplessvictimswas not hisstyle.

Y et, a Roxanes urging, Ajami gave the order and his Mygdonians rushed into "battle’ against ahelpless
enemy.

Still Cime held her own forcesin abeyance, until the witch hersalf stepped forward, out of the shadow of
her magica tent. Until three Mygdonians had almost reached her brother, who was drawing his sword
dowly and from whose mouth issued awar cry distorted beyond recognition into alow, meaningless
growl.

Then Cimetook her diamond rodsin hand, raised one up to heaven and pointed the other straight ahead,
cdling in abold, commanding voice upon her consort and upon the powers concerned to render aid unto
their condtituents: " Now!"

And as she did, the boy-wizard Shamshi dipped from hishorse, crying, "Roxane, Roxane!" and Randal's
armored form vaulted from its horse, kris drawn, with throwing stars and poisoned blossoms streaming
from the mage's person like a swarm of bees, downing the ten closest Mygdoniansin an ingtant.



Meanwhile, Niko's armor gleamed and then glowed with antimagica heet and the ASkelonian gdlion
who bore that weight suddenly blared a challenge, rearing up. Walking on its hind feet, it interposed itself
between young Shamshi and the Nisibis witch across the battl efield who caled to the boy while the
troops of Mygdonia attacked the deeping cadre in amultitude, pouring from the pitched tentswhich
could never have held afraction of their number.

Asyet, only Randal's armored form, Niko's—on the ground, dismounted, grabbing up the boy—and the
Riddler, in dow motion, moved among the defenders.

Where was the help sheéd summoned?

Cime, then, decided not to wait, but dismounted, running as soon as her feet touched the ground first to
her brother, to tap him on the shoulder and return to him his twice-human fighting speed, then toward the
Nisbis witch to whom young Shamshi was caling out "Roxane! Roxane! No!" as he struggled, held by
thewaist like aflour-sack, hisfists pounding in vain upon Niko's glowing armor.

Tempus dashed at speed, now, toward the armored figure who held the writhing boy with one hand. Six
Mygdonians, howling "Lacan isgrest," were closng fast upon them with only Niko's sword to worry
about.

But even Tempus was not fast enough: the six closed in and with war axes swinging, hacked away the
arm that held the child and, from behind, severed Niko's hedmet, cleaving it in twain.

The Askelonian screamed in rage and, riderless, stalked upon its hind feet among the enemy, cracking
skullsand pummeing flesh.

All was chaos, by then. Cime glimpsed Tempus fighting ahorde and Randa's crested helm barely visble
amid taler adversaries.

Cime hadn't time to do more than wonder what was delaying Askelon, whom shed called upon for aid,
and Jhan'sfather, who'd surely come to save his daughter from humiliation at the hands of the seven
Mygdonians who, with onewarlock directing them, were now pulling her from her horse to "have her
now!"

Cime only looked back long enough to see young Shamshi run, not to Roxane, but to Jhan's side, before
sheturned away again to use her rodsto clear a path toward her immortal enemy, Roxane, when from
the sky above arumbling, whistling, then whining sound began and escalated, and she looked up.

A tornado was forming above the combatants. The sound of it was deafening. Horses and men broke
and ran or threw themsdvesto the dirt. The tents from which Mygdonians ill came were gonein an
ingtant. The tornado, Cime saw as she sprinted full speed toward Roxane, who must not get avay, was
moving dowly through the press asif it searched for someone: itslittletail had not yet touched the
ground.

In the distance, galoping horses could be heard gpproaching: Tempuss main contingent. They'd never
get hereintime, but Cime wasn't counting on the havoc mere men could wreak.

Sheld cdled upon her consort and now, just before she would have her way and confront the Nisibis
witch, ASkelon appeared, pdlidin the yellow light: Askelon, shadow lord, lord of dreams, in black, with
an ethereal nimbus about him, so that even the Mygdonians gave ground.

Walking camly forward asif in Meridian, not on a battlefield where bolts whizzed by and horses neighed
their pain and fury, he waved his hand and every spellbound fighter of the negotiating party woke and



looked about, drawing weapons— swords and crosshows, javelins and flying wings— and launched
themsdves at the Mygdonians.

Still Askelon came toward Cime, his arms outstretched to her, his eyes shadowed with dl the death
lurking here, so that she could not see Roxane any longer, so that even the whirlwind picking up fighters,
lifting them high and throwing them to earth, seemed remote.

Only Askelon's voice and A3kelon's presence existed for her.

"Come, my dear," he said to her. "Y ou've done your part. Murder isdenied you. Y ou must return with
me or forfeit dl thetime you've spent dready.”

"Murder is denied me? What about the witch? Shall she go free? Thiswar's not over—it'sjust begun.”

"Come, before Jihan sees me and you have a co-wife to share our bed in sweet Meridian." And those
compassionate eyes hypnotized her.

Cimés strength left her. Her resolve dissolved.

"Agh," she promised him, "when thisis over and I'm free from my vow to spend ayear with you, you'l
regret thisday."

But even as she spoke, the battlefield bled avay and Meridian, with dl its pacific beauty and its happy,
dreamlike folk, appeared around her. She hadn't even had a chance to bid her brother farewell or day a
snglewizard.

There would be, she promised hersdlf, another day. She till had Randa's coin.

* % %

Thewhirlwind, dark and moist with the breath of Stormbringer from whose anger it was sprung, choseits
targets carefully among the warring press of men.

And when it reached the Mygdonian boy whom Jhan loved, it sought to lift him up. Jhan saw what her
father had in mind and dove for Shamshi, catching the youth by both hislegs.

The child waswailing, "Help me, help me, Roxane! Jhan! Someone! Please!" And thus Tern-pus,
dispatching three mortal enemieswith one swing of hissword, caught sight of the boy, hisbody being
sucked toward heaven and Jihan's whole weight trying to anchor him to earth, asthe Froth Daughter too
was lifted, her feet dangling clear of the ground.

Tempus rushed toward Jhan, calling out her name. By the time held closed the distance between them,
he had to legp to catch hold of her ankles. Then, like ahuman rope, dl three swayed, suspended in
midar.

Higher and higher the three were drawn until Tempus called, "L et go, Jhan! Save yoursdf, as| must!”
and dropped down through the roiling air twice his own height to land heavily upon the ground.

When held regained hisfeet, he saw Jhan, holding Shamshi, disgppearing into thefunnel intheair. He
caught aglimpse of Randd's armor, chasing awitchy woman-form, hiskris outstretched before him.

Tempuss Askeonian mare, sighting him, trumpeted a greeting and galloped toward him.

He saw Roxane, Death's Queen, the Nisibis witch, one last time before his horse obscured hisview:
Randd's kris had wrenched itself from its owner's grip and was flying through the air toward Roxan€'s



unprotected back, weaving and dodging as did she, homing in on her.

At that moment his reinforcements, mortal troops, arrived, and though they were nonplussed to see such
things as Niko's armor—headl ess, minus an arm—fighting Mygdonians on its own and Randd's, too,
doing battle, cleft down the middle, they joined right in.

So much for negotiating with Mygdonia, Tempus had time to think as he caught sight of Lacan Ajami,
trying to rally and direct his army while the whirlwind chased them and from its midst, red-glowing eyes
glowered down, unforgiving.

Vaulting up on his Askelonian's back to force through the thick of battle and engage hisenemy in person,
Tempus saw many of hismost beloved fighters: Crit, unhorsed and standing over Kama, who was on her
hands and knees with her elbows pressed to her belly asif sheld taken amortal wound; Straton, not far
away, dashing about him with berserk abandon, bloody sword in one hand and a Mygdonian war ax in
the other; Gayle, profanity streaming from his open mouth as he and Ari, back to back, held off ten
Mygdonians and one wounded Nisibis warlock whose flesh was beginning to steam and char, asure sign
that death was near.

Tempus took amoment to stroke his steed's sweating, blood-flecked neck. "Ready, horse? That's our
man there," hetold it, pointing out Lacan Ajami, who was trying to reach agroup of wizards standing
away from thefight asif they were preparing to cdl up their tiresome, stupid fiends and a platoon of
demons. Hereined his horse around and unsheathed his sharkskin-hilted sword. "L et's get him."

The Askdonian legped forward, snorting.

Lacan Ajami, asif awarlock had warned him, looked straight at Tempus and shook hisfist. Then dl the
wizards joined hands around the Mygdonian warlord and the whole circle of enemies disappeared.

* % %

Kamahardly felt it when some soldiers dragged her from the field. By then she didn't care whose troops
they were; sheld lost her child, miscarried on the battlefield. She wasin pain she couldn't justify, out of
action for areason she hoped none of these would guess.

Crit had been there, she remembered, protecting her. Now that it didn't matter, she was sure he loved
her, and that sheloved him.

Sheld seen Niko's armor strewn about and Randdl's cracked helmet lying on the ground.

Shewept in the dark in alow black tent filled with other wounded, none of them silent in their pain. That
her wounds were not exactly the sort of battle scars she'd like to sing about at the Festival of Man was
al her own fault, and nobody e sg's.

Eventudly, shedept.

When she woke, she began to wonder if she'd die of her wounds. Even on her desthbed, she would
never tell and shame both Critias and hersdif.

A light appeared, smdll and far away in the dark.

She watched it coming closer, thinking it might be her patron deity come to take her to heaven (if she il
deserved it) or to hdll (if lying and cheating and playing at war and womanhood without committing to
ether wasasn).



But it was not ashade or even Desgth that came. It was her father, an oil lamp in his hand.

Hed never gone out of hisway before on her account; when sheld been doing well, he hadn't noticed. If
not for her lust for Crit, the forbidden officer, she'd have won this engagement on her own terms. she had
put Grillo out of action, sowing suspicionsin Critiass mind; shed brought the 3rd together with their
founder and seentoiit that all moved north of Wizardwall to carry the battle to Ajami.

None of it mattered, with her belly ravaged and her thighs sticky from her own blood.

At least she hadn't thought it would until Tempus was standing over her, looking frightful with his scabbed
and stubbled face underlit by the lamp'sflame.

"Lifetoyou, Kama May | St withyou?' Tern-pus said.

Shetried to seein hisface whether he'd penetrated the deception, whether he was here to disavow her
formdly. Theloss of Niko and of Randa would surdly have touched him; Tempusslovefor hisfighters
was legend, and Niko was as close to an inheritor of the Riddler's mantle as any offspring of hisown
loins might have been.

In Tempus's face was only amap of the war ongoing, nothing more. His hooded eyes stared calmly
down at her, awaiting her response.

Shesad, "Andto you, Riddle—" she dill dared not call him Father; "life and everlagting glory. Sit, if it's
your plessure.”

"Hardly that." He sighed and hunkered down beside her bed, placing the lamp on abarrel strewn with
bloody cloths. "Why didn't you or Crit tell me you were with child?"

"I tell you? And missthe battle? Be confirmed aworthless woman in your eyes—you, who think of
women just for raping or bedwarming or as an excuseto pick afight? Asfor Crit," shetried to shrug,
then winced at the pain racing up from her belly, then continued: "What he doesisup to him."

"Supid."
It seemed that thisindictment hung for hoursin the air between them.

"Yes'" sheagreed at last. "Y ou'reright." She waswesk. Hisface swam in granular, colored light thet
made her queasy. "Am | going to die?"

"You?| don't think so—neither of uswill be quit of the other so easily asthat. Randa has agreed to see
toyou—"

"Randal? But he'sdead... | saw hisarmor, his hemet—empty pieces strewn upon the ground.”

Tempus chuckled. "Randa and Niko sent their clothesinto battle with us. Expecting treachery, alast
attempt on Roxane's part to gain control of the contested globe, if nothing more, they stayed with the
hidden contingent asfield commanders.”

"They? Then Niko isn't dead?' Kamafdt better, suddenly: she'd thought for certain that the blame for
losing them would fdl on her.

"Niko? No, not dead. Cranky and still weak, despite dl magic and even Cime's healing—he pushed too
hard this afternoon. Randa was supposed to keep Stealth out of the thick of things, but he can't be kept
from hiscdling, any more than you or me."



You?He meant her. For thefirst time she took a deep breath and thought that perhaps her father didn't
hate her, or devalue her because she was awoman. Shetried to sit up.

Tempus put a horny hand in the middle of her chest and pushed her back onto her cot. "Rest. We're
riding tomorrow. Randa will be aong to see you—with your permission. Well have awag-onload of
wounded anyway—one morewon't crowd it. But | have afedling that you'd rather ride than be carted
behind the troops. One would want to sortieinto Mygdon on one's own."

Into Mygdon?" One would. One does."

"Then you'll agreeto let our Hazard treat you, with magic if need be? The sortie party will be chasing
what'sleft of Ajami'sarmy. If that's too much for you, you can ride with the main contingent.”

"Where will the 3rd be? Sync? Cri—Critias?' She hadn't meant to stutter. But she had to know.

"Wherethey'll do the most good.” Tempus rose then, picking up the oil lamp. "I'm pleased you're with us.
Now that welve logt Jihan to her father and Cime to the entelechy of dreams, we need arepresentative of
thefair sex to help us guess what Roxane's next move might be. Think oniit. Y ou have the advantage of
being amilar in bent of mind."

Advantage? She would have asked him to expand on that, but her father was gone, just alight bobbing
asit disappeared in the distance and the dark.



