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The young officer's face was shiny with sweat, his eyes closed, his back againgt the stdlboards. In hislap
lay the head of his pregnant sorrel mare, exhausted and blowing hard from her long labor.

The straw around them was fouled from her water and scattered from her struggles, but the Tros fod she
carried remained unborn.

Niko's mare wouldn't let anyone elsein the stall with her and Niko was no closer to grabbing the unborn
fod's hooves and pulling it from her womb than held been before nightfal.

Outside a snowstorm raged but, in the stall, mare and master were hot and thirsty. He'd been drunk
when one of the Stepsons from his unit had come to fetch him at Brother Bomba's in Peace Falls—as
drunk and drugged as he could manage, keeping histhoughts at bay.

Heavy snows had put the war against Mygdoniaand its Nishis wizardsinto hiatus, magic had been
employed by Niko's commander, Tempus, to bring his mixed cadre of shock troops (Rankan 3rd
Commando rangers, Tysan "specids,” guerrillahillmen of Free Nisibis, and Niko's own unit of Stepsons)
back to Tysefor the winter. Though the fighting had ended inconclusively, with the Mygdonian warlord
Ajami dill at large, Tempussjoint forces had declared themsdl ves victorious—they'd won the battle, if
not the war. They'd ridden through atunnel of cloud and into Tyse triumphant and had settled down to
wait for pring, content, al but for Niko, with the season's work.

But then, no other fighter in the Stepsons had Niko's problems. he was the only member of its core group
of Sacred Band pairswho had awizard for a partner, awitch for an enemy, and adream lord after his
very soul.

He hoped his mare's plight wasn't amatter of magical intervention, some reflection of the accursed luck
that had dogged him ever since hedd joined Tempuss private army. He couldn't bear it if her suffering
turned out to be hisfaullt.

All Niko had left which mattered to him was this mare, who looked up at him from anguished, exhausted
eyesthat gtill weretrusting: she expected him to be able to save her.

Full of despair, he rubbed her muzzle, then scratched a favorite spot under her jaw. He couldn't do much
more than gt with her until she died. He couldn't help her; he couldn't even help himself.

Suddenly she shuddered and started thrashing. He tried to hold her head. She was tearing herself up
ingde; the foa wasin breech. The vet had told him to put her out of her misery, hopeful of saving the
fod, which was hdf Tras horse and worth more than its mother.

But he couldn't do it. He couldn't walk away and let someone else do it either. The remnants of
honorbond within him, reduced to that between man and horse, wouldn't dlow him to sacrfice the sorrel
mare, al he had |eft from hislife before held joined the Stepsons.

And he couldn't hold her, couldn't even keep her from hurting hersdlf. He watched helplesdy, hiseyes
filled with tears, as she groaned and bit hersdlf, then sank back, exhausted, blowing hard through
distended nogtrils.

He could save her, if he went crawling to the mageguild and begged his estranged partner, Randal the
Tysanwizard, to help him. He could probably make it therein time. The storm outside was winter'slast;
he could take one of his commander's uncannily powerful Askelonian horses and ride down acrossthe



Nisibig border into Tyse, find Randd, and trade the last bit of his self-esteem for the sorrel maré'slife.

Evenif it didn't work, if he couldn't reach the mageguild in time, held be out of here—he wouldn't haveto
watch her die.

The mare twitched weakly, gave along, sighing snort, and rolled her eyes at him pleadingly. Shewas
soaked in sweat and so was he.

"It1l bedl right," helied to her. Her ears pricked at the sound of hisvoice.

Digging with trembling fingersin his beltpouch, he found his drugs and sniffed the last of hiskrrf. It waan't
going to make him fed any better, he knew, but it would give him the energy to do the cowardly thing
and get the hell out of here before he broke down in tears.

Asthe drug seeped from hisnoseinto hisbrain, he got hislegs under him and pushed himsdf up. The
mare was watching him as he sdled toward the door, so he said, "Y ou just rest. I'm going to get help. I'll
beright back..."

Outside the stdl, he closed its door and leaned hisforehead on it, swearing softly in gutter-Nisi.

Hewas dill standing like that when he heard low voices and the rustle of winter uniforms coming toward
himin the quiet stables gloom.

"Weve got to do something about him," one voice said. "It's bad for morae, discipline... we can't just Sit
back and let him go on thisway. It makes the whole unit look bad."

A deeper voice responded, "What would you suggest, Crit?"

"Either shape him up or shed him. If it were anybody € se, you'd have doneit long ago. He'sjust not that
specid—and if heis, that'sworse. Y ou can't have one set of rulesfor Niko and another for everybody
else. Even the Sacred Banders don't try to make excuses for him anymore. Y ou've got to talk to him."

The other sighed rattlingly and said something so low that Niko couldn't hear the words as he turned to
watch Tempus and his second-in-command, Critias, come down theline.

By the time they reached him, the words he'd heard and the drugsin his system had combined to make
Niko's greeting abrupt: "If you're hereto kill my mareto savethefod, you'll haveto kill mefirst.” He
crossed hisarms and stood his ground.

Crit was about Niko's Sze. Tempus wastadler and heavier and insurmountable: the Stepsons commander
was undying, aquasi-immortal as strong as a bull whaose flesh regenerated itself and whose fighting skills
had been honed through centuries on amultitude of battlefields.

It might be an acceptable way to die, picking afight with the commander of the dlied Tysian militias; it
wasn't afight that Niko, despite his western training, could hope to win, and both his superiors knew it.

Crit said, "See what | mean, Commander? The bastard's addled—dangerous to himself and the rest of
us. Suicide's not an honorable—"

"Crit, go tell Randal he can come now," Tempus ordered flatly.

Crit ran ahand through his short feathery hair and said, "Y es sir, Commander. Niko, when you're done
here, | want to see you in my quarters.” Then, with awry grimace, he headed for the barn door.

The young officer and his commander looked at each other in silence until Niko judged that Crit was out



of earshot: "Randa's not touching my mare. She's better off dying anatura death than living on, beholden
towizardry." "And you, Stepson,” Tempus said gently, "isthat what you want?' The man who was caled
the Riddler stared sorrowfully at the young soldier.

"Maybe. What if it is? 1t'smy choice—the only one I've got |&ft. | never wanted to pair with Randa—a
mage, an accursed sorcerer.” Niko tried to stop himsdf, but the words came pouring out: "I can't take it
any longer—the other fighters avoid me like a plague-carrier; the Sacred Band pairs say I've violated the
spirit of my oath; the Free Nisibis—even my blood brother Bashir—shun me. I'm a pariah, an outcast in
dl but name. Solet'scdl it likeitis: | quit. I'm out of it, officidly resigning my commisson. Asof this
moment, my mare and | are beyond your jurisdiction.”

Frominsdethe sdl, agrunt of pain and frustration reached them.

Tempus watched the young fighter who had once been so promising but now, haggard, haunted, and
hunted by supernatura forces he wouldn't try to understand, teetered on the brink of madness.

"That might be best for dl concerned,” Tempus said dowly. "But let'send it properly: you and | should be
ableto save both mareand fod, if you'l take direction from methis one more time. Then welll keep the
foa and you can take the mare with you when it'sweaned.”

Niko squeezed his eyes shut, his mouth suddenly dry, feding asif hed been disemboweled. At least hed
saved Tempus the painful duty of discharging him. It had to cometo this, hetold himsdif. It wasjust a
matter of time.

Y et the shock of being separated from his unit officidly was devastating. Numbly he said, "Fine. Let'stry
it, Tempus," using his civilian prerogative to be impolite to the man he respected above dl others.

Inthe gtdll, the mare's ears bardly twitched; her breathing was too loud, too deep. Her distended belly
shivered.

Tempus knelt down beside her hindquarters and took out a dagger.
"No!" Niko protested.

"I'm just going to make her alittle wider, Niko. Shell hardly fed it, the state she'sin. Sit on her neck and
hold her head.”

Automatically, the ex-Stepson did as he was bid, one more time. He couldn't see what Tempus was
doing behind hisback, but he could fed the mare shudder and twitch.

Then she uttered one piercing scream and her foreegs jerked madly as she struggled to roll over, torise
up. Niko had al he could do to obey the order he'd been given.

"Good, good. Hold firm. That'sit, Niko," said Tempus, and then added: "Here it comes... that'sgot it.”
And: "You can get off her neck. Get me some hot water, cat gut, ahot needle, clean cloths. And... take
alook, on your way out."

The straw was full of blood and placenta, but inits midst an iron-black foa kicked shakily. Tempuswas
wiping the mucus from its nogtrils with histunic's edge and Niko's sorrel mare wastrying to help him.

When heleft the sdl, Niko saw his mare nuzzling her newborn and Tempus, covered with mucus and
blood, grinning after him fondly.

Coming back with abucket of water and an armful of cloths, he met Randa the wizard, dogging through



snow up to his bony knees.

"Stedlth,” Randal called Niko by hiswar name, "I got your message. Whatever's wrong with her, well—"
"Randd, | didn't send for you, but I'm glad you're here." The scrawny wizard struggled to keep up. "You
are?"That's right. Not because of the mare—Tempusand | took care of that without any magical
incantation or soul-rotting spells.”

Randd tried not to show his disappointment, the depth of his hurt. Randal idolized Nikodemos, but since
coming back from the front, Niko had been tresting him very shabbily. Fighters were moody and Niko
had been under terrible strain— possessed by awitch, sought after as an earthly avatar by the very
entelechy of dreams, banned from the western Bandaran ides for consorting with magicians.

So Randa only said, "I'm glad. The mare's out of danger? And the foal? Then perhaps | should be getting
back—"

"No. Youll haveto stay awhile. We have to dissolve our pairbond formally. Y ou can do what you want,
wizard, but I've quit the Stepsons. There are plenty of foolswho'll pair with you for j.tatus and mundane
advantage—or Tempuswill keep youonasasingle, I'm—"

"You what?' Niko was a son of the armies; his unit, with its stringent and convol uted code of honor and
itslugt for glory, was hisentirelife. Niko without his rank as squadron leader of the finest specid forces
unit in the north was like Randd without his guild-standing, or Tempus without his curse: unthinkable.

"You heard me," Niko said. "I'm quit of you and all my former alegiances, after tonight. Well go see Crit
and say the words, sign the papers. Then it's done.”

"Done? Don't | have anything to say about—"

Niko glanced at Randal sidelong; in the moonlight reflected from the snow, Niko's stare was so
eloquently threatening and so full of distaste that Randal broke off in mid-sentence.

If Stedlth, called Nikodemos, had truly lost histaste for honor and glory, if the debauches Randal had
heard about from scandalized 3rd Commando regulars had taken its place, then there was nothing
Randal could do about it. He was part of Niko's problems, not his solutions.

But hewasterribly sad, hurrying after his onetime | eft-side leader into the Stepson's Hidden Valley barn.

Randd had given up alot to be ableto say "Lifeto you, Riddler, and everlasting glory.” Hesaw in
Tempus's sad little smile when he spoke those words that he was expected to rise to this occasion, to
stay on as Tempuss staff adept, to ask no questions and trust his commander to turn things aright.

But without Niko, it wouldn't be easy.
* 2 *

Randa would never forget the way Critias|looked past Niko, asif he didn't exist, when the Stepson
submitted hisresignation.

Critias, Tempuss intelligence officer, had no right to judge Niko: he didn't understand Niko's problems,
didn't care about anything but himsdlf. The Stepsonswere acold lot, clinging to their barbaric honor code

in lieu of anything more stringert.

Sour-eyed, Crit had scrawled out release forms for Niko and dapped them down upon his desk: "Come
on, hurry up, citizen. I've got better thingsto do than waste my time with you."



Stedlth hadn't batted an eye, just signed what Crit put before him. Randa wanted to give Crit apiece of
hismind, but his kris—amagica sword given to the mage by Askelon, lord of dreams— rattled in its
scabbard on Randd's hip asif it were ready to jump out and skewer Critias of its own accord. And since
the kriswas capable of doing just that, Randa had to hold it firmly and keep histemper well in check: his
kris couldn't distinguish between red enemies and perceived ones; it was probably just reacting to
Randal's confused emotions.

Asthey were leaving, Straton, Critiass right-side partner and the Stepsons chief interrogator, camein.
Strat, aman aslarge as Tempus, gave Niko an offhanded salute, disregarding Randa as Strat always did
when he could.

Niko just nodded to Straton, who frowned and said, "When are you going to quit fuddling your witswith
krrf, Stedlth? Y ou can't even manage acivil—"

"Civilians don't salute Stepsons. They're polite and they know their place—somewhere else,” Crit said.

"What's this? Another covert operation? Last time Niko played 'civilian,”" his partner died of the game.

"No gamethistime, Strat." Niko's voice was soft and durred from drugs or distress. "My mare stay's
heretill thefoa isweaned. I'd like your word that you'll see to her—I'll make it worth your while."

Strat's wide forehead furrowed; he looked from Cirit, to Niko, to Randal. Then hisbig hands lashed out,
catching Randa by thetunic and lifting him off the ground: "Thisis your doing, you droolbucket, you
dimy predtidigitator. Couldn't stand it that Steelth was—"

"Strat!" Crit said. "It'stoo late for that." "Put him down, Straton,” Niko warned, "or you won't be able to
lift your skirts hereafter." Niko'stone, flat and promissory without a hint of feding, made Straton turn his
head.

Then Randd's feet touched the floor and he could speak. "And don't you forget it, you lumbering—"

"Randal! | don't need any help from you with this." Niko's sunken eyes swept over him and Randdl
flushed.

Regarding Crit steadily, Niko said, "Let's be polite, ex-task force leader, now and in the future. Someone
might get hurt, otherwise.”

"Stedth," Straton said, "thisis madness. What are you going to do? Ded drugs from Brother Bombas?
Pay martyr with Bashir's guerrillas when the snow melts and the Mygdonians aitack again?' Niko, Hill
looking at Crit, said, "Something like that. It doesn't matter. Randal, get out of here. Go back to your
mageguild and spin your globe. I'll bein touch.”

Therewas more said, Randal was sure, but he didn't hear it. Straton, with an ugly grin, opened the door
wide for him and bowed sweepingly. "Out you go, witchy-ears, and | can't say I'm sorry about it.”

So heleft, hisneck hot with embarrassment and his eyes swimming with tears. Stealth wasn't like this;
something was wrong—even more than held thought.

All the camaraderie and much-vaunted brotherhood of the Sacred Band was meaningless, thewhole
thing asham, an excuse for violence and viciousness.

Randa was crunching through the Hidden Valey snow, wondering if he could ever convince his
archmage that held seen the error of hisways and regain hisformer standing among the Tysan wizards,



when along shadow fdl in his path: Tempus, adark lord in the moonlight.
"Lifetoyou, Randa," the Stepsons commander said.

"Don't 'lifeé me, Riddler,” Randd flared, drawing himsdlf up to hisfull height. ™Y ou may think I'm till a
member in good standing, but your task force leader has made it clear that I'm not welcome.” " Grit's got
problems of his own—my daughter.”

Kama, for one; relations between the Stepsons and the 3rd Commando, for another.”

"That's no excuse." Randa wanted to push by Tempus, find a cozy place to change his shape, and wing
homeward: an interval as ahawk would ease him, dull the pain of rejection.

But before he could, Tempus said, "Whatever you said or did in there, asfar as1'm concerned, you're
gill my right-hand mage. And I've atask for you no lesser could accomplish.”

"You do? That is, oh no, you don't. Niko quit, so I'm out of it, too."
"An oath means so littleto amage? | doubt it.”

Randd's feet were getting cold and, in the moonlight, Tempus seemed some faceless hulk, even more
daunting than usud.

"Well . . yesand no," and Hazard temporized. "I mean, if you redly need me, then of course I'll do my
best but... how?1 can't make another liaison; Niko's fill my partner, to the death with honor, no matter
what he says. It'slikeamarriage, isn't it? Y ou can disavow it before men but not before... well, you
know."

"I know," said the avatar of rape and pillage kindly. "Asfor how you can help, you can keep Niko safe
whilethisfever in him burnsout.”

"How? | don't know what's wrong, what I've done, why he doesn't want me anymore..." Randa trailed
off miserably, then sniffled, then turned his head to blow hisnose: "It's cold out here, Riddler. Could we
goingdeif wevegot to tak much longer?!

When he got no answer, he looked up again, and Tempus was gone.
* 3 *

Niko was on hisway out of the free zone, his purse nearly empty and his heart heavy, when two mounted
3rd Commando rangerstook it into their headsto roust him.

Hed been everyone's favorite target of harassment since held quit the band aweek before; he'd had
about enough of it. Hewastired of talking and unwilling to explain—it sounded too much like
complaining when hedid.

There was only oneway to stop it: when the two horsemen came up on either sde of him, he grabbed
the booted foot of the ranger on hisright and wrenched it around and upward, pushing the man from his
saddle, while with hisleft hand, he dug into the tender nerves above the other rider's knee, smultaneoudy
unhorsing the temporarily paralyzed second commando a so.

The two men, curaing, scrabbled in the dirt while al about, the free zone crowd thinned out: none of the
refugees wanted to be awitness, be too close, beinvolved.

Before their horses shied away, Niko grabbed a crossbow from one saddle.



By thistime, one ranger had gained hisknees, hisdirk out; the other, hisleg still usdess, wastrying to
draw his sword, telling Niko, " ou'll pay for this, Whoreson, and wish you'd—"

Niko nocked an arrow and levered the crossbow to ready, stepping in between the two, the bow
pointed now &t one, now &t the other. "Drop your blades, hiltsfirs.”

"Can't you western women count?' the one with the palmed dirk retorted. "There's two of us; you'll bleed
your life out among these Maggotsif you don't put down that bow."

Niko took another step, toward the one whose leg he'd numbed, bending as he did so: "Open wide,
princess," hetold the soldier, whose eyes crossed, looking at the business end of the crossbow bolt.
"Now!"

Asthe prostrate ranger opened his mouth to argue, Niko shoved the crossbow init up toitsflare. The
man froze, eyeswide; Niko looked at the other. ™Y ou want to kill your friend, here? Say one more
word."

The fighter with the dirk met Niko's eyes; seconds passed. Stedth'straining in the western ides had
taught him to read auras—not minds, just the colors aliving being gives off injoy or war or treachery.

S0 he knew the first commando was going to rush him, even asthe man lurched to hisfeet, hisdirk cast
Niko'sway.

Reflexively, hisfinger squeezed the trigger and the bolt shot from the bow, through the mouth and skull of
the commando on the ground, as Niko ducked the thrown dirk and prepared to meet the first ranger's
assault.

The man barreled into him with concussive force. It was one-to-one, hand-to-hand, the kind of combat
Niko liked. The ranger went for Stealth's throat with both hands, their faces so close it was clear that the
ranger had had onionswith hislunch.

Bringing up hisarms, Niko snapped the hold, kicked up with hisknee, and dammed down with his open
hand on the commando's neck as the fellow doubled over.

His assailant went to his knees.

"More?' Niko asked, standing over him asthe soldier, in fetal position, groaned upon the ground. "Il
wat."

But the soldier only gritted that Niko had started something he couldn't finish. He knew that. He picked
up the crossbow, nocked another bolt, and backed away, looking right and left, hoping to melt into the
free zone shadows, lose himsalf among the Maggots—refugees from the war-torn north who had the
freedom of the camps.

There were tunnds underneath the free zone, and he headed for them, crouched low, wishing hed let the
rangers rough him up. It was a private war now, declared—Niko against the growing contingent of
Rankan dlite shock troopers wintering here.

He was breathing hard when he squeezed into atunnel entrance beneath afal of rock. He didn't
understand why he'd let things escaate, why held shot the first ranger and wrestled with the second. Niko
was amaster of Death Touch. He could have marked each man for death with afinger'sjab or an
elbowed bruise during a scuffle they would have thought was redl, let them take the few coppers and the
bit of pulcishe had on him, endured their durs and insults, and walked away free and clear, comfortable
in the knowledge that both men would die of unexplained causes within aday: that was the way of Degth



Touch.

He could have, but he hadn't. In the tunnel, done with his raspy breathing and his shaking hands, hetried
to understand. He'd needed to lash out, to fight aliving, breathing enemy, wrestle with those unlucky
fighters because he couldn't wrestle with hisfate.

Niko was what they were caling him—aMaggot, a Tysian refugee, achild of the streets grown cold and
hard over years of mercenary war. But he was al'so awestern-trained adept, aspecidist in slent kill, a
Bandaran initiate of the mystery called maat—ba ance and equilibrium and the intuitive edge that
meditation brings.

Maet, in Bandara, was peaceful. Maat, in the world, was an expression of nature's search for balance, of
chaos devouring itsdlf, of theflux caled war.

Because of hismaat and his past, Niko had become sought after by the Nisibis witch, Roxane, known as
Death's Queen, who fought the Rankan empire asan dly of Mygdon; and by Askelon, regent of the
seventh sphere, lord of shadow and of dream.

Aninitiate of maat acquires apurity of soul, a serenity of spirit that no worldly strife can despoail. It was
thisthat the dream lord Askelon wanted from Niko, and this that made Roxane come to him repegatedly
indl manner of women'sforms.

Between the two of them, the lord of dreams and the queen of depredatious magic, Niko waslikea
contested haunch of meat. They tugged on him and pulled at him so that meditation was atorture, deep
was fraught with danger, and even the comfort of hisfellowswas denied him.

Niko, who needed touch and love and human contact, who was never happier than when he could do a
favor for afriend or end the suffering of an unfortunate, was afraid to seek awoman's arms—she might
be Roxanein disguise. Barred from the peace of his mystery by Askelon's dominion over his mental
rest-place, Niko was unwilling to bring his curse upon hisunit or hisfriends.

All that was eft in him now was anger. He wanted to hit back, to shake off these supernatura beings
who coveted his soul.

Slinking through the free zone tunne swith no degtination in mind, he admitted findly, in words, what hed
decided: the drugs and drink he used to keep deep and misery at bay might be the cure for dl that ailed
him. If he could degrade his mystery, despail his soul, become less than he was, neither Roxane nor
Askelon would want him. He'd no longer be atalisman of power craved by beings who sought to use him
likeapawn.

He had to win thisfight, evenif it cost him al held once struggled to obtain. Rejection by the Sacred
Band had convinced him that he had no other choice.

But he was s0 lonely and so tired, so angry and so at war within himsdlf, that when he came up out of the
tunnd s at arandomly chosen exit, his mood was blacker than the warrens he'd just lft. It was night by
then, and that suited him. Above the dleyways leading to Peace Falls, he could see the mountain range
cdled Wizardwall gleaming in winter's pale moonlight.

He could climb its peaks and ask Bashir to help him. Bashir and he till had abond of sorts, and Bashir
was Father Enlil's priest, aman of devout character who had the northern Storm God's ear. But that was
trading one master for another. Inthe dley, Niko shook his head and paused to lean against a closed
door, shivering and swesting al a once. There was no answer but to continue what he'd begun. Running
to Bashir wasjust running, as staying with Tempuswas hiding behind the Riddler's irts.



A born warrior and son of the armies, he was going to become a criminal, adrug deder, aman free of
scruple, if it killed him, for the sake of owning his own soul in whatever afterlife hed earn.

But it hurt. It hurt to hate the world and to know it hated him back. It hurt to hurt his friends and make
them hurt him. Whenever he wasn't drugged or drunk, it hurt so that he could hardly stand it.

There was acurefor that: he pushed away from the aley doorway, headed for Brother Bombasinn.
Madame Bomba and he had an arrangement, a profitable trade in drugs between the Bombas and Niko's
unclein Caronne.

He'd have to snesk around now, not walk up Commerce Avenue asif he weren't a hunted man. He did
through byways and under eaves until he crossed the town line separating Tyse from Peace Falls, then
dipped into Brother Bomba's through the kitchen.

One of the cook's helpers, afree zone boy Niko had recommended to the Madame, dropped a pot of
stew when he spied him: "Niko, my lord! The specidswere herelooking for you. They said you killed a
man... a3rd Commando.” The youth's pale eyeswere wide.

"That'sright. What of it?1 killed him in the free zone, where Tyse's laws don't apply. And don't cal me
'my lord." If you'vealord, he'sup in heaven, not sumbling around with blood on his clothes and dirt on
hisface

He pushed by the boy. "Clean that up before the Madame finds you incompetent to serve."
"But..."
"What isit, pud?| don't haveto explain myself to you."

The boy's eyes sparkled. "But they |eft someone here, in case you showed up. The Madametold me, if |
saw you, to be sure and let you know."

"Il go up the kitchen gairs. Tdl her I'm here and waiting."
He didn't blame the Madame for wanting to avoid trouble in her bar.

Up the back stairs and three doors down the hall he had aroom. Init, he broke the ice on awater basin
and splashed the dush on hisface, stripped off everything but his breech and washed the free zone grime
fromhisskin.

Then, shivering, he kndlt to build afirein the sooty hearth, lighting abroadleaf soaked in pulcisfrom it as
soon as the sparks began to catch.

Pulciswas dightly halucinogenic, an gphrodisiac and stimulant only the wedlthy or corrupt could afford.

By the time Madame Bomba came knocking, Niko was lying stretched out on the sheepskin rug before
the hearth watching colors waft across the plastered celling, so forgetful of redity he merdly called out,
"Come," without thought to safety or security.

Madame Bomba camein first, leaving someone Niko didn't recognize waiting in the hall.

She frowned down at him, gigantic from his vantage on the floor. " Get up, Stealth. Put on some clothes.
Wipethat slly grin off your face. I've brought someoneto seeyou..." The Madame knelt in arustle of
skirts that sounded like Bandaran windchimes to Niko's drug-sharpened ears.

Then she had hisface in her hands, turning it dightly, squinting. " Stedlth, boy, try to ligento me. Thisis



important—dangerous. Here drink this."

She pushed afaiencevid againg hislips, uptilted it. Bitter liquid flowed onto histongue, spilled out and
down hischin.

Shelet hishead fall back; seconds later, his euphoriafell away, leaving him nearly sober and resentful.
"What isit? Who's there? Someone from these specials?*

"Get dressed and listen closely.” She stood up and paced back and forth as Niko dressed, explaining:
"The specids|eft a Rankan here, some muckety-muck from the capitd who wantsto talk to you. He
won't tell me what he wants, but he's up to no good, that's certain from the way the specials were acting.
Thisisasecret meeting, just you and him, and I've aready been threstened with mayhem should | reved
it even happened.”

Niko, pulling on hillman'strousers, said: "Ran-kanskilled my parents; | served Tempus, not the empire.
Now that's done, | want nothing to do with them." He struggled into awoolen chiton and buckled his
workbelt over it; on it were strung what weapons he might need to convince a Rankan to let him be.

The Madame's hand closed heavily on his shoulder, spinning him around. "Niko, boy, thisis
serious—you're in no position to snub an overture from the empire, and we've our businessto think of.
See the man. Be palite. If there's no commission or pardon in the offer, don't worry—I've arranged for
you to spend aweek or two with friends of mine north of town... until the 3rd calms down or Tempus
can be prevailed upon to help you."

"l don't want hishdlp... | don't want any help.”

"That'sal too clear,” the Madame said, her face showing al itslines. "But you've other folk to think of ...
wewho lovethee."

When Madame Bomba lapsed into "thee's and thou's," things were seriousindeed.
"How do you know this Rankan isn't going to arrest me—free zone or not? It was a Rankan ranger I—"
"Hush, child. Thisman couldn't arrest asneeze. You'l see. Trust me. Now, ready?"

He shrugged and she showed her yellowing teeth, then opened up the door and ushered in ashort plump
man with abeard only on hischin.

"I'll leave ye now," the Madame offered, and when the little Rankan only nodded, she left and closed the
door.

The Rankan wore afur-lined robe and boots which, in the capital, aman would buy for hunting tigers
with the emperor. His cheeks were pink and his eyes cold. He said, " Stedlth, caled Niko-demos?

"The same." Niko crossed hisarms. "I'm Brachis, priest of the Storm God, Conservator of Heaven, Sole
Confidant of the—"

"Spare me arecitation of your titles. If you've cometo save my soul or clamiit for an affront againgt the
armies, priest, you're wasting your time either way. The Madame said | had to listen to your proposd. If
you've got one, makeit. Now."

The priest unlatched his cloak and let it fal; the garments underneath substantiated his clam: Niko hadn't
seen such high-caste priestly raiment of the hierarchy—worked in golden thread with the bullsand



lightning of the Storm God and the mountain— since held fought with Abars's, the southern Storm God's
dead warrior-priest.

"Asyou wish, Stepson. .. ex-Stepson, that is™ Though his flush was spreading and priestly anger lit his
eyes, Brachis signed ablessng Niko dmost fended off, and minced close: "We have a proposition for
you, your Madame Bombaisright. What is said hereafter cannot be repeated on pain of becoming
anathemato the gods and losing your place in heaven." Brachiss eyes met Niko's solemnly. "Fine. |
understand. Get onwithiit, priest.” "May | St?'

"Go ahead," Niko said, exasperated. Priests were adifferent matter than Rankan henchmen of the
secular sort. Thisone had true power to damn, even though the Rankan Storm God was missing, some
said dead.

The priest said: "We're here because Abarsis cameto usin adream and singled you out for glory.”

"We? Glory?1'vegiven up glory. I'll settlefor surviva." A superdtitious chill ran up Niko's spine: Abarsis
had been cdled the Saughter Priest; no man who'd served the god in his Sacred Band could forget what
it waslike to be an instrument of heaven.

"WE in the sense that I'm the templ€'s representative. Asfor surviva, we're offering you no obvious
exoneration in the world of men—you'll have to take your chances with the 3rd Commando. We do,
however, offer expiation in theworld of gods. Abarsss ghost came down from heaven and laid your
name upon our atar when we asked how to go about making an end to accursed Abakithis, that travesty
of an emperor who has caused the Storm God to turn his face away from the Rankan people—"

"Hold, priest. Let's not get theologicadl ... I'm not as pious as| used to be. Y ou want me to what ?'
"To assass nate the emperor, for the good of Ranke, the Storm God's temple, and your own soul.”

Niko, who'd been leaning against thewall, did dowly down it into a squat. "And for the good of the next
faction that comes to power. Whose man are you, priest?’

"Brachis, my son; cal me Brachis." The priest, having said what hed cometo say, was now paing
vighbly, sothat hispink cheeks seemed like disfiguring birthmarks. "Abarsis chose you, and the death of
that commando tonight isa sign that he wasright: you're free of alegiances and pure as—

"Ghosts don't benefit from coups, men do. Isit Theron'sfaction? Tempus has worked for him off and
on."

"Y ou don't want to know, my son. Will you accept this commission that the gods have laid upon you?
Joyoudly labor to rel ease the Rankan people from this bondage of ineptitude and return our missing
Storm God to us? We shdl be very grateful—all the funds and covert aid you ask for shall be yours. The
only thing we cannot do is associate ourselves with you openly.”

"I know," Niko muttered. "And when it's done? Will you then pack me off to heaven to let Abarsis thank
me persondly? | won't die for your cause; | won't hang or endure the Endless Degaths traitors earn
without mentioning your names. Y oull haveto grant me somekind of immunity, and do it publicly.”

The priest scowled. "We shall find away. Are we agreed? Y ou'll do the deed?’

"l want something for it, something more." Niko's mind raced: Abakithis had been the Rankan emperor
when Tyse was sacked and made a Rankan satdllite; his family—mother, father, s ster—would be
avenged. And Abarsis, up in heaven, the holy spirit who looked after al the living members of his Sacred
Band and even personally appeared on earth to escort the fallen heavenward, had chosen him. "I want



your word and the word of whomever you're grooming to sit on the Lion Throne of empirethat Free
Nisbiswill remain free—an independent nation, with Bashir itsrecognized ruler." "We... will consider it."
"You do that. I'll consider it, too." "Nikodemos," the priest shifted, "your immortal soul isat stake here.”

Niko chuckled harshly: ™Y ou're right about that. And my physica person, too, I'd wager. Y ou can't very
well let mewak away if | refuseyou, isthat it?"

"The gods say you will not refuse.” Niko's hands were cold, and his heart dso. No matter what he did,
he was always being pressed into service by nonphysical beingsfor reasons he didn't understand. " Then
the gods are on the side of the Nisibis free men. Yesor no, priest?

Brachis sighed and made a pirit-invoking sign with his plump fingers. 'Y es. We agree. And you must
agree not to say anything about our arrangement, not to tell even the Riddler what has transpired. Y ou
must accomplish your task at the Festival of Man, in the third week on the third day, during the evening's
celebration. The emperor will be among the winners then—you must be one." "Fegtival of Man? A
winner? I'm not even among the contestants. | don't have a sponsor—I'm not a Stepson, not a member
of Tysesgarrison. | certainly can't go as a Rankan entrant, after I've just dain a Rankan ranger!”

"Perhaps Bashir will sponsor you. Free Nisibis has aright to send a contingent to the games, as does any
other buffer-state of empire, city-state, or powerful lord. If Nisibisrefuses, you'll have to make your
peace with Tempus or go asa Tysian entrant.” The priest waved his hand. "These are palitica matters,
and politics are only one weapon of the gods. A way will be shown to you; you have only to do what the
godsdesre.”

So saying, Brachisheld out hishand. Init wasasmall figure, that of the Storm God on his bulls, worked
inglver."A token, to identify you to the priesthood as our agent. Show it, if you'rein need of help.”

Niko looked at the outstretched hand, at the little amulet on itsleather thong, then up at the pasty-faced
priest.

Then dowly hereached out to take the token of the Storm God.
* 4 *

Brother Bomba's ground-floor bar looked asif it had been struck by the wrath of the gods when Tempus
arived there the next evening.

The pecan bar was in splinters, the copper mirror behind it eaten through with acid; fire had charred the
beams above and no table had four legs under it.

In the wreckage, Madame Bomba wandered, dazed and bruised; by the archway leading up to rooms
rented by the hour and down to her drug den of renown, Critias|leaned against a smoke-damaged
tapestry, awigtful smile on hislipsand afaraway look in hiseyes.

Beside Crit, scrawled in blood three cubits high, the 3rd Commando had |eft its calling card: arearing
horse with lightning bolts clenched between its teeth.

A half-dozen Stepsons |abored amid the shambles. Madame Bombawas their self-proclaimed
den-mother; she'd taken the band under her wing when they'd first come upcountry to Tyse. Her "boys"
hadn't waited to be asked when the Madame needed help: they'd volunteered.

Tempus headed straight for Madame Bomba without aword to those who greeted him. Crit intercepted
him: "Commander, let's get the bastards. No matter where Niko's gone or what he's done, Sync's 3rd
Commando needs alesson and adozen of my men areready to teach it.”



The 3rd had gutted Madame Bombal's the night before, looking for Niko. They'd blockaded themselves
insde and terrorized the Madame dl night long, hoping to force her to revea Stedlth's whereabouts.

"Revenge, isit, Crit? Vengeanceiswhat started this," Tempus rasped. "We hurt them; they hurt us.
Wherewill it end? Fight each other dl winter, and we won't befit to fight Mygdonians by spring, let done
win our events at the Festival. Tell your task force," Tempus's voice lowered, "that accidents may befdl
the 3rd, but none welll be blamed for." Then, louder: "Niko's forsworn his oath to us; we won't shed a
drop of blood for him. Asfor the Madame, if she wants to count on our protection, shelll cease harboring
fugitives and murderers. Clean this place up, post aguard, and let it go at that."

"Yes, gar," Crit said equably, hiscynical smile under wraps. "I'll do that. Now, if you're ready to interview
the Madame..."

Just then Straton, Critiassright-side partner, camein, swearing copioudy at what he saw.

"Bring Strat when you come upgtairs,”" Tempus whispered as he left Crit and took the unresisting
Madame Bomba by the arm.

Up aflight of stairsin Bombas office was asmal room which overlooked the bar. Tempus seeted the
puffy-faced woman in her favorite chair and went to stand before the a chemically-crafted one-way glass,
staring down upon his men at work, trying to think of something to say to thiswoman, who was suffering
on hisaccount asal who loved him did.

It was Tempus's curse that those who loved him died of it, and those he loved were bound to spurn him.
Once, the god V ashanka had mitigated his curse and the pain it brought; now, like the Rankan empire
which fatered without itswar god, Tempus staggered under the maediction'sweight.

Asif reading his mind, Madame Bombasaid: "It's not your fault. | should have known better. But who
would have thought that Niko would kill a—

"Tdl me about Brachis" Tempusinterrupted. "What did he want with Niko?"

"Y ou know, then," the Madame sighed. "I can't say." The Madame's voice was dull and hopeless: caught
between the Stepsons and the 3rd Commando, she saw no safe course to take.

"You can't say?" Tempusturned, incredulity in hisvoice. The Madame and he had been through the
wizard war together; sheld not turned ahair when magic had collapsed her wine cdllar, or mistrusted him
when death squads had wreaked havoc in the bar below and left the Stepsons calling card.

But the 3rd was another matter: held trained them, formed them, written the manual they plundered from
and the oaths they swore. Hed been younger then, and angrier; they were the most vicious and brutal
grike force his three centuries of expertise could concoct.

They must have raped her, he decided; her face wastoo pale under its bruises, and her spirit, for the first
timein hismemory, too low.

"That's right—Niko didn't confide in me. Asfor his whereabouts, Riddle—save your bregath. | didn't tell
that monster Sync, despite everything. I'll not tell you." A trace of the fire he remembered sparkled in her
eyes. "Whatever'swrong with Niko is your doing—he lovesyou like afather. Whatever he did, he had
good reason. Before you destroy that boy, the best you've gat, think of this: it's your curse which brings
harm to those who love thee." She blinked away tears and her hands went to her face.

Tempus could count the women he respected on the fingers of one hand; the Madame was the foremost
of these. And shewasright: al Niko's troubles sprang from him.



But before he could answer, Crit appeared in the open doorway, Straton beside him.
Strat was saying, "What? Why didn't you tell me?*

And Cirit replied, easing in and shutting the door behind them, "I couldn't. It had to ook right. Niko
doesn't know, himsalf. We can't be sure the witch isn't Soying on us through him; we need somebody out
there to draw fire. And we need to know what Brachisisdoing here... it had to be done thisway."

Madame Bomba looked from Cirit, to Strat, who was shaking his head in disgust, to Tempus, who was
wishing Crit didn't trust Madame Bomba quite so much.

Then she said, her face so suffused with rage that the purpling bruises on her cheeks seemed to pale:
"Y ou did that to Niko purposdly? Maneuvered him into the state he'sin for some unholy operation to test
the empire?' She spat Tempussway. "I'm appaled.”

Strat grunted in agreement, his huge arms crossed.

Crit started to make excuses, raking a hand through his short feathery hair: "Who'd have guessed held kill
aranger? He seems so calm, you forget about histemper. Brachisisn't just any priest, Madame—he's
here on business for Theron'sfaction, and that's serious. We have to know what, why, maybe even how
and when, if it'sthe sort of business we think—"

"That's no excuse for turning afighter into arenegade,”" the Madame retorted. "And driving him to drugs
and drink. Theway you Stepsons treated him—"

"We drove him to drugs and drink?" Crit took a step toward the Madame and balled hisfigs. "If you
werent—"

"Crit. Madame. Cease," Tempus thundered, not as angry as he sounded: this was the Madame Bomba
he knew and loved; concern for another had roused her from her shock.

"I didn't want to involve you, Madame, but now you know what only afew task force members suspect.
Well retrieve Nikodemos when thetimeisright; I've got Randa looking out for hiswelfare, body and
soul.”

"Soul?" Straton snorted. Crit shot him awithering look which Strat ignored.
"Straton, we're counting on you to get to Niko and tell him—" Tempus began.
"That thewholething'safix?' Strat interrupted. "1 hope he takesit well."

"No," Crit said. "That we need to know what Brachisis planning. He asked you to take care of hismare;
you're the only one who can get to him without arousing suspicion.”

"Andif thewitch is possessing him again?* Straton asked. "What then?"

"Forget thewitch." Crit turned to Madame Bomba, hisface grim. ™Y ou see, Madame, you've got to help
us. We need to know where heis before the 3rd finds out. Otherwise, we can't protect him."

Madame Bomba sighed and shook her head, then reached into her skirts and pulled out a pouch from
which shetook broadleaves, pulcis, and alittle box of krrf. "Soldier, if you were abelly-son of mine, I'd
spank you. But sinceyou're not, I'll make it clear another way: if any ill befals Niko because of thisplan
of yours, Cirit, I'll takeit out on you in ways you haven't dreamed could hurt.”

Strat, out of her sght, smirked: Madame Bomba continually tried to reform Cirit, treated him like an



errant child. And Crit, with whom no man but Strat dared argue, took from Madame Bomba
chastisement and lectures not even Tempus would have offered.

"But youll tel uswhere heis?' Crit pressed.

Then sheturned to Tempus. "And if | do this" her eyes glinted mischievoudy, "and one or two Rangers
die, thereisno blame?’

"None," he said, giving her permission to take revenge as she chose—the Madame was not without
resources.

"Good." She nodded, stretched, and began rolling broadleafs. "It's along time since I've worked so
intimately with the armies. Come, soldiers, let's sed our bargain with abit of smoke.”

*5*

In the Tysian mageguild, Randal stood at his chamber's high window, staring out upon Mageway and the
traffic far below.

He had swest on hisbrow and hiskrisin his hand; behind him, in the center of the mosaic floor, the globe
of power hed won in the raffle for Wizardwal gleamed, itsinset sones catching torchlight asit spun lazily
onitsstand.

The globe and its stand might be the problem, Randa thought, running the kris Askelon had given him
through hisfingers. His kris had been forged by the dream lord's own hand and no mage had aweapon
so powerful.

But today, when he must use his powersto their fullest and every magica attribute he had, the kriswas
not behaving. Randa had said the words and stroked the blade as Askelon had taught him, but as e,
not asingle hornet had issued forth from the krisstip.

The magic of the kris and the magic of the power globe were of different planes, different sources.
Randa had been using both the whitest and the blackest of magics, and now, when Tempus had decreed
that Randal must protect his parther— when he most needed al the magic a seventh-level Hazard could
command—neither tool wasworking right.

The globe's tand must hold the key, held thought; he spent the morning sequestered, trying to determine
what that key must be. But the globe was very old, and of Nisibis manufacture, and the glyphsincisedin
its base gave only single commands, no explanation of how or why they worked or when to use them.

So held set the globe to spinning with the command to "summon power™ invoked. It had spun the
morning long, and nothing had happened.

It had to be that the globe's magic and the kriss magic were canceling each other out. So he departed the
circle of invocation and, at the window, spoke wordsin an ancient tongue, stroked the blade as Askelon
had taught him, and envisoned a stream of hornetsissuing forth, his eyestightly closed and hisbrow
furrowed.

In hismind's eye, clearly pictured, averitable plume of hornets swarmed. But when he peeked, there was
nothing but the kriss blade glinting in the sunlight.

"By the Writ," he cursed, morose and angry, "Askelon, who art... wherever Thou art, get off Thy butt
and hear this supplicant's plea—it'sfor Niko, after dl!"



Eyes closad again, he stood there, every muscle tensed, willing the magic into being. And findly, when he
was about to give up, he heard a"Bzzzz-zzz."

His eyes popped open. He held out an arm to direct the mighty hornet swarm, the proper words upon his
tongue.

But he saw no great svarm. It seemed that there was nothing there, and yet, the "Bzzzz" continued.
Helooked again, holding the kris up to the light, turning it to squint down &t the point.

And there, hanging from itstip, was one hornet— asingle large wasp, stinging the krisstipwith al its
might.

"One hornet? One meady hornet!" he muttered queruloudly, and shook the krisin disgugt, asif he could
shake the others out.

The single hornet stopped its manic stabbing of the blade and held on tight, itswingsfluttering asit tried
to keep itsbaance. Then, didodged, it plummeted through the air and landed on the floor, whereit
crawled toward hisfoot. Furious with himself and disappointed with the kris, Randa flung the weapon; it
clattered to the floor. Then he raised hisfoot to squash the bug.

The buzzing hed heard before came louder: the hornet took wing and flew right at hisface.
"Y ou want aswarm of hornets, witchy-breath? Squash me, and you'l die the death of athousand stings."
"Who said that?' Hands up to protect hisface, Randal retreated from the window.

"l did," said the hornet, hovering before him. "Don't you know it's winter? Whatever you want, it better
be important.”

Amazed, Randa lowered his hands. The hornet landed on his nose, stinger poised. "Don't move," it
suggested.

Randd's eyes crossed, looking at the tiny antennae, the viciouslittle head.

"That's better. Step on me, will you—not likely. Name your enemy. | haven't much time—the cold is
making medeepy.”

"Enemy?| haveno enemy... that is, | do, but... | want you hornetsto go protect Nikodemos." Randal
gathered his courage. "l want you to watch him and | want daily reports.”

"You do." The hornet bore down just abit with its stinger. "That's right, swedt. 1t'll warm me up. We
don't do that sort of thing. We just sting your enemies. What about the Nisibis witch-queen, Roxane?
Isn't she your enemy?'

"Roxane? She'srouted. .. isn't she?'

Waspish laughter buzzed in Randd's ears. " Shel's Roxane, isn't she? If you want usto protect your
Nikodemos from Roxane, that's one thing. But don't disturb our deep for something an ant could do.”

"Yes, yes, that'swhat | want. Protect him from Roxane. And let me know how he's doing." More than
anything, Randa wanted the hornet off hisnose. He didn't want to be stung. Randa was dlergic to many
things. Hornets were just big wasps and Randal was dlergic to wasps. "Get going, wasp. Therés no time
toloe"



"King Hornet. That'swhat you cdl me. Don't you black artists have any respect? Askelon's apprentice
or not, you've got alot to learn." The hornet lifted off, its wings beeting.

Randa rubbed hisnose, relief flooding him.

"Have fresh flowerswaiting—or somefat caterpillars, if you can manageit. And don't bother saying
thank you—" The hornet spiraed upward, toward the open window, and dwindled rapidly against the

palewinter sky.

"Wait, Ki—" But the hornet was gone before Randa had a chance to ask it about Roxane the Nisibis
witch or anything else.

As he picked up the kris he'd thrown and headed toward the globe, still spinning in the middle of the
room, there was aknock at his chamber's door.

"Ohdrat," he muttered, looking between the spinning globe, which now had a pae nimbus around it, and
the door.

Theknock came again.

Carefully sdestepping the mosaic spird-within-the-circle in the middle of which the globe spun, Randdl
hurried to open the door: it could only be one personage.

And it was, indeed, Randd's First Hazard, the namel ess archmage who ruled the Tysian mage-guild. And
the ancient one did not ook happy.

Parchment lips pursed and a nearly tranducent hand reached out to touch hisforehead: "My son, what
are you doing? To whom are you talking? The wards are disturbed. Areyou... haveyou..." Looking
beyond him, the First Hazard saw the spinning globe of power, the nimbus around it now milky and filled
with sparks.

"Comein, Magter." Randal scurried out of the old man's path. "'l wasjust trying the " Summon Power"
command; nothing much is happen—"

Then heturned around and saw whét the First Hazard was looking at: in the middle of the white nimbus,
asif in arobe of whitefox fur, was the piquant, sanguine form of Roxane, Death's Queen.

The old First Hazard seemed to float past Randal toward the power globe; the witch seemed to grow
more substantial. Every hair on Randa's body stood on end.

"Ah, Randd, my inept littlefriend. | seethat you're busy now; I'll come back another time," camethe
witch's velvet voice from the middle of the nimbus.

And as she began to fade, beside Randal the ancient adept quivered; his breathing became labored and
his vestments started to smoke.

Randa wanted to rush forward, to put himself between the Nisibis witch and his archmage, but hislimbs
wouldn't obey him.

Before his eyes, the archmage's robes caught fire. Beyond the smoke, only the witch's smilewas
visble—her red lips, her white teeth, her darting tongue.

The smoke from the archmage, whose moans were horrible and whose flesh was beginning to stink, was
drawn into that smiling mouth, which worked asif chewing a del ectable delight.



Asthe archmage crumbled in upon himself and what was |ft of his person crumpled to thefloor, the
witch laughed again and Randd's krislifted itsdf from its scabbard and levitated toward the smiling
mouth.

The tongue licked up the last wisps of smoke; the velvet voice said: "Thank you, Randa, for the snack.
Next time, bring me ayounger offering.”

Then the kris stabbed the place where the mouth was, just an ingtant too late: Roxane was gone. His
pardysislifted, Randa stumbled forward, grabbing hiskrisfrom midair.

Trembling like aleaf, he went to his knees before the archmage, now just apile of charred flesh and
clothing—all but for the skull, which was untouched by flame. The face there was contorted into asilent
scream and black eyes stared sightlessly from yellowed whites at ahorror so terrible that Randal hugged
himsdlf and nearly cried.

There was no way to disguise what had happened here: fooling around with hisNisibis power globe,
Randa had somehow made it possible for Roxane to breach the mageguild's wards and murder the First
Hazard.

With hiskris clattering in its scabbard and his teeth chattering in his head, Randal ventured into the
mosaic circle and took the globe from its stand, thinking to throw it from the window.

But if he smashed the globe on the street bel ow, then held be hel pless before the witch.

So hedidn't; he decided to tell the truth about what happened and pay the consequences. Even if hewas
expelled from the guild, held surviveit. Somehow.

After dl, it wasn't redlly hisfault. He was doing what he'd been told to do—protecting Niko. And now
he knew he had to do more. Though it frightened him, he was going to pay acal on Askelon, lord of
dreams.

*6*

Madame Bomba's friends, those who sheltered Nikodemoas, lived right above the cataract for which
Peace Fallswas named. The estate was walled and whitewashed; its red-tiled roofs sparkled in the
winter sun. Plump retainers scurried here and there about their business; children laughed and fat sallions
paced Straton's mare as he rode up the fenced-in path beside their paddocks toward the great house.

Thiswasthethird time Strat had been here, seeking Niko; it seemed asif he rode into another world
whenever he rode between the gargoyle-headed gates: no sign of wizard wars or sack, no hint that a
Sege spanning seasons was under way marred the pastoral beauty of thiswalled estate.

Children had made a snow goddess the last time held been here. Then she was graceful and imposing;
now she'd melted and refrozen, smaller, distorted into a misshapen crone whose paper crown sat askew.
Asbefore, though, presents for the goddess and her consort, Father Enlil, lay at her feet: winter wheet, a
haunch of meat wrapped in sheep's fat which would have fed three familiesin the free zone; amphorae of
wine which would have brought the price of ahedlthy daveif auctioned in the souk.

The place gave Straton the creeps: these were more than pious folk—they were inordinately lucky; you
could amogt fed the god breathing down your neck.

Straton didn't like coming here—he didn't like hismission, he didn't like these folk who served the
northern god, Lord Storm, and called Him Father Enlil with fond familiarity. You didn't tel liesin atemple
or try to fool an oracle, and this place had the fedl of the dtar or the sybil's cave.



Every time he came here, Niko wasn't in; he never saw the noble family, just retainers. He was aways
treated impeccably—given "guest rights' of food, drink, gifts, and hospitality—but he never met his hosts.

Hed told Crit that thiswasthe last time; either he found Niko today, or admitted that held never find him
here without a search team. He did off hishorse at the great house, looking wistfully at the crossbow on
his saddle—levering a balt to ready might change atune or two. But these folk were kin to the ancient
Tysan nobility and Tempus had forbidden any show of force here.

So Strat could only knock, and smile, and ask once more: "Is Nikodemosin?

Thistime, to hissurprise, thelittle chipmunk-faced retainer who opened the door nodded, hishandsin his
deeves, and said, "Yes, my lord, comeright thisway."

Inside, the house was warm and fragrant with cedar; the long corridors niched with acoves hosted
statues of the gods. Strat kept track of every turn they took, in case Tempus ever changed his mind and
led asack in here: since giving the Outbridge station to the 3rd Commando, the Stepsons were in need of
abarracks closer to town than Hidden Valley.

But the god-fed was everywhereinsde; the place was eexily quiet and overly cam, like Niko just before
he exploded into violence. Strat wished that Crit would come up here and seefor himsalf how strange the
place was, but Crit had his hands full restoring amity between the Stepsons and the 3rd Commando in
the wake of Niko'skill.

Six corridors from the front door, the waddling retainer before him stepped out into an atrium court,
walked by apool free of icein which fat gold fish swam just below the surface, then went through a door
leading into darkness.

Caressing his swordhilt, Straton followed. He ways got these jobs: Crit was too headstrong, too
impulsive; if it had to be done secretly and without repercussions, the Riddler and Crit awaysturned to
him.

As Strat's eyes accustomed themsalves to the semidark, he could make out racks of weapons against the
walls, crates of crossbow bolts, manhigh jars which, from the smell, contained incendiaries.

Then, findly, Straton understood what kind of place thiswas: the old-guard nobleswho lived here were a
part, if not the head, of the Tysan faction which craved autonomy. There were enough wegpons here to
supply an entire militia, field desth squads, start arevolutionary war. No wonder Madame Bomba had
been hesitant to reveal where she/d hidden Niko. No wonder sheld inssted he was safe here from the
3rd Commando. A man could be safe here from anything.

He noticed other things now, as hisguide led him down anarrow hal: arrowloopsin walsthick enough
to stop a Rankan battering ram; water casks; smoked carcasses high up in the rafters.

Then thefat retainer sopped: " Through here, mlord.”

Light split the gloom—aline, an oblong, aporta, as his guide pulled open adoor and waved him
through.

Onthefar side, asthe door closed behind him and he blinked to adjust his eyesto the light, he saw three
men silhouetted before alow-burning fire which had the look and smdll of asacrificid dtar.

One man turned, turned back, nudged another.

The second man was Niko, who came hisway. The first, who watched covertly as he poured drops of



oil onto some burning offering, was Bashir, the warrior-priest who ruled on Wizardwall.

"Strat," Niko said, "my mare? Is she sick?' Niko's angular face was striped with priestly soot—some
Nighis ritua marking. He wore hillman's garb, mottled and loose; around his neck was athong from
which an amulet dangled.

"She's calicky; I've come to consult with you about her feed. The colt'sfine, though, if bad-tempered. No
onetold meyou were praying. Isthat Bashir?'

Niko nodded. "Comethisway."
Following Niko into aside room, he said, when Stedlth had shot the bolt: " Tempus sent me."

"So | surmised.” Niko squatted down before alow table and poured two cups of winefrom a
lion-headed rhyton there. "Drink? It warm you."

Niko's hands were shaking as he held agoblet out. "Don't mind that; | get nervous around the gods these
days, and hereit'shard to avoid them.”

Straton had afedling he'd better take the goblet; when he did, the tension in Stedlth's posture eased. The
former Stepson'sinfectious grin came and went: " Good, you're not going to lecture me." He drank deeply
and sat on his haunches. "Tel me about the band. Does Tempus hate me?"

"He's concerned. We dl are”

"Don't worry; the 3rd won't take me dive." He grimaced to make ajoke of it, then frowned. "Bashir's
going to save me, whether | want to be saved or not—take me up to Wizardwall and rehabilitate me."
He stopped, his brow furrowed, and emptied his goblet, setting it down with athud. "More?"

When Straton shook his head, Niko refilled his cup and glowered: "Don't judge me, Straton. | know
what | need.” Then, asquickly asit had come, hishogtility faded: "I wish | could make them
understand—the Band—that it'sdl right. It had to be thisway."

"Come home with me, then, Niko." Strat hadn't meant to say it. "Wizardwall's no place for you. Y oull
never be content among the guerrillas. Y ou were a boy when you were happy there before. You'rea
man now. Running away does nothing but-"

"Strat," Niko's voice wasthick; hiseyes blinked rapidly, asif trying to focus through unshed tears.
"How's Crit? Did he make peace with the 3rd?'

"After afashion. Welve warned them off. They gave Madame Bomba a bad night, but—"

"Because of me. Yes. They would." He uptipped his cup, then said, wiping hislips, "Strat, it'sredlly good
to see you. My mare's not sick—it'sjust asham?"

"Wewant to know what Brachissaid to you," Strat said flatly. "The Riddler needs dl the inteligence he
can get. We need your help.”

"He said that?" asked the young fighter eagerly, then sat back, scowling darkly: "1 can't help wondering
what al my Sacred Band brotherswould say if they knew that what I'm doing is exactly and completely
what my oath demands." He peered at Strat earnestly. ™Y ou understand, Strat. Y ou're the only one who
does."

"Understand what, Niko?" Strat probed gently.



"That | can't bring my troubles home to roost. Bashir loves me; if he doesn't kill mewith solicitude, it
won't be from lack of trying. It'sthe gtrictures of the oath | took before the god—not the way men
interpret my behavior—that matters. Isn't it?' Rage and frustration flashed over the ex-Stepson's stubbled
face.

"Sureit is; you've got to please yoursdlf. But wed liketo help. Y ou let Bashir help, why not us?*

"Help?1 don't need help. | need to get drunk.” Once more he filled his cup and waggled afinger at Strat:
"I'm two ahead of you, man. Drink up.”

Wondering if he could get anything out of Niko with thefighter in this state, Straton drained his goblet
and held it out: "Niko, if werre going to get drunk, then we've got to have agood reason. I'll tell you a
secret worth drinking to, and you tell me one. Agreed?’

"Agreed," Niko grinned boyishly. "I knew you wouldn't hold dl this—" hewaved hishand amlesdy,
ll_mrﬂ rm"

"Witchy-ears disappeared from the mageguild the same night that the First Hazard, bless his departed
soul, died of unrevealed causes so weird that the mageguild's been locked up tight in mid-purification
ever since it happened, three days ago.” "Randa's gone? The archmage is dead?' Niko rubbed his
stubbled jaw. Above his head, a single wasp on arafter buzzed softly. "Poor Randd ; poor, poor little
fellow... hetook all this personally.” Niko peered earnestly at Strat once more. "It'sjust that I'm sick of
war, you know. Tired of fighting something that won't fight fairly. Y ou've seen the witch, had your
brusheswith her. What am | to do?" Niko spread hishands. "I don't know, but | know you can't do it
done”

"|sthat the Stepsons consensus, or your opinion? They il think she's after me—if not right here, right
now..." Niko looked around and Straton, too, glanced behind him, so that Niko added: " See, so do you.
Theré's no hope for me, not for anorma life asanorma man, not until 1've shed her taint." He wiped the
back of hishand over hiseyes. "Everyones afraid of me but you... even Crit doesn't trust me."

"Tempusian't afraid.”

"That'strue," Niko said judicioudy. "He probably till loves me. But look what happens to those who get
too closetotheRiddler..."

"Niko, what did Brachistalk to you about?"

"About?' Niko looked dy. "About away out, aworthy causein which to labor. Anend to thiswar..."
He put his elbows on the table and his chin on hisfigts. "Do you know how long thiswar's been going on
in Tyse? | was born here, and it was raging then. Y ou should have seen this place. The gods brought me
back herefor apurpose. With Abakithis dead, at least welll have achance— Bashir's Nisibis, Tyse, dl
of us. Empiresfdl, Strat..."

So that wasit. It was all Strat could do not to get up and say he had to leave. Instead, he Sipped his
wine. "If you'reinvolved in some plot with Brachis, you'rein trouble. We've worked for him before. He's
adouble dedler and awel sher—"

"Me? Involved? It's not me, Straton—it's the dream lord and the Nisibis witch. | don't want to talk about
it any more." He stood abruptly. "I've got to get back to the sacrifice. Bashir doesn't likeit when | don't
take the gods serioudy.” " Since when do you care what—" "Bashir has made me a brother, once again,”
Niko sad lightly. "I'm acitizen of Free Nisibis, even one of their team for the Festiva of Man.” He
looked down at Straton and held out his hand, weaving dightly on hisfest.



Strat took the hand and got up; Niko's palm was cold and moist with perspiration. " Then well seeyou
there, if not before...”

"On contesting teams, | suppose. It'ssad,” Niko said thickly, and Straton wanted to knock him senseless
with ablow, hoist him on his shoulders, and drag him out of here, where someone could talk some sense
into Niko before he killed himself. But then the boy smiled ingenuoudy and added, "When you and |
contest, don't be angry when | beat you... | haveto beawinner.”

"Stedth," Strat said through gritted teeth, "the day you beat me to the outhouse, the shape you'rein, Il
hang up my armor and put on an apron. Do you understand anything I've said? About the band? About
the 3rd? About Randal, your blasted partner? By Vashankas third and mightiest ball, if you didn't have
yoursdlf in so ticklish aspot, I'd beat some senseinto you and drag you home."

"Y ouwould?' Niko said mildly, asif congdering the thought. "I believe you would. Well, too bad it won't
work—for both our sakes. Tell Tern-pusthat if Randa's not about, he'swith the dream lord. Asfor the
3rd Commando—all but the Riddler's daughter, Kama, of course—if they come near me, it'sat their
ownrisk. Tell them that."

"I will," said Strat dully, wishing he hadn't come, hadn't found Niko, hadn't learned what hed cometo
learn. Y ou know, Stedth, none of us can protect you from yourself."

"Quiteright, Straton. But it may bethat | can protect you from the witch. Think about it. Askelon'sgot an
atar in the free zone—I built it. It's not imposing, but it does the job. Any Stepson who choosesis
welcome to worship there. All you haveto do islisten to your dreams, step beyond the vell, and take
heed to what'sin your heart."

So saying, Niko bent down, scooped up the lion-headed rhyton, and gaveit to Straton: "Take thisto the
Riddler; token of my affection.”

Then, swaying dightly as he waked, Niko showed him to the door.
* 7 *

Chasing ariderless, runaway sable stallion through Tyse's streets under awaning moon one night soon
after, Tempus caught up to the horse in the free zone at the dltar pits, where refugee Maggots supplicated
adozen godsto ease their fates.

Before an inconspicuous pile of stones, the wild-eyed Askelonian stallion plunged and reared, blowing
hard through distended nostrils, froth-covered flanks phosphorescent in the moonlight so that
superstitious worshi ppers muttered wards againg the "devil horse” and hid behind votive statues of their
favorite gods.

As Tempus dismounted, ropein hand, he realized that someone else was closer to the maddened horse
than he.

A dark-clad youth approached the horse, hand out, murmuring softly, from the beast'sfar side.

"Stay back! HEll bregk you in two!™ Tempus called in his best battlefield below, but the dim tall figure
didn't seem to hear.

And Niko's Askelonian stud—who'd kicked down his stall door and run roughshod over two men who
had tried to stop him as he bolted out of Hidden Valey—came down on al four legs, his ears pricked
forward, and whickered softly, then put his muzzle into the youth's outstretched hand. By thetime
Tempus reached the pair, the great stallion was rubbing his head againgt Niko's shoulder, hisblazing eyes



half-closed, content under his master's hand.

Tempus amost turned and left when he redlized it was Nikodemos—the last thing he wanted was a
confrontation with the youth.

But Niko said conversationdly, in the same croon he was using to cam the horse, " Just give me the rope,
Commander, and I'll hater him for you. Then you can take him home."

Tempus found himself replying: "Not unless| can take you with him. It's clear where he wantsto be. Y ou
should have taken him before this—he's made a shambles of my stable. And you must learn to take what
you deserve.”

The horse was Niko's, given him by the entele-chy of dreams, Tempus had his sister, but the stud was
invduable

Niko replied, when the rope was not forthcoming, "I gave him up. He belongs to the Hidden Valey stud
fam."

"Tdl him that. HE's more trouble than he'sworth, like you. And | owe you a gift, fair exchange for the
rhyton—atoken." Tempus tossed the rope and Niko caught it as the horse, seeing it, tossed his head and
danced backward.

"Token of the god,” Tempus heard the Stepson say under his bregth as, rope in hand and speaking softly,
he approached the horse, fashioning a hack-amore as he went.

When he held out the makeshift bridle, the ill-tempered Askel onian meekly lowered its head and snuffled
the boy's clothing as Niko dipped it over thetiny, pointed ears.

Then Niko turned to him: "Take aridewith me,
Commander?"

But Tempuswaslooking at the dtar, plain but plainly functiond, with offerings scattered at itsfoot: an
atar to Askelon, the horse's breeder, the boy's patron, an archmage with delusions of godhead, the
entelechy of dreams. "Y ou built thistravesty?* Tempus couldn't help but say. "And invited mento
worship here? Y ou're worse off than I'd thought." He headed for his horse and swung up oniit.

Niko, aready mounted, reined the Askelonian dongside. " Perhaps. Bashir thinks | must ask Father Enlil
for help. It worked for you... invoking agod's aid against an archmage..." In the moonlight, Niko's
ashen hair seemed silver, hiseyesjust deep black holes.

"And look whereit got me. I'min thral to both, curse and god.” Tempusfet achill come over him:
hanging from Niko's neck was an amulet of the southern storm god, Vashanka. Without thought, his hand
lashed out, caught the talisman by itsthong, and ripped it from Niko's throat.

Examining it, an awful foreboding overcame the Riddler, who'd labored for centuriesin behaf of the god
of rape and pillage: "Don't do this, Niko. Don't follow in my footsteps, don't et the priests use you.” He

leaned so closeto Niko he could smdll the youth'swiny bregth. "'If you're so anxious to destroy yourself,
I'll offer an dternative: become my right-side partner—if you dare.”

And before the youth could answer, Tempus spurred the Trés horse toward the dtar. It snorted
disapprovingly as hiskneestold it what to do, but obeyed him: its hooves came down repestedly upon
the atar of piled stones, scattering them until none lay upon another.



When Tempuss horse stood again on four feet amid the ruined altar, Niko and the Askelonian were
nowhere to be seen.

Tempus didn't mind losing the sable stdlion, but he minded terribly about the boy: Tempuss own evil
history seemed to be repeating itsdlf in Nikodemoss ife, and there waslittle he could do. Tempus hed
sought agod's aid to deflect a curse, and been doubly damned for histrouble. Now the god had
deserted him and the curse remained. He doubted that Niko would fare much better.

Riding through the free zone gates, his yelow-lined mantle whipping around him in asudden wind, he
remembered the amulet held ripped from Niko's neck and found it still clenched in hisright hand.
Although syncretism was accepted by mortds, gods knew who they were: the southern Storm God,
Vashanka, was not the same deity asthe north's Father Enlil, though treaties equating them were signed
routingly throughout the Rankan empire.

Thelittle slver Storm God, hisfeet upon histwin bulls of potency, held lightning boltsin each upraised
hand. If only the pillager would return to Tempus, whisper in hisear once more, held be ableto finish
what held started: the war against Mygdonia, the war for Niko's soul, and even the war within himself.

But until the god was found, chaoswould reign and every prayer go awry as every plan miscarried.
It wasn't Tempuss fault that thiswas so, but it was his misfortune to know the truth of it.

So ashewaked his mount through Tyse's curfewed streets, late for ameeting with the military governor
to discuss the coming New Y ear's fete week and his band's departure as Tyse's entrants for the Festival
of Man, he wasn't optimitic.

Book Two:

FETE WEEK

TheFirst Hazard of the Tysian mageguild went nameless—a protection common to hiskind. His
predecessor had died mysterioudy in the summoning cell of Randd, a seventh-level Hazard whose career
had stalled for numerous reasons, not the least of those being his congress with god-loving mercenaries.

Sincethat night, Randa had been absent from the mageguild, from al of Tyse, so far asthe First Hazard
could tell. And he could tell many things. Hed been waiting for the old master to die; he'd even helped
that time dong—there were many waysto skin acat and send asoul to its deserved unrest.

Thisaffar, thefirst of Fete Week, was the one a which held make his mark; held invited dl the proper



people. The noble caste of once-mighty Tysewould be here in abundance; the militialeaders would
attend; even the priesthood had accepted his invitation—no less than the Rankan high priest of
Vashanka, Brachis, would be among the celebrants.

Some mages are benign, some not. Some magics are pure, some sullied. The namelesslord of Tyse's
coven hadn't gotten where he was by being fastidious, but he'd done his best to keep his compromises
unknown, hisfallures hidden, his pacts with mighty demons off the mageguild record.

The mageguild he now headed worked within the laws of Ranke; if hedid nat, it just proved how little the
laws of men could really mean, where the laws of plane and sphere and hell obtained.

He had three god s this evening: to wrest from Randa, aminion of hisby the Writ, the Nisibis globe of
power the poor fool didn't know how to use; to lay acurse on Brachisto take with him back to the
capitd, thefind blow which would shatter the empiretotdly, leaving Tyse an independent sate; and to
make a pact with whatever power had destroyed his predecessor, be it the outlawed adepts of Black
Nishis, or the Lords of Hell themselves.

He'd been saving the greater portion of his soul for just such an opportunity, waiting for the chance to
tradeit for immortality and unbridled power. His sybilstold him the time was nigh.

In hisbronze mirror, man-high on an dectrum stand, he examined himsdf: hisrobe, oversewn with
diamonds, his saff, capped with a sgpphire frog found in the free zone; hisamulet of fiends tooth—all of
these were but a setting for hisfine-boned aritocratic face, hislimpid eyes, hisauburn hair. It wasn't the
face held been born with, but one held chosen—one to earn respect from the Tysian nobility who
respected only their own bloodline, one to make the pious quake and bring the supertitiousto their
knees.

On his bedspread of quilted Maggotskin was hisjewe of office: a pinwhed-bright blue diamond as
gparkling as hiseyes. He picked it up and dipped its chain around his neck, then donned his dippers and,
prepared to go downgtairs, turned once more to survey the effect.

And there, in the mirror, was not one form reflected, but two: awoman stood off to one side, abit
behind him, where no woman had ever stood or could possibly be standing.

"How—"?Who—7?" he blurted, astounded. The wards he'd spun here should have been impregnable: a
weakness hed helped ingtill in his predecessor's had ended a century of life.

"S0?" said ahusky voice from aripe, wide mouth. "Y ou do not know me?* She chuckled richly and his
mind raced: her hair was piled high, thick and black, shot with slver; her eyeswere gray and wide asthe
Nisbis wizard-caste's were. She wore claret velvet—not adress, but a curve-hugging shirt and leggings,
beneath the laces of her shirt, her breasts were white as driven snow.

"Know you?' he repeated. "I'd like to know, my lady, how you got in here..."
As he spoke, she came up behind him and brazenly put her arms around hiswaist.
"In the usua manner,” she said lightly, her fingers stroking along hisgirdle, her loinsagaingt hiships.

Heturned his head and found himsalf fascinated by her long dark lashes. Sheraised her faceto hisand,
as her hands went lower, finding the vent in hisrobe, they kissed.

It must be aNisibis witch, hetold himself; only Death's Queen, or another of such power, would break
in here and not want to give her name.



Then her tongue parted hislips and her fingers parted his undergarments and her breasts seemed to burn
into hisback and he found himsalf in lust's own grasp: his mouth was too busy to ask questions; his hands
went around to cup her buttocks, to pull her in front of him where he could undo the laces of her shirt.

Hefdt her chuckle more than heard it; hisface was between her breads.

All magica considerations abandoned, he let her strip him below the waist. His hands forced her legs
gpart and he redlized she had nothing on between her tunic and her leggings.

Ashelifted her by the buttocks and sat her upon his manhood, she took down her long black and silver
hair and arched back in his embrace, her legs wrapped about hiswaist.

Then, as shetwirled wands of sparkling diamond in her fingers and he found he could neither move nor
look away, she whispered, "It'sfor old times sake, you see; come now, you'll gill enjoy it." And asthe
diamond wands came closer and closer to his open eyes, she closed herself upon him and the fear and
anguish and pleasure together took his bresth away.

Hed never draw another, he knew. Hetried to fight, in that last moment, as the wands took his soul
through his eyes and Cime, the sorcerer-dayer, sang a song which damned him to ahell from which no
adept could ever escape. Not asingle demon could aid him; no awful power could save him. He was
dying without even enough left of hisbrain to safeguard hisimmortal soul.

When his body stopped jerking under her, when he was spent from hisloins and spent from his eyes,
Cime released the spdll that had held hisbody upright and let him fall.

Standing with legs spread over him, she crooned awhile. Then she went to his bedspread made from the
skin of refugees and wiped first her body clean, then her wands.

Then she stripped the dead Hazard naked and, putting on hisrobe, hisdippers, and hisjewd of office,
stood before the mirror. "Let my form be his" shetold the bronze reflection. "L et hismanhood and his
adepthood be minein every way, so that | am heto any eye, no matter what spell or magic isinvoked.”

And, secreting her wands in a scabbard on her thigh, she ran her hands over her own form from head to
toe, then laughed delightedly, like ahappy child.

Inthemirror, the First Hazard of the Tysian mageguild stood, manly and auburn-haired. Her laugh
became a deep and wizardly chuckle, and from her lips came certain forgotten words. Then shesaid in
Nig: "Hazard | am, Hazard | seem. This one moretime, Lords of the Twelfth Plane, bless my scheme.”

Then the First Hazard, sapphire-headed staff in hand, went downgtairs to greet his guests, none of whom
would ever guessthat in his stead Tempuss sister, Cime, had arrived.

None, that is, but Tempus, who was tempting the gods in the person of Brachis, the politicking Rankan
priest.

As she descended the bone-and-lava staircase, prestidigitators salaamed and probationers bowed low
and her brother'slong, ditted eyes met hers— and held; his mouth twitched in adefensivelittle smile
which promised havoc.

He knew her, she had no doubt. He knew her despite spells and incantations, as brothers dways know
their ssters. Among these lycanthropes and misanthropes, palm-readers and politicians, warlocks and
war-mongers, only hiseyes saw her clearly. And since thiswas asit had aways been, she wasn't overly
surprised.



When she reached him, he was dangling something before Brachissface: an amulet, acharm, somelittle
slver object that seemed to have the Rankan priest enthralled.

Brachiswas hissing like a sulphurous spring: "Give it here, blagphemer. Fete Week brings the godsto
earth: thwart me and you'll fed Ther wrath." Thefat-fingered priest snatched for the amulet dangling on
itsthong.

"Now, now," her brother said, with atwist of wrist catching the amulet in hisfist before the priest could
grabit, "not yet. Y ou should have come to me about this matter. Asit is, you're lucky | don't accuse you
publicly of treachery.”

"Y ou? We can't afford you—we can't afford to pay your price." The priest flushed red. "Now give me
thet!"

"This?' Tempus unfolded hisfist and in his pam a shapeless lump of slver, bent beyond recognition, sat.
"Here." Hetossed it and, asthe priest lurched to catch it, Cime heard her brother warn Brachis: "Niko's
mine, not yours. And no Stepson— current or former—will play n for an impotent god or an
arrogant fool."

The priest, the lump of slver in hishand, spied Cime but spoke to Tempus: "No wonder the god has
spurned you. No wonder the very mention of the Stepsonsinspiresfits of laughter in the capital. Y ou've
lost your touch, deepless one, as your men have lost their honor and besmirched their repute. Thetales
from Sanctuary of their ineptitude do not do the matter justice. Asfor your precious Stedth—if I'd
known he was adrunkard and a dope fiend, I'd not have bothered: it's clear helll be no better finishing
what he starts than you."

Furious, Brachisturned to Cime, his eunuch-cheeks flaming red: "And you, nameless one: bewarethe
wrath of Vashankal" He reached out with the distorted amulet and tapped the sapphire frog atop the
First Hazard's staff.

There was aspark of light, a puff of smoke, and the frog turned from sapphire to swamp-green, croaked
twice, its paethroat pa pitating, jumped off the aff, and hopped away toward the mage-guild garden.

Murmursfilled the air from those guests close a hand, who'd seen the god undo magic inits citaddl. Folk
drew back asthe high priest flounced away. For amoment, al eyeswere on Cimein her mageform.

Her brother said, so low only she could hear, "Well, go on; avenge the dight. Either you're aHazard or
you'renot." And on hislips hiskill-smile played.

Cime turned and with her staff pointed at the Rankan priest's retreating back, saying gruffly: "Get thee
hence, foul god-licker, back to the Rankan capita with the other swine of empirel” And, surreptitioudy
fingering her diamond rods with one hand while with the other she shook the staff, she cast aspell shed
learned once, long ago: to fight magicians, to rid the world of heinous sorcery, sheldd just about become
one.

And her studies had borne fruit: the pink-cheeked eunuch of empire shuddered; his red robes seemed to
grow too large. He snorted and squealed as, velvet fouling his pig's feet, he fell down on al fours.

Silencerippled through the room. The military governor'swife fainted in hisarms, a Tysian noble covered
his son's eyes and held him close; three Hazards whispered, heads together; merchants fingered favorite
charmsasin their midst, a pink-snouted, red-eyed pig struggled in velvet robes.

Certain folk moved aside as the pig began to squedl hystericaly. Threein the black leathers of the 3rd



Commando came forward, hands upon their hilts, their eyes on Tempus steedy, awaiting orders. Across
from them two warlocks rubbed amulets of power; Bashir of Free Nisibis and a plain-clothed Stepson in
the crowd eased right and | eftward toward Tysian militiamen asfactions sorted themselves out. But
before any man could draw ablade in error, Cime decreed: "Begone, Rankan pig. To the emperor's
seraglio, go!" She tapped her wands and shook her staff and the pig, with another ear-rending squed,
waswhoally gone, leaving only apile of damp red velvet on thefloor.

"Gresat," her brother whispered, his arms crossed. "Now what? Are you ready to be arrested, Cime?
Content to die for a crime against the empire? Were under Rankan law here, sster.... | can't saveyou
thistime™"

He crooked afinger and his men moved in apace; wizardsfollowed, asif to protect their archmage.

Cime smiled what would have been awinning smile, had she still worn awoman'sface. "No problem,
brother mine. Only say loudly that you'll escort me persondly to my jail cdll and give me leave to gather
my effects upstairs before you do.”

Shrugging, hislong eyes masked, her brother did that: "First Hazard, | arrest you in the name of Imperid
Ranke. Go pack your things—and don't think you can escape. The rest of you, keep in mind that
bloodshed's an evil omen in Fete Week and go about your business.”

The unlucky wizards and Rankan soldiers who escorted the Tysian First Hazard upstairs found, when at
last they broke down the door she'd barred, a dead adept upon the floor.

The woman in his bedroom went unnoticed as the suicide of the archmage was announced.

She dipped downgtairsin the confusion, dressed as she'd been when she arrived, and out into the garden
where her brother stared out upon the hedge-maze.

Coming up behind him, she said, "Y ou haven't said you're glad to see me." Her hand dipped around his
wad.

Heturned to face her: "Because I'm not." He brushed her hand away. "Haven't | enough trouble without
you here?'

"Y ou've too much trouble to solve without me," she said softly, and pressed forward, until he stood with
his back againgt the garden wall.

"Why don't you stay where you're supposed to be—with the entelechy of dreams... buy your way out of
purgetory?"

And shereplied, "Dear brother, don't you see? My year isup; my curseislifted. For thefirst timein three
hundred years, I'm free.”

* 2

To quell unrest among hisfactions and hed therift resulting from Niko'skill, the Riddler had decreed war
games spanning Fete Week—3rd Commando against Stepsons, no holds barred but murder.

Kama, the Riddler's daughter, was on Sync's team the morning the 3rd Commando colonel took the
bladder-tipped dummy bolts from his crosshow and nocked armor-piercing ones instead.

Levering abolt into place, Sync said: "Today you make your choice, Kama—it'sthem or us"



Kamaknew Sync—the 3rd'sfirst officer wasn't bluffing. Marking aman with red dye asakill was one
thing, serious mayhem among the militia's ranks was another.

She should have redlized, when they'd ridden so far out of town, up past the cataract and across Peace
River, that Sync had more than gaming on hismind. But Kama had given up too much to earn her 3rd
Commando rating to lose it now. Sync might be smply testing he—Kamawas Tern-puss daughter and
Critiass not-so-secret lover; it had taken all her skill to fend off questions of her loyaty so far.

So she had to say, "Y ou know where | stand, Sync. It'sthe 3rd I'll represent at the Festival of Man, as
it's been the 3rd I've represented dll dong. Didn't | even manage to reunite us with my—uwith our
founder?"

Sync had wanted very much to join with Tern-pus; if hedidn't likeit now, that was only natural: the 3rd
was a harder, bolder unit than the Stepsons, less constrained by gods and honor and not inclined to love
one another in the way the Stepsons did.

Sync grunted an affirmative and pushed up the visor on his helmet; beyond him, eleven of the 3rd'sfirst
contingent lurked like shadowsin the dawn. "WEéll trust you then—if you trust us." His eyesflickered
over her coldly. "Our objectiveisto get into that estate, steal what we can, and get out.

"There?' Kamalooked where Sync was pointing: the red-roofed estate due west was squat, high-walled,
unfamiliar. " Sted? Sted what? From whom? No Stepsons billet out thisfar—"

"Steal Niko'smagic armor.” Sync grinned wolf-ishly, "And maybe a horse or two."

"Sync, Niko's not a Stepson any longer. And those aren't gaming arrows.” Kama's gut rolled; she
couldn't be aparty to this, yet sheld given her word.

"I didn't think you had it in you. Stay here, then—we need arear guard. It's agood place for awoman."

Without waiting for her reply, the commando leader scuttled forward, waving his men on and down the
hill.

Shewas dill gtting there, mentally composing her resignation from the 3rd, watching the fighters
approaching the etate, their helmets laced with brush, when she heard anoise behind her and something
thudded againgt her leather jerkin with enough force to take her breath away.

Before she could turn around, someone grabbed her; ahand muffled her scream, and she was dragged
bodily, kicking and writhing, into the piney woods.

"That'sone" she heard. "Let'strussher and cdll it akill."

A Stepson team had caught her; face in the dirt, she stopped struggling againgt the knee on her back and
the hand on her head.

A second voice said: "We ought to interrogate her. Thisis getting porking nasty—the Riddler's declared
that estate off-limits. Get Crit or Strat."

Someone moved away; the weight on top of her didn't ease; aman's hand moved impertinently on her
backside. "If thisweren't agame, Commando, you'd learn athing or two today," her captor said.

Shetried to kick him, but he grabbed her ankle; shetried to curse him, but her mouth was pressed
agang the mulching leaves.



Then she heard Grit'slow, clipped voice: "Let her go."
She sat up, rubbing dirt from her lips.

Around her were six grinning Stepsons. She reached behind her back and touched the place where sheld
been struck; her hand came away stained with red dye.

Crit squatted down before her: "What's going on out here, Commando?' Grit's keen eyeswere grave.
Straton came up beside him and hunkered down, atruncheon in hishand. War play among Tern-puss
factions was rough-and-tumble; neither her off-and-on relationship with Crit nor her propinquity to
Tempuswould save her from avery redigtic interrogation, if Crit thought it would help histeam.

"I'm dead.” She held out her dye-stained hands. "I can't tell you anything.”

Strat craned his neck and looked at the dye on her back: ™Y ou're dying, maybe, not dead—yet. And this
game may have gonetoo far. Tak and save usal apologies tomorrow whenit'sover,” Strat suggested,
dapping his sand-filled, canvas truncheon againgt hispam.

Beyond them, Stepsons on their belliesworked their way to the pine grove's edge. Someone called back:
"They're definitely going over thewall: they've got grappling hooks and ropes. .. maybe business
quarrels.”

"Kama," Crit said very softly, "we don't have time—if thisisreal, you'd better tell us. Nobody wantsto
hurt you.”

Strat just watched her like ahungry wolf.

She thought about honor, about surrendering without afight while dl these Stepsons watched. And then
she thought about the coming coup, about an end to Abakithis, and about Brachiss mission here, which
she'd been called upon to abet: Niko wasinside those walls.

"You'reright, Crit... it'stoo seriousto wait. Those are red arrows; the assault's not play. Sync wantsa
piece of Niko—his charmed Askelonian panoply, a horse, whatever he can get. Asfar ashe's
concerned, once a Stepson, dways one.”

Crit was up before shed finished, caling out ordersin ajargon she'd only haf-mastered: "Truss her,
Strat; well pick her up later.”

She couldn't even argue that it wasn't fair, but Strat, sengitivein hisway, said, "Come on, soldier," and
bound her to atree where she could see the estate and the men before it. With afind jerk on her wrists,
he sad, "Don't go way, now, will you?' and jogged down the hill to find his partner.

So Kama had long agonizing moments to consder what it meant to be trysting with a Stepson who
aready had a partner: Strat wasto Critias what she could never be. The Sacred Band pairs who formed
the Stepsons core were teamed for life. Strat wasn't jealous of her; there was no reason for him to be.

Though she understood the 3rd Commando, she despaired of ever understanding the motivations of the
Stepsons. And she must.... it was the Stepsons, not the 3rd, who'd be her subject for the heroic saga
shed tdll in the bard's contest at the Festival of Man.

Immersed in her own thoughts, tied ignomini-oudy to atree, it took Kamaawhileto redize that
something odd was happening at the walled estate: the sky was growing dark overhead; thunder rolled in
on awinter sky, and the men who climbed the walls on ropes seemed to move too dowly, asif timeitself
had dowed.



Kama, the 3rd's historian, had seen the heavens do battle in the wizard war; she'd seen awind of stones
suck fightersfrom a battlefield, and atunnd of cloud cometo take her father's weary contingent home
when the war was done.

But you never expected magica intervention; you couldn't, and remain sane. Gods and magicians warred
through men, most times; when they warred on them, simple human fighters couldn't win.

Asthe sky blew black and the clouds dipped down, her heart skipped beats. she couldn't tell what god
or witch the storm was serving; she feared for Crit so that she called out his name and only then reslized
how loud was the rumble coming down from the vault of heaven.

And though she was not pious, Kama prayed: she prayed for Crit and the Stepsonsfirgt, and then, feding
guilty, she prayed for Sync's 3rd Commando. But most of al, as the storm winds shook the trees and
howled, she prayed for it to stop. If she hadn't been tied securely to the tree, she might have been blown
away like the men who tumbled from the walls of the estate.

She heard yells upon the wind, saw men trying to hold ropes steady so those high up could climb down.
Crossbows were usdless in the maglstrom; men held onto one another, making human chains.

Then, from above, lightning flashed and speared down like a serpent’s forked tongue amid the men who
struggled now to save each other, not to fight each other.

Again thelightning flashed and thistime, looking at the raging sky, Kamathought she saw aface: eyes
like holesin the firmament; an angry mouth from which the lightning spat; and on its head, so bright she
had to squint and turn away, was the crown you saw on every statue of Enlil— the crown of heaven.

Her eyestearing, terrified, Kamawatched the lightning which ran aong the ramparts of the estate and
quested down dong itswadls, driving back the fighters, herding them together, chasing them up the hill.

And when they reached its crest, as suddenly asit had come, the wind abated, the thunder rolled away,
and the sky began to clear.

Men dashed past Kamawithout stopping, so that she began to fear she'd be left to die here.
Then Crit and Straton crested the hill, looking backward every now and again asthey came toward her.

"| told you that place wasweird,” Strat was saying as they reached her; Crit aready had hisknife out to
dit her bonds.

"Y ou should have told Sync,” Crit grunted, cutting Kamaloose.
Rubbing her wrigts, she blurted: " Sync—the 3rd... any casudties?"

"Some broken limbs, nothing mgjor,” Crit said. And: "If you want, you can ride home with us— weve
horses down in the rift. Someone's got to tell the Riddler..."

"Tdl himwhat?' Sync demanded, breathing hard, limping as he came up beside them.

"That's up to Kama... that we war-gamed alittle too close to some holy place nobody knew about, and
the god took ahand,” Crit suggested without looking up from hisfeet, more than atouch of cynicismin
hisvoice.

"That'sright, Sync—it's Fete Week," Strat agreed generoudy. "Everybody expects some manifestation of
the gods, thistime of year. What would New Y ears be without some god's prank?"



The question hung in the air while Sync thought the matter over. Then he hawked into the pine needles
and said: "Finewith me. If you think that'sal it was, that'sdl it was," and limped away to regroup his
men.

"Coming, Kama? I'll need you to back me when wetdll thistall tale to your father,” Crit told her, while
Straton grumbled that Critias ways strode right in where even gods feared to tread.

*3*

Niko was out in the exercise yard behind the great house belonging to Partha, his host, doing as hed
been asked, giving two of Partha's children pointers on their event training for the coming games, while
around his head a pesky hornet buzzed.

The day before, the sky had turned black on the hedl's of dawn and Niko's stalion had chosen that
moment to bresk out of his stall and mount some hapless marein the stables.

At that very ingtant, Niko had been doing the same to Partha's daughter, Sauni. He hadn't meant to do it;
he wastrying not to do it: any woman might be Roxanein disguise.

But the girl wouldn't leave him aone. Shefound excusesto brush againgt him in the halls and devel oped
cramps during training only he could seem to ease.

It had gotten to the point where Partha himself had interceded on Sauni's behdf: at dinner the night
before, Partha had bel ched good-naturedly and sent his teenage son and daughter off to bed, then turned
to Niko, asking:

"|sthere something wrong with my daughter?'

"Not at al," Niko demurred. "She's coming aong fine. She'sfast asthe wind and strong as adeer. Shelll
placein thefootrace, certainly."

"Nikodemos, you know what | mean.”

"I wouldn't abuse your hospitdity, my lord," Niko had replied, taking adrink of Machadi wine and
brushing at abuzzing insect circling above his head. The estate, commodious otherwise, had ahornet
problem; Randal could have solved it, no doubt, but Niko had no intention of asking for the wizard's
help.

"Thenit'ssettled,” said the father contentedly.
"What? What's settled?"

"It's Fete Week. Sauni'sfifteen and avirgin. Y ou wouldn't have me send her down to apublic templeto
stinthedirt until somefat merchant deignsto do afavor for the goddess?!

Niko looked into hiswinecup. "I'mnot..."

"Evenif you prefer boys—and I've heard the Stepsons do—as you've said, you shouldn't abuse my
hospitdity. The godslove you; I'm not asking you to marry her, just give her agood start on life.”

"|—did Bashir have anything to do with this?"

"Bashir?' the father said with exaggerated surprise. "He's had his eye on Sauni for years;, we need a
priestess of the Lady down herein thelowlands. But Bashir had nothing to do withit... it'sthe girl
hersdf."



"How'sthat?" Niko emptied hiswine cup and hishost eegerly refilled it.

"She'sin love with you, Stedlth. Any fool could seeit; she moons around after you—'Stealth did this,
Sedth sad that." If it weren't so propitious, I'd be jedlous.”

"But, under the circumstances, you'rein favor?' Niko said doubtfully. He didn't even know if he was
capable of doing hishost this service. He didn't like the idea of being contracted like a stud, and he knew
Bashir was involved: Bashir was bound and determined to make Niko a productive citizen of Free
Nisibis, apermanent adjunct to his saff.

"Not only in favor, I'm about to shower you with gifts as soon as you make my lucky house the proud
repository of Our Lady's new priestess. Thusit's decided, asthe gods foretold. Drink up, my friend.”
And with abearlike paw, he clapped Niko on the back.

So in the dawn, the girl had come creeping into his bed, dressed in nothing but a Fete Week virgin'ssilks,
and Niko did what the god intended, while in the stables his horse had done the same and, outside, the
heavens had roared and bellowed like the stalion as he climbed the mare.

Niko couldn't remember how it had been with the girl—he'd been too drunk. But she was happy and
trying to please him, so it must have gone well enough for her.

Hekept tdling himsdlf that thisgirl couldn't possibly be arepresentative of the Nisibis witch, that Bashir
wouldn't have donethat to him, and that he'd get out of herein the next few days, before he became any
more entangled in the Parthafamily's affairs,

But the next day he found himsdf Stting on his horse with awineskinin his hand and the pestilentia
hornets plaguing him, watching Parthas children train with javelin and bow and mumbling pointers
whenever he remembered what he was there for, whiling avay the time.

When the sun was settling and the three of them went to the stone house to steam the soreness from their
muscles, Sauni was boasting to her brother about having become awoman of the god.

Naked, she rubbed her flat belly and stretched out, her head on Niko's knee, regaling them both with a
tale of Niko's performance which must have been apocryphal: if the gods had attended their tryst, Niko
surely would have remembered it; and if held been as much the salion as she claimed, he would have
had some recollection.

But then Grippa, Partha's tow-headed son, started telling them how men had come scaling thewalls at
the very ingtant that Sauni became awoman, and that Father Enlil had appeared in the sky above with his
lightning and histhunder to drive the men away.

"What?'Y ou mean figuratively, of course.” Niko sat bolt upright.
The boy pouted: "I saw it, didn't I? Rangers, then Stepsons. Then thegod..."

Niko got up and left the two children there, grabbing his clothing as he strode through the anteroom with
itswater buckets and sponges, suddenly sober and not liking it one bit.

Sauni came racing after him, wide-eyed and shivering, haf-naked: "Niko! Niko! Don't mind Grippa,
it's...

"It'swhat?" he sngpped unkindly. "I never should have gotten involved with—here."

She shivered asif held struck her: "Y ou're going to leave, aren't you? Bashir said | shouldn't expect it to



last long, but..." Tearswelled in her eyes; shebit her lip. "I'vejust found you; please don't go."

"Gods, girl, don't you understand what's happening? They're using you like they're using me. And mortas
aways get hurt when the gods play games.”

Shewas shaking her head: "But I... love...you."
"Y ou don't even know me. I'm just the first acceptable candidate who came your way. Look a me.

Chin high, she stared at him soulfully, a perfect Tysian beauty with a heart-shaped face and abody like a
nymph.

"If the gods," he said dowly, hopeful of making her understand, "have got you with child, then that's one
thing. If 1 did, then that's another. Only you will know thetruth of it. If you're pregnant and you cometo
me at the games and ask meto, I'll make good on what's happened here. Do you understand? I'll marry
you. But if you're some daft little priestesswith Father Enlil for a husband, then you don't need me
anymore.”

"Niko... I..." Shecameinto hisarms.

Hefdt reprehensible and foul, holding her, her sweet hair brushing his nose. But he had to get out of
here; he couldn't sSink any deeper into the morass of his own fear.

If the god redlly had staved off an attack on the estate, then the omen spoke clearly: he couldn't run, he
couldn't hide. Others were being hurt because of him.

Hewastired of drinking and nearly immuneto drugs, he was making errors his conscience couldn't
support. Still holding the girl by her quaking shoulders, he said softly, "Come, Sauni; help me pack.”

An hour later, armed and armored, he was riding out of the estate on the big sable stalion, who danced
with joy when Niko turned him toward Wizardwall and gave him his head.

*4*

Rumors of Enlil's sanction upon the militiaand of mage-killers abroad in Tyse sent Randa hurrying to
Grit's safe haven in the Lanes as soon as he got into town. For once, Critias seemed glad to see him.

Even Straton was polite: "Where have you been, Randd?" Strat greeted him. "We've been looking all
over for our favorite mage.”

Not "Witchy-ears," not "mageling,” but pleasant words accompanied by what, for Strat, was acivil smile.

"I've been to see the archmage, Askelon,” Randa said proudly. "I've been to Meridian and back.” "Wadll,
it can't be him, then," Crit sighed. "Weve been looking al over for you, Randd. Strat'sright. | suppose
you know that the mageguild's shut tight, Fete Week or not; that the latest First Hazard expired—this
time by suicide?'

"Quicide?' Randd repeated dumbly, dl hisjoy at having come home triumphant from Meridian bleeding
away. "Impossible. Mages don't commit suicide—we don't consider death arefuge. Especidly not an
archmage... not that archmage! Y ou don't know what death meansto one such ashe..." Randa
shivered; he wasn't |looking forward to his own dying day, and he'd been very careful— held only
bargained away pieces of his soul and pacted with one demon, and that once it had been for Niko, not
himself. Before pairing with the Stepson, Randal had been content to be alow-leve adept, and deep at
night.



"The Second and Third Hazard have been here, telling us al about what it means, and how it couldn't
have happened that way, and why no new First Hazard will be gppointed until the mage-killer is
apprehended,” Crit said in his sardonic way. Taking hisfeet off hislittered desk, he leaned his head back
againg the safe haven'siron shutters, staring at Randa pensively.

"That's why weve been looking for you," his partner said. ™Y ou're just the man to help usidentify and
apprehend the culprit who's killed two guildmasters of yours." Strat put an arm on Randd's shoulders.
"Sit right down here and tell us about Meridian. Y ou went to seethe mightiest wizard of al. Could he be
persuaded to help usfind—"

Randal shook Strat's arm away. "We don't need Askelon for that. | know who it was; | know how it
happened. |—"

"Who, then?' Crit sat forward.

Randal took a deep breath: "Roxane." The mages knew; held told them. He didn't understand why they
hadn't told Crit until Strat said, "Crap, no wonder they dropped thisin our lgps." Straddling achair, the
big Stepson took out his beltknife and began digging at the wood of Grit's desk.

Randal, too, sat down on aragged hassock: "Our l1gps?"

"That'sright, Randa," Crit Sghed, getting up and beginning to pace. "The mageguild is anecessary evil,
you know: the mageguild network trangfersintelligence north and south. The sorcerers are uselessto us
now, sequestered like that. They won't come out until we find the murderer, they say. We'owe' them
that, they say. Thewizard war may well be hotting up again, Tempus thinks, and thiswhole thing a ploy
by the Nishis renegadesto lay our underbelly open for asorcerousincursion.”

Crit stopped pacing: "Get the point, Randa? Damned inconvenient time you picked to disappear. The
Riddler's been here looking for you every day.”

Strat said dourly: "Better tell him, Crit—hell find out soon enough.”
Randal looked between the two Stepsons; both men were dmost trembling, and not with eagerness.

Crit said, "Right," went back to his seat, forsook it, and sat on the desk instead. "Randd, Cime's back.
Don't panic, we've got her word shelll leave you be.”

"But she'ssworn to kill me!" Randa was up on hisfeet but Strat was fagter: Strat got between him and
the door.

"| told you he wouldn't have the belly for it, Crit," Strat rumbled. "Let's give him to the mage-guild—say
it'shim that's been daying their...."

"They'd never bdieveit," Crit said nadtily. "Randd, you don't have any choiceinthis. Let's get busy,
beforeit'stoo late. | need asigned affidavit from you that it was Roxane, something we can dip under the

mageguild's door.” He tapped astylus.

Randa knew that look. He went to sign the paper, not really understanding what Crit had in mind. "Then
what?" he asked, stylusin hand.

"Then we set atrap for Roxane, Randa, with Niko asthe bait. And by then you'd better have figured out
someway to dedl with her. We've got to deliver her to the mageguild—Riddler's orders. And by the end
of Fete Week."



Randd, putting ink to paper, said dowly: "But what if they don't believe me? | told them once. What if
they think the Riddler's sgter did it? By every page and line of the Writ, she's capable enough.”

"Wedon't care," Crit sad, enunciating carefully, "if she's Roxanein disguise. Cimesthe Riddier's e,
and her name's not to come into this. If you saw Roxane, then we'll assume Roxane's behind the second
daying aso. Got that?"

Then Randal redized just why the Stepsons were involved, and what had made the Riddler promiseto
help the sorcerers, whom he deplored: Tempus, Crit, and Straton were involved in thisto protect Cime
from whatever retribution she'd doubtless earned.

But since it was amatter of honorbond, and since Stepsons never argued with an order or asked foolish
questions, Randad didn't say aword, only signed his name and agreed to take the affidavit to the
mageguild: with Niko asthe bait, he couldn't refuse to go up againgt awitch, eveniif it was Roxane,
Death's own queen.

*5*

Roxane was hiding in Frog's Marsh, hungry and weak. Sheld sucked the life from more than one Tysian
adept, but thistimeit might not be enough. She'd taken wounds in the wizard war that were hard to hedl.

She had no snakes here, either, no minions of consequence. Her warlock brethren had cast her out of
Mygdon, a punishment for having failed them. All because of the accursed Riddler and his supernormd
alies—gods and sprites from the twelfth plane, dream lords and the like.

She was nearly aswesk asamortd, but her spirit was il strong. At night she snuck out of her marshy
bower, making undeads, one by one, who'd serve her, or lurking by the mageguild's gatesto catch an
unlucky apprentice napping, afamiliar she could munch.

Most of dl, she wanted to change her shape and hide among the throng in Tyse, become beautiful once
more. For Roxane had been crippled by the war so that her body was infirm.

Sheld come so close to winning, she didn't know how to admit defeat. If she could get the power globe
that Randal had, sheld be able to straighten broken limbs, suck souls now far beyond her reach.

Asnight settled, she donned her foxfur robe and limped dowly down to the river's edge, reduced to
edting fish likeamorta tramp.

When she'd supped, she forded, and lurched toward Commerce Avenue where shed go whoring, her
foxfur helping to disguise her crippled gait.

And as shelimped along the back Streets, she uttered spells between clenched teeth: oneto loose her
few undeads upon the party-goers uptown; oneto bring her luck and bring ill-fortune to her enemies; one
to lure young Nikodemos, the soul she longed for above dl others, close enough for her to grab him.
Should she conquer Niko, sheld stand head to head with heaven once again.

It wasn't Nikodemaos who crossed her path, but atowheaded teenaged boy named Grippa. Still, he was
fair and whole and he trembled in her hand when, thinking her awhore and comely, he followed her into
an dley close by Brother Bomba's. "Come, come, that'sit, boy," she said, and as he swooned with
ecstasy, she reached into his mind.

And held her hungry sdf back from devouring him, for she found thoughts of Niko there.

She read the boy's young mind and then she took her pleasure with him, as held taken hiswith her.



Trying not to think how low sheld sunk or what sad estate the finest Nisibis witch had earned, because
of Tempus, she devoured his soul and then hisflesh, discorporating him on the spot.

Sheld never masqueraded as a boy, never been aman, never thought nor chosetotry it. Y et this boy
wasafriend of Niko's.

When the tryst was over, only the youth came out again. Left behind in the aley was awoman's foxfur
robe around a skeleton whose leg had once been broken, then mended wrong.

And out into the night went Roxane, whole and hde in an athlete's sweet young form, aboy whom Niko
favored, unless Gripparead the signswrong, more than any girl—aboy Niko had sworn to coach and
help to win at the Fegtival of Man.

*6*

Tempus himself went up to Wizardwal to fetch Niko—he'd have gone anywhere to get away from Cime
before he succumbed and lay with her.

Askelon had made good hisword, given Tern-puss nemesis eterna youth and beauty, lifted her cursein
exchangefor ayear of female company.

How anyone could stand ayear of Cime's bull-whip tongue and devious mind, Tempus couldn't
understand, but once held said that donkeys would choose rubbish rather than gold. And Askelon was
nothing if not an ass.

The spires of Wizardwall no longer gleamed with ensorceled light; the gods lived here now. A pinkish
tinge was over everything—the rocks, the chasms, the steep defiles Bashir's guerrillas cdled their own.

Tempuss Askelonian mare rumbled agreeting as soon as the gate came down: if Tempus had doubted
that Niko was here, the mare's reaction to the smell of her brother eased hismind.

Getting Niko out of Bashir's clutches was not going to be easy, especidly when the reason wasn't one
with which Bashir would sympathize.

But Niko must draw the witch; no other could be sure to do so. It was crudl, but necessary for everyone
concerned: Niko needed to see awitch-corpseto hea his soul; Tempus needed awitch to blame for
Cimés mischief; the mageguild needed to be strengthened before the thaw.

And the witch would never venture up the high pesks, not while the god held sway.

AsBashir's guerrillas crowded around him with ribad greetingsin shilant Nis, Tempus reflected thet life
was teaching him alesson held never thought held need: Tempus, who was afraid to love, admitted to
himsalf how deeply he'd cometo care for Niko.

Climbing stairswhich had once led to aNisibis wizard's aerie, he swore silently to find away to save
Niko from an eternity in thral: even if the boy died young, it would be agift if he died with his soul intact.

Bashir greeted Tempus at the stair's head, his god-ridden eyes concerned: ™Y ou bring great peril,
Riddler, treachery and pain—the god has shown me." Bashir'sarms crossed. He wore only aNig tunic,
despite the cold. Hisflat face glowed with sanctity; hisflaring cheeks were hollowed; histight-set jaw
told Tempus the god had told this priest too much.

"Bashir, you've got to let me hep him. Helll end up just like me. Do | look happy? Fulfilled? Transported
with joy at thelife the god has given me?”'



"A different god," Bashir intoned; "a different life."
But the priest stepped aside and let Tempus mount the stairs, then paced him.
"I haveto seehim. If Enlil iswise, hell let amortal make amorta's choice.”

"Seepless one, Niko cannot deep these nights, because of you and your magicians. Have you no
sympathy? No soul? Let him be; the god and | can save him."

"Soul?" Tempus rubbed hisjaw. "Perhaps | don't, Bashir—it's been centuries since I've thought to look.
Asfor Enlil—or any god—saving any man... if that'swhat you think gods do, you're not aswise asyou
look. Nothing | can do to Niko will hurt him like what you propose. Y ou stare a me, you're staring at the
horse's mouth. Y ou ought to listen when | tell you: being god-ridden is as bad as any devil's curse. He
told you once himsdlf that he didn't want salvation at the price either one of us haspaid.”

Bashir looked at hisfeet, hislong braided sdelock swinging as hewalked: "Riddler," he said, hisvoice
thick and troubled, "I want the best for Niko. When we were boys together, plying banditry among the
high peaks, he was my trusted friend. But now, whereisthat person? The man who's here loves drugs
and drink, fears honest women, goes armed and armored dl thetime."

"I know, Bashir. Just let metake himif hewishesit—don't stand in hisway. Let me seeif | can freehim
from the archmage, the witch, and then Iet him choose the god—choose fredly, and not from fear."

That brought the priest's head up. For amoment, fanatical light blazed in his eyes, then subsided. "I
supposeit hasto bethisway." Bashir stopped, hisvoice awhisper. "He'sin here. But be warned,
Riddler: Father Enlil wants Niko's soul enough to fight the very dream lord for it. Don't think what you
can do or say will standin Hisway."

"Would that | could, my friend. If Niko doesn't mend by the third week of the Festival of Man, | mysdlf
will hep you with thefina godbond rights.”

Bashir'sforehead wrinkled. "I'll hold you to your word.” He reached behind him, pushing open aheavy
door. "In here. I'll bein the god's room; seek me when you're done."

And then Tempus stepped insde, closing the door behind him, waiting for his eyesto adjust to the
dimness,

"Who'sthere?' Niko caled, hisvoice strained and nervous.
From the sound of it, the boy must be sitting near the windowsll|.

Tempusjoined him by thewindow. "Niko, I've come to take you home. We need you—the witch is
loose. Randd can't fight her dl done, and the mageguild seersare dl hiding in their closats”

He hadn't meant to be that honest; he didn't want to be so crud!.

The youth beside him turned his head. "I had to leave—the god came down to Parthas. | can't havethe
Stepsons cursed on my account. If the god wants me, then perhapsit will balance off the greed of the
entelechy of dreams.”

"Dont tak that way," Tempus nearly snarled. "Weve more immediate concerns. Thewitch..." "The
witch. She seemsenticing. | know what she wants—just my body, abit of soul. The archmage steds my
deep and wants an avatar; the god wants a representative on earth.” Niko coughed, and Tempus realized
he'd been drinking. "If the witch can conquer gods and demigods, then she deserves me— she can have



me. Maybe then I'll get some deep.” "Y ou'll deep forever, degp adeep you won't enjoy.” Tempus took
Niko'sface between hishands. "L ook a me. Listen well: therésaway out of this, there dwaysis. Even
my sster finaly earned her freedom, and she's awanton dut who still kills witches when and where she

"A way out? Of this?..." The boy spread his hands, then dropped them, unresisting.

"There's dways hope. Without it, wed all kill oursalves as soon as we learned we were born to die. And
there's maat—you might yet regain it. Even failing that, I'll promise you ahero's desth: I'll day you mysdlf
insingle combat before I'll let Ash"—he spat the dream lord's nickname, one only he and his Sster were
old enough and wise enough to know—"take charge of you, or let agod no better than VVashanka twist
your soul."

"Theresthat,” Niko agreed tondesdy. "If youll doit, if you'll promise..."

Tempus let go of Niko and the boy leaned his head back againgt the sill. "Do you ever even ngp? 1I'm so
tired, | can't think straight. And even krrf, which used to wake me up, now just makes me deepy.”

"I doze, now and then, after agood love match or a strenuous fight. Randd's waiting, down in Tyse. HEd
have come himsdf, but we didn't want Bashir to haveto purify thisplace dl over again. Comeon, I'll

race you to Hidden Valey. If you can't degp on your own then, my sister will be more than happy to help
tireyou out."

Niko got to hisfeet, wavered there.
Tempus Seadied him.

"l candoit. It just takestime," Niko said, and took dow steps while somewhere high above a hornet
buzzed softly. "Y ou've squared thiswith Bashir?"

"I have until the Festival to convince you that the god'sway isn't yours. If | can't do that, the sun may
refusetorise”

Niko grunted and felt hisway toward the crack of light that showed benegth his chamber's door. As he
did so, Tempus heard the rustle of armor and knew that Niko wasn't as far gone as he seemed: whatever
its provenance, that enchanted panoply of his could still keep body and soul intact.

*7*

Onthelast night of Fete Week, the Bombas threw a party, opening Brother Bomba's bar to al their
friends, inviting Stepsons, Rankan rank and file, Tysian nobles—even 3rd Commando fighters and certain
merchants from Commerce Avenue, sdllers of flesh and fate and charm.

Among those from the Avenue who came was one |ow-caste enchantress, awoman who was
responsible for ascay rash on the face of Sync, the 3rd Commando's colond, and for the diminishment
of hisranks by two: those who'd raped Madame Bombawould never rape another.

But since Sync himsdlf had never laid ahand on the Madame, and since it was Fete Week, when Sync
came to her with apologies and hopes that she'd know someoneto heal hisface, she put him in the hands
of the very woman who'd afflicted him, so that she could "set this poor man right.”

Thus Madame Bomba showed compassion and forgave awrong in Fete Week, as the gods prescribed.

Others, though, were not so mindful of the gods: Tempus lounged in the renovated bar's far corner,



picking at the snowy linen on histable, dressed in hisfinest leopardskin and boar's-tooth helm, waiting for
the witch to show, his sharkskin-hilted sword well-whetted, his Stepsons at the ready.

Randal was sure the witch would come: held spun his globe and uttered phrasesto assure it. He waited
now, upstairs, his nose pressed to the oneway glass, aspell of "Seeing Through" invoked to pierce any
wizardly disguise.

Among the celebrants, Stepsons wandered, dert to any woman who might seem too interested in Niko,
to any girl they hadn't seen before, to any unfamiliar courtesan or stately matron they didn't know.

Bombas was it with paper lanterns; brightly colored streamers laced the beams. Pipers played and lutes
were strummed and bell treestinkled, carried on staves by Tysian boys gpproaching manhood, as
youngsters who'd trade their wooden swords for iron in the morning said goodbye to childhood in the
time-honored way.

The Parthafamily had come downtown for the occasion. Old man Partha, in his patriarch's orange,
matched Niko drink for drink, round for round, while the girl most Stepsons had wagered was the witch,
comely Sauni, hovered near, refusing even Critias adance to stay by Stedlth.

Her brother Grippa, among the youths who'd officialy be men by morning, shook hisbell tree at adozen
girls, racing up and down the stairs with one and then another, so that Crit remarked: "I don't care who
heis, no man, let done adripling boy, can make that many dreams come true.”

Y et well on toward midnight, Grippastill was dragging girls upstairs and bringing them down dazed and
smiling dumbly, while Niko sat, befuddled with wine, his chair tipped back against afreshly whitewashed
wall, untroubled by any girl but Sauni.

When the midnight chimeswere struck and the celebration took the raucous tone of men and women
chasing out the evils of the year gone by, Tempus forsook hiswatch and sought Randal, <till aone,
updairs.

"Life, Randal, how goesit?' Tempus had haf expected to find his mage adeep, or dead by sorcery, or
bewitched where he sat.

But Randal was awake, on duty, and bleary-eyed. "Riddler, by al the Writ's power, there's something
wrong here: she'sin theroom, but | can't tell which girl sheis”

"Maybe she didn't come; perhaps she suspects the trap." Tempus had convinced three magesto attend in
deep disguise, to back up Randal should a battle of magics ensue. Everyone was briefed, and a
concoction Cime guaranteed would subdue the witch if sprinkled on her had been doled out to the
fightersasif it were poison for their arrows. Everyone was ready—everyone but the witch, it seemed.

"Not achance. Look here." Randd indicated his Nisibis globe of power, spinning dowly on its stand:
"See how bright the stones shine? See how it hums? Come close and you'll hear it. By these signs, she's
here. | can'timaginewhy | can't tell where."

Tempus, curious despite himself, approached the globe, which began to spark as he came near.

Uh... Commander, my lord, that's close enough. It doesn't likeyou... that is" Randd tried to be palite,
"it remembersthe wizard war. Power pieces never forget a—"

Randa broke off and pressed his nose againgt the glass. "By the Writ, that'sit. She'snot a she. That is,
look here, Riddler—quickly! Drat and blast, | hopeit's not too late!"



"What'sthis?" Tempus grabbed the mage and shook him by the shoulder. "Too late? Speak plain,
megding!”

But then he saw Niko, arm in arm with Grippa, Parthals son, headed toward the back door—whether to
the drug dens below or the dleyways outsde, Tempus couldn't tell.

Even as Randd was gathering up the globe and telling him to: "Hurry! It'sthat boy! She'sa boy, not a
girl! Oh, hurry, Riddler, beforeit'stoo latel" Tempus was taking the stairs two at atime, headed for the
rear door.

"Get your mages, Randa, and Grit!" he called out over his shoulder. "Meet me around the back.”

Asheran, he drew his sharkskin-hilted sword, a blade that for years had dit the finest spell like silk and
glowed pink with Vashankas blessing. But without the Storm God's blessing, herein the north, it didn't
glow at al; he wasn't surewhat it could do againgt awitch.

Pounding down the darkened back stairs, while somewhere out there Niko, drunk and terrorized by
gods and magic, reded right into the clutches of the witch, Tempus considered what had been, till then,
unthinkable: with VVashanka gone, hiding or helpless, he had an option. By the Law of Consonanceand in
behaf of Niko, Tempus might make abargain with Enlil.

And as soon as he thought those thoughts, arumbling began in hisinner ear such as he hadn't heard since
Fete Week lagt, in Sanctuary, when Vashanka had done battle in the sky, then disappeared.

But it was not hisfamiliar loved and hated Pillager who rustled in his head: this voice was deeper, the
power older, the might of it enough to stop himin histracks.

"You called, blasphemer? You wish to go down on your bony knees, mortal? In extremis, My
power and My glory, My battle and My fury, are not too frightful for thee?"

"Listen, God, | need some help. I'll make abargain with Y ou—leave the boy untouched by Y our
Haughtiness, and I'll serve Theefor ayear.”

Tempuswasn't on hiskneesyet, he was till standing; he didn't like the fed of this Enlil in hishead. There
was too much of the four-eyed, blazing Ravager, who'd begotten frightful battle before VVashanka had
drawn ababy god'sfirst bresth, to make him comfortable. This god was aready asking more than
Tempus had thought to give.

"Down on thy knees, then, creature; supplicate My Majesty. Then your battle will be terrible once
more and your enemies grovel in blood up to their genitals. Wherever they go My ground will
open up before them; My rain will blind them; the beasts of My fields and the predators of My
mountains will gobble them up! They will know terror of Me and of thee, My servant, as you never
dreamed when the boy-god Vashanka was thine—"

"Hold, Enlil! Theday | bend my kneeto any god, especialy onewho treats a supplicant as Y ou've
treated poor, unknowing Niko, will be the day the moon eats up the sky! | called Theeforthtotell Thee
what | think of Thee, who's done evil to Thine own faithful. Thou art avicious god, and powerless, to let
apaltry witch snatch asoul like Niko's from undernesth Thy long and awful nose." He could see the god
now, ashining manifestation on the staircase—a face with fanged mouth, aface from time's beginning, a
face to swallow empires and make the ignorant bow down.

But this god was canny, wiser than Vashanka, not as easly fooled. " You're wasting time, man, thou
who art an insect in My sight! Your love for another man is not My problem; your love of heaven



iswhat'sin question.”

"Help me save the boy—or do it on Y our own. Y ou gods ought to take responsibility for what Y ou've
wrought."

Now Enlil was closer, god-glowing eyes narrow and filled with craft. " He's not yet Mine, and you know
it. Thou art a deceiver, manling, if man you are. Will you bend your head to Me, and receive the
power of My battle unto your shriveled soul and the strength of My blessing unto your sword? Or
must you lose against your curse once more?'

They were dways promising to protect him from the curse, yet they seemed apart of it. But Niko, by the
moment, drew closer to damnation. "That's right—he's not yet chosen You. And if | choose Youin his
stead, Y ou must be content with that. I'll even go down on my kneesif | have Y our promise—by
whatever power gods can swear—to leave the boy unblessed by Y our horrific love!”

Having made his offer as clearly and as carefully as he could—for gods do take advantage, adhering only
to what's explicated in an oath, never what's meant but |eft unsgpoken—Tempus waited, ready to go
down on his knees for power, one moretime. And to his disgust, the staircase under him began to shake,
the wals about to tremble, and aruddy light surrounded him: the light of the prima god, Enlil, under
which al things came out of heaven and in which held now have to bow and swear and compound his
dready awful fate.

He amost changed his mind, but then rethought it: he'd lived three hundred years under deific sway and
hadn't liked it; he couldn't stand by while the boy he loved, Niko, who was the son he should have had, if
men could only choose their offspring, stepped unknowing down a path from which there was no retrest.

"Bow down, and embrace thy fate, mortal minion! My power and My glory are thine, reflected
light. My Word is given—My wish is thy command, as thy bargain is accepted!"

It was hard to bow down to another god, thisone worse, if any were, than Vashanka. He hoped he
wouldn't live on, regretting it, too long. Before his eyes he saw fierce and awful battles, an eternity of man
up to hishipsin blood because of godhead and gods quarrels; he heard martyrs voices and the death
screams of whole peoples, genocidd wars that had, and did, and would take place.

Then something touched him and he shuddered; throughout his person, agony and ecstasy admixed.

When helooked up, he saw great horny feet with clawed toes and golden scales. A hand reached out, as
large as hiswhole trunk, plucked him up, and out among long-tailed stars, set him down againin
darkness.

"Fight well, Riddler! And make it interesting— something more than simple slaughter .
Then Tempusfet the familiar emptinessthat told him that the god was gone.

Wi, he thought, what difference doesit make, redly? One god or another, what they do and what they
want's about the same.

And then he saw, ahead, agroup locked in ensorceled combat: he saw Niko, blue shining light like ropes
or snakes enveloping him, propped up againgt an aley wall, hisface uncomprehending as before him,
witchfireraged.

The witch wasin aboy-form, true, but overlaid on that was a crippled, tortured female form and her eyes
were fierce and thirsty as, clawlike hands outstretched, she reached for Randa's globe.



The magdling held that globe tight againgt his chest, both arms wrapped around it, blue snakes of magic
fire gtriking at him, while on each side and right before him, other sorcerers from Tyse fought back, red
mongoose-ghosts in see-through battle with Roxane's ectoplasmic snakes.

Meanwhile, about the edges of the fray, Tempus saw hisown ssimple, human fighters: Crit, trying to get to
Randd, fighting spiderwebby nets which bound him; Strat, his huge hands on Grit's callar, his muscles
bulging, trying to keep his partner from being sucked into a cobat magl strom building in midair anong the
garbage of the dleyway; Sync, frozen in mid-movement, avia of witch-subduing potion uncapped in his
hand, its droplets glistening but unmoving, asif encased in amber. From the maelstrom, an eery yowling
issued, and Tempus realized that his moment was a hand. Hed seeif Father Enlil was out to trick him, or
just bluffing: if the maelstrom coaesced and demons, fiends, and devilsjoined thefray, then al was
lost—at least his men would be. And heredlly didn't want to bury Stepsons on New Y ear'sday. It
wasn't the sort of omen he'd accept.

Drawing his sharkskin-hilted sword, he sdlied forth, howling battle cries. And the sword turned pink asit
encountered magic, and began to warm and quiver in his hand.

That'smorelikeit, he thought, ditting Grit's bonds of magic netting with adice that sent themupin
smoke, so that Crit yelped from the sparks and stumbled back when Strat's hold on him could help. By
then the witch had seen Tempus, and she cast alightning bolt hisway.

But the sword was as good asits god, and his new god as good as Hisword: he parried the bolt and it
Fplit, pink swordmetal glowing red as opposing forces met, sparks flying, thunder roaring.

At the same time, with his other hand, he got hisown via of witchstuff out and threw it. Then, asshe
howled, hands up, and before she could strike again, he took a chance, turned his back on her, and
leaped toward the sucking maelstrom, in which demon heads and fiends white teeth and devils horns

were beginning to appesar.

He had to stop the incursion: thiswasn't only Niko; it was the beginning of another wizard war. Back
unprotected, trusting Randa and his magesto do their best for him, he thrust his blade deep into that
sucking maw, from which the fumes of hell were beginning to escape.

The concussive force of sword striking hell-mouth rocked him to his core: "Well, God," he snarled, "are
we out of our league, here?"

Andin his head he heard achuckle: "Not yet, mortal, not yet."

He had to trust the god; he couldn't even look away to see how his men were faring: adevil'swarty hand
hed hissword by its pink tip and was pulling him inward with dl its might.

Hedug in hisheds, but it was usdless. If helet go the sword, he didn't want to consider the
consequences. the sword was linked to him by the god and to the god by him. He had to fight it.

He pulled back with dl his strength, but the devil-grip was heating up the sword and it stretched instead
of coming loose.

And hand over hand, fiends helping it, the devil pulled him closer to its maw.

Fendish arms reached out to grab him; warty jaws gaped in horrid laughter. His sword, as soft as clay,
glowed so that he had to to look away.

Closer and closer, he was drawn. He could smell the roasting flesh of hell and hear the devil'swar cry. It
grated on his nerves and made his teeth ache.



Then once more he called upon the god, and this time the heavens opened with His answer: afreezing
wind began to blow, hail pummeled from aclear night sky, and dl about him steam began to rise.

Steam rose from his sword and blinded the closest devil, half out of the mag strom, who screeched and
rubbed its eyes.

His sword released, he thrust and skewered the devil, who right away exploded, spraying ichor
everywhere.

The stink was awful. The steam hissed and roared, obscuring everything as the hail and wind reacted with
the hellish maglstrom.

But Tempuss sword was hard once more, if bent, and he hacked away with abandon, humming gleeful
curses under his steaming breeth.

Before hisondaught, his god-inspired battle, the magl strom quivered, then it heaved. Then it gave out a
human-seeming sigh and caved in on itsalf with an audible thud, leaving a severed demon trunk and arms
of fiend littering the cobbled street. He stared for amoment at the garbage heap beyond, where the
maelstrom had just been.

Heredlized that his clothes were till steaming, that acid ichor had splattered hisface and hands, that his
sword-holding pam was burned, and that, amazingly, he was breathing heavily from thefight. Then he
turned and saw hisalies: Randd, his globe hugged tight like ababy, directing his mageguild bettersin the
binding of Roxane, the Nisibis witch, with magica bonds; Crit, welted with blisters and striped with soot,
stting on a splintered wine cask while Straton fussed over him like amother over anaughty child; Sync,
talking softly to Niko, who il leaned againgt thewall and favored the 3rd Commando colond with an
uncomprehending Sare.

When Tempus was sure that no casudties were serious, he took Niko by the arm.

The boy was coming out of whatever spell he'd been under, asking: "But Grippa, where's Grippa? Is he
safe? Thewitch didn't get him, did she?!

That was agood question, but one for which Tempus had no answer. He said, " Grippawill turn up; the
witch took his shape.”

Niko shook hishead, his brow deeply furrowed. "No, that's not true. He was right with me, amoment

Beyond the dazed Stepson, Tempus saw Randa shake his head. The brave little mage'slower lip was
quivering: Niko ignored Randd asif the mage did not exist.

"Wait here, Stedlth,” Tempus growled, and took Randa aside. "Y ou did well, Hazard. Were dl proud of
you."

"He's not; he won't even speak to me. Commander..." Randd tried not to sniffle; he turned his head
away, then back. "It'sredly over, isn't it? He despises me. Despite our oath, and everything. | didn't think
it...."

"Randal," Tempus said askindly as he could, "Niko's just had another brush with witcheraft. You'rea
part of what he fears the most right now. Eventudly, you'll understand what I'm saying now, but until you
do, just take me on faith: if Niko spends awhile as my right-side partner, | can mend him. Then you'll
have your |eft-side leader back again. Until then, try not to be offended. The rest of usvaue you more

highly every day."



But he had to leave the mage donein the alley: Randa had a prisoner, the once-mighty Roxane, to escort
to her incarceration in the mageguild.

And Tempus had the Stepson, Niko, to take in hand and try to hed, agod on his back, and some wholly
spooked fightersto cgjole into pretending that all thiswasanormal, or at least anticipated consequence
of FeteWeek in Tyse.

*8*

Parthas son, not Roxane, was found next morning in the mageguild holding cell where the witch had been
incarcerated.

By then, it was clear that Grippawasn't lying dead somewhere—anightlong search had turned up only
one corpse, and it adesiccated pile of bones wrapped in foxfur in an aley. And since the corpse had
bones once broken which had mended wrong, and Grippad never broken any, the skeleton, al agreed,
could not be his.

When Partha heard that his son was safe and sound, if locked up in the mageguild, he used dl his
influenceto try to freethe boy.

The military governor thus summoned Tempus to the mageguild dungeon, where Partha and his daughter,
aswdl asRanda, were waiting.

Y oung Grippasat insde a cage wound with colored wool, his hair matted with straw and his eyesred
from deeplessness or weeping, holding his sster's hand through the bars when Tempus got there.

Partha, seeing Tempus, thundered: "Riddler, give me one good reason why my boy should haveto
languish here! The witch possessed him, yes. But that's no crime—Niko's suffered the same way and he's
free to come and go! She possessed him, now she's gone, any fool can see!”

The military governor, in shadows, hisface impassive, said not one word; Sauni sobbed softly, her
brother's hand pressed to her cheek. Randal made asign all Stepsons learn: he wanted a private word
with his commander.

Tempus said: "Possession's nothing to take so lightly, Partha. She might come back. She might be right
here, and the boy's shape just anillusion. Randal, come with me. | haveto talk to you."

Out in the dank and musty hallway, Tempus said, "Well Randd, what do you think? Let him go, and
wander, or keep him here, and make an enemy of the strongest singlelord in Tyse?' Whilein the
Riddler's head the god's voice hissed: "Let my servant go!"

Randd, clearly agitated, said: "Riddler, they've made me First Hazard of the mageguild! Me, alowly
seventh-grade adept! If you want, I'll decree we free him, but something tells meit's not right.”

Tempus wondered if awitch could fool agod, and then reminded himsdlf that neither dark nor light, bad
nor good, were different, but one and the same thing, in heaven'ssight.

And he was more concerned, right then, with Randal, whom his guildbrothers had chosen not out of
respect, but as asacrifice, mere bait to tempt fate, an expendable lamb to tether where amage-killer was
suretofind him.

So he said: "Forget the boy; it doesn't matter if she'sin him now or comes back later. We need Partha's
good will in Tyse"



Randa frowned uncertainly. "Asyou wish, Commander.” Then he brightened: "Congratulate me, Riddler;
I've cometo high estate today."

"Randd," Tempussaid carefully, "1'd like you to consult with Cime, if you ingst on accepting this
appointment—your Brothers of the Writ have put you on the front linein this battle of magics. It'snot a
safe place for anyone, even a Stepson, to be."

Then Randd looked away, down at hisfingers, twining one another. "That'sjust it, my lord. I'm not sure |
can remain a Stepson—conflict of interest, you see”

"Randd, you've sworn an oath. And because of Niko's problems, you can't unsweer it. If you haveto,
pretend to leave the band, but only that: | till need you. I'll fed freeto call upon you when and how |

"But..." Randd's gaze met hisand it was deeply shadowed. "All right." He heaved asigh. "I'll do the best
| can."

"And declare the boy avictim of possession, free him on hisfather's recognizance? At least until weve
further proof?'

"Yes, | said wewould," Randal snapped, histone uneasy, then wheedled: "I really don't think | need to
seeyour sster. Mebeing First Hazard and dl, it might be more temptation than she can stand. She'd like
nothing better than to kill anoth—" Breaking off before he admitted knowing that Cime had dain his
predecessor, Randal smiled weskly, then added: "L et's give Grippato hisfather then, and hope we won't
regret it—that Niko won't suffer because of what we do today."

But as a Stepson must, Randal followed orders with which he obvioudy did not agree: first he freed the
boy, who stumbled dazed into his sster's arms, while Partha gloated that he should have known that
Tempuswould "makethingsright.”

Randa accompanied his commander across town, through haf-deserted New Y ear's streets, to a First
Day reception being held on Embassy Row, where Cime feasted with foreign dignitariesin the Rankan
embassy wherein Tempus had found her lodging. At the embassy's portico, haf hidden among the
evergreens, they saw Crit and Kama, arms around each other.

Tempus touched Randa's arm and cleared histhroat.
"Ah... Commander, we didn't seeyou." Crit disengaged, his blistered face embarrassed.

Kama smoothed her fete clothes and raised her chin high: ™Y ou didn't et the witch go, did you? Aunt
Cime said you would, that you never learn, but | told her that where Niko is concerned, you'd not
risk..." Shetrailed off, looking at Randa's face, then shuddered and whispered, "Men!" disgustedly,
turned and went inside.

"I'm sorry, Riddler,” Crit gpologized for Kama. "Y ou know she'sjust upset. Cime's been giving her
lectures on comportment as befitsa—"

"Don't gpologize for my daughter,” Tempus rumbled. "I told you before, no good will come from her. She
knows too much and she's aborn dissembler. She and my sister are two of akind.” Then, to Randa: "Go
onin, find Cime, tell her what's transpired and that she'sto help protect you. Crit and | will be dong
presently.”

When Randal, his courage obvioudy failing, had hesitantly mounted the chocol ate granite steps and gone
ingde, Crit said, "What's this? What happened?’



"Randa’'sthe new First Hazard. The witch—if she'sthat boy—isloose again: | can't risk trouble with
Bashir, or awar with Parthas faction.”

"Wonderful," Crit said, and fdl in besde him as Tempus headed through the hedgerows to enter the
embassy from therear. "Commander, can | ask aquestion? That is, I've heard something that, if it'strue,
the task force ought to know..."

Crit wastaciturn, often secretive, the most perceptive and efficient of hismen. "What isit, Crit?"

"Niko'sinthere... he camewith Cime. He'sdrunk asalord and he told Strat that he's rejoined us—as
your rightman. Can that be true?’

"It can. Itis. What of it?'

Crit opened hismouth, said, "But the witch. .. Brachis and the planned coup at the Festiva. Y ou must
redizethat if a Stepson'sinvolved in that, were doomed—outlaws, sacrificid sheep..." then shut it and
shook his head, eyes ditted.

"The Festival'salong time off, Crit. When there's something to worry about, I'll give you plenty of notice.
Right now, worry about keeping my sister and Kamaat arm'slength.”

Crit grinned mirthlessly and dlowed that, with the god's help, held do his best.

Book Three:
BEYOND THE VEIL

When Niko rode out to Parthasto bid Sauni and Grippafond farewells, the Nisibis witch was ready for
him.

Roxane, in the form of Grippa, had been lying low and gaining strength, learning what it wasliketo bea
boy. Sheld never unequivocally quit her body, not in al the years sheld lived, and taken up another asa
permanent abode.

But desperation had mothered invention, and Roxane was now aboy, her crippled woman form
discarded, its bones parched to ashesin some Tysian crematorium. Whenever she saw Niko, urges
arose in her much more forcefully than when sheld been awoman. 1t was lucky, shetold hersdf, that
Niko was by nature a Sacred Band boy-lover, not ill-disposed to loving men.

If he'd been that way, she might have risked another change, invaded Sauni's nymphlike form, even
though it would have taxed her strength. But the sgp was rising in Grippas young, strong body, and



Roxane was safer as a boy—safe from that travesty of natura law called Cime, safe from Randal the
Firgt Hazard, safe enough to be content to stay thisway, at least until she arrived at the Festival of Man.

A boy, in Tyse, had advantages over agirl: he could stay out dl night, come home with the dawn, and no
one questioned it; in al debauch and any manly escapade, Grippa could count on hisfather'sfull support.

And Niko confided in Grippathe way he never would in Sauni: when the Stepson, ponying aloaded
pack horse, armed and armored with shabby duty gear, dropped by to say goodbye on hisway
southeast to the Festival site, it was Grippa, not Sauni, Niko took aside.

"Take care of your sister now, Grippa," Niko advised. "Keep aclose eye on her, in case she'swith child.
Don't let on you're doing it, but don't let her hurt herself—nothing too strenuous, until it's certain one way
or the other. Get her down to the Festival unscathed, and I'll give you this." Niko tapped the hilt of a
bronze war-ax thrust in his belt which had obviousy seen adozen battles.

As Grippawould, Roxane oohed and aahed. And then she said, pretending naivete: "But why areyou
leaving so early, Niko? Our training's not yet done. Thisisthe crucia week, and you won't be hereto
hdpus”

"Don't worry, pud." Niko ruffled Grippas hair. "Y ou'll do just fine. Don't overtrain, that'sal."

Roxane, out by Partha's stone house, squatted down on the thawing sod and picked up astick: "But can't
you stay and ride down with us? What if the death squads attack us on the way? What if were overrun
by davers? Or riva factions? Niko, please don't go—"

"l haveto, pud." Niko hunkered down beside him. "And you must be brave. Y ou're aman now, not a
boy since New Y ear's. If you're attacked, you fight. If you can't win, then you give your sister an easy
death before you let her be adave or apawn of witcheraft. Understand?!

Grippa/Roxane gul ped, then nodded, eyes downcast, saying very low, "It'salong way to the Festival.”

"I know, | know." Niko sighed and brought out a little wooden box of krrf. "Here, Grippa, try abit of
this. It1l make you mean, but sart you thinking likeaman.”

Roxane, curious and titillated, did as Niko showed her, piling apinch of brown powder in her fist'swell,
then sniffing krrf. A rush of well-being overcame her manly person, so that she found herself aroused and
put her hand on Niko'sarm.

He misunderstood: "Don't worry, | said. I'm safe enough; I'll be with the Riddler—a rightman goes where
his |eft-sde leader goes, and Tempus wants to straighten out some things with the Rankans before the
Fedtival. But Bashir's sending a contingent—that's the team I'm on—and you and Sauni are welcometo
travel with them. Going with the warrior-priest isas good as going with the god." Niko's eyeswere
deeply sunken, his mouth tight-drawn.

Grippa, as northern boys were free to do, flung his arms around the Stepson's neck and kissed him.

Niko held him tightly for amoment, then pushed him back: "Don't tempt me. Y ou're aman now, and
that's a different matter. Krrf does strange things to men... we've both got your sster to consider.”

His breath was warm against Grippas neck, and Roxane first longed for her abandoned woman-form,
then cautioned hersdlf that Grippa must not, under any circumstances, seem fey. And somewhere deep
inside her aboyish presence struggled in its bonds. She could have erased the soul of the child whose
flesh she now inhabited; she would, but not just yet: she needed to monitor his reactions, usethe
Grippa-persondity for occasiona corrections of her course.



So since Grippacouldn't bear being seen aslessthan manly in Niko's eyes, Roxane straightened his
shoulders, blinked fiercely, and sat back. "I won't disgppoint you, Stedth. I'm not afraid. And if I'm
good... if I win my events, and prove mysdlf worthy, would you... could you... no, it'stoo much to
ask." Roxane/Grippabowed his head.

"What? What isit, pud? We're friends—we have no secrets.”

"If... you're not forever going to be the Rid-dler's rightman, are you? Y ou've been a squadron leader on
your own."

"That's 0," Niko said uncomfortably. "It's just atemporary thing, awhim of my commander's. That's
why they cal him Tempusthe Obscure. But what of it?

"If..." Roxane peered through Grippas eyes soulfully ... when you're aleft-sde leader again, you ever
need a partner—if you'd consider an untried youth with honor and glory on hismind... that is, unlessyou
go back to consorting with magicians...” She ended with awicked grin as shetrailed off.

Thistime Niko grabbed him playfully and wrestled him to the ground. " So you want to be a Stepson, do
you?' Niko's elbow bore down upon histhroat. "Think well before you act, young man: you're afirst son,
with an inheritance coming. Mercenaries tend to come from lesser fortune— second sons and third, men
escaping bad love affairs and murders, or marriages they can't otherwise avoid. Y our father might not like
it"

"Y ou don't think I'm good enough?' Grippa accused, his young voice as deep as she could make it with
resentment, rejection, and disappointment. Niko's quick, canny smile came and went. He released the
boy held tutored. "I trained you, didn't 1?'Y ou're more than good enough, and more than welcome, as my
rightman or asingle I'll gladly sponsor with the guild. When the time comes. If you're certain. It'salife
from which thereslittle turning back. Even if you want to, once you've sacked and pillaged, hired
yourself out to thisarmy or that, given up on passing judgment, you've got too many enemiesto settle
down and raise afamily without providing afortresssworth of protection or looking ever to your back.”

"See? You don't think | can doit." Grippa scrambled to hisfeet and went to the stone house wall, where
he pulled astone loose and dug inside.

"That'snot what I'm saying," Niko said, frustrated and concerned, following just where Roxaneled. "I'm
only saying, think it over. When your father dies, you'll bealord—"

"Partha? Die? In twenty years, or thirty. I'll be old by then, my life haf over!"

"l understand. I'm not rgjecting you. At the Festival, if you till want it, I'll arrange to have the Stepsons
takeyou on."

"Not you? Y ou won't take me as your rightman?”

Niko, who'd been Grippa's age when a Syrese fighter of renown had paired with him, scratched his
two-week beard: "That's not up to me. When you're one of us, you'll understand it better. I'm Tempus's
right-sde partner until hefreesme. Then..."

"Then thereé's Randd, isn't there?" Roxane spat the accusation from shining eyesthat said that Grippas
hero shouldn't be beholden to awizard.

"No, there's not. Never again. Beieve me. It'sover. And soisthis. I've got to go. The Riddler's meeting
me at the Shepherd's Crook at noon."



"Then takethis, Niko. With dl my love," Grippa said as Roxane sprung her trap and took from beneath
the stone sheld pulled out from thewall atrinket—an amulet of hair and bone.

"What'sthis?' Niko turned it in hisfingers, one eyebrow raised. "A tdisman?'

"It will keep you safe, forever.” Grippa's voice was proud, his demeanor noble and self-sacrificing. "It's

very old; it'sbeenin my family for years." It had been—in Roxanesfamily. While Niko had it, no lesser

witch could touch him, no warlock covet him: it marked him as Roxane€'s with strands of hair and shards
of discarded bone.

Niko, not wanting to offend, said only, "My thanks, Grippa. And asafe trek to you." With afina, manly
dap on Grippas backside he left her there, headed for his horses.

Grippa/Roxane watched him go, hisfine ahletic form so appeding, his gait only dightly uncertain from the
krrf.

It had been risky, giving him amarking charm, but worth it: she didn't have to worry that any lesser evil
might chance upon him firgt.

Sheld been lucky al thismorning: the Askelonian panoply Niko owned was wrapped in oxhide on his
pack horse. If held been wearing any part of it, it would have warmed to warn him that magic was about.

Watching him dwindle, then crest ahillock and descend out of sight, she began to spell, calling upon what
minions she still commanded from beyond the vell. She needed to stedl that armor, destroy the sword
and dirk he had which aone of al he owned could thresten her—or coax fate to take it from him.

Sheld make sure helogt it on the way or cast it from him, or somehow down in Ranke was parted from
the stigma A skel on had marked him with— not because Niko wanted to be free of it, but because the
dream lord stood in Roxane's way.

*2*

The Shepherd's Crook was away station on the "generd'sroute” leading from Upper Ranke down into
the heart of empire.

The Crook was at the southernmost edge of Tyse. Niko had stopped here once before, when coming
home after years of roving, and found that his uncle, who'd once owned the place, was dead.

It was afavorite watering hole of Tysian "specids’ —those who wore the yellow armband of Grillo's
secret police and Rankan agents.

Grille himsdf wasin the Crook, scuffing sawdust with his boots and drinking with the Riddler when Niko
arrived. Grillo was wholly owned by Tempus, though once held served a plentitude of interests. If not for
the fact that Grillo and his spieswere crucia to the survival of Bashir's Nisibis and the Stepsons best
conduit of information from the empire, Grillo wouldn't have survived thislong.

He was a handsome Rankan, treacherous, double-dealing, who'd had the corner on the drug trade when
the Stepsons had arrived. He'd had brushes with the witch, too, and even Niko, who should have
sympathized, was uncomfortable in his presence.

But Grillo was one of those necessary evils: his specidswere the most effectiveforcein Tyse, ill; no
other unit, Rankan or mercenary, knew the streets or the inhabitants aswell.

It was agood thing Crit wasn't there, Niko thought, enduring a guffaw when he ordered goat's milk (the



Riddler had forbidden him strong drink) at the bar and brought it to their table. Crit and Grillo hated each
other as much asthey dared, foiled each other's plans routindly, keeping their quarrels just below the
level where Tempuswould intervene,

Thetak wasn't of Crit, directly; it was of holding Tyse steady while the Stepsons were out of town: "
expect,” Tempus was saying patiently in response to aquestion Niko hadn't heard the Rankan ask, "you
to do your best to keep order. | expect,” Tempus leaned forward, "Randal to give agood report of your
effortswhen hejoinsus at the Festival. | expect you to take up the dack when the 3rd Commando and
the task force leave. | expect Madame Bombal's caravans to continue to ply the trade routes from
Caronne unmolested, if you have to draft half the Rankan garrison to give her convoys safe conduct. Is
that clear?’

"And you expect,” Grillo said sniddly, "meto do dl thiswithout abit of help from you? What if Ranke
decidesthisisasgood atime asany torid itsdlf of half adozen troublesome factions, to liberate
Wizardwall from the'Nisibis outlaws and put Bashir in alion cage and exhibit him at the Festivd,, as
Abakithis has sworn to do? What then? Am | ill to play theloyal Rankan agent and help the garrison
storm Wizardwall?' Grillo looked up, his blue eyes bold, and said to Niko: "Sit down, assassin. Help me
talk some senseinto—"

"Grillo," Niko said quietly as he pulled back abench and joined the pair, "would you like to have your
teeth for lunch?'

"Niko." Tempus shook his head. "Have your say, Grillo—what have you heard about the projected
coup?'

Grillo had cometo Tyse as a Rankan spy; eements of Abakithiss opposition had tried to discredit, even
kill him, but that had just made him more vauable in the emperor's eyes. And Tempus, who took
advantage where he could, was using Grillo to keep abreast of what went by diplomeatic pouch and
secret message, aswell as by the Rankan mageguild network, back and forth between Tyse and the

capitdl.

Grillo shifted in his seet, his gaze resting on Niko'sface asif on a particularly doubtful piece of
intelligence. Then he said quietly: "I've heard that Brachis made this man an offer, and the offer was
accepted. I've heard an oath was sworn before the gods, atoken given. I've heard that though the token
itself was handed back to Brachisin adightly different form than it once had, and Brachis, too, returned
to Rankein aswine's suit, the bargain holds.”

"How'sthat?' Niko leaned back, Spping goat's milk, wishing Grillo wasn't worth so much to Tempus.

"Brachis," Grillo said offhandedly, "was restored to human form by the capitd's mageguild. HEs Theron's
man, remember, and aman of the god to boot. The whole opposition faction expectsto bein power by
the end of the third week of the Festival. And that," Grillo raised hismug to eye leve, toasting Niko
sardonicaly, "isal I've got to say about the matter, except..." he grinned wolfishly "... good luck,
Stedth. You'l need it. And to you, Riddler, since your unit's dated to take the blame.”

Niko waslooking around for prying ears or knowing glances by them. He didn't see any, jvtst agrimy
serving wench giving mutton stew to two of Grille's specids. It was early for dinner, late for lunch, and
the Crook was nearly empty. Directly behind Niko, on thewall as decoration, was a scythe. He could
have reached back, lifted it from its hooks, and cleaved Grillo on the spot.

But he didn't. He put down his mug delicately and propped both elbows on the table, conscious that
Tempus was watching him through brooding eyes. "L et metdl you something, Rankan monkey. The ded
| made with Brachiswill result in Nisibis being recognized as a free, uncontested state with Bashir its



leader—without bloodshed, without srife, with theloss of only asinglelife” Now he was whispering, his
hands balled into fists so that, of their own accord, they didn't lash out and strangle Grillo Smply to wipe

the supercilious grin off his Rankan face. "And that'swhat we al want, isn't it? Bashir and his Successors
recognized astherightful government of the independent state of Free Nisibis. Well, Grillo, isn't it?'

"Easy, Niko," the Riddler warned.

Niko hadn't told Tempus about his bargain previoudy; if he hadn't been so angry, he wouldn't have
detailed it now. But the krrf heldd sniffed thismorning out at Parthals was wearing off, leaving him
argumentative and ready for afight. And there was no single man in Tyse Niko would rather have
pounded into the sawdust on the Crook's floor than Grillo. The man was aliar and anybody's agent who
could pay hisprice.

"That's right, Nikodemos—it'stoo late to justify it now. How much are they paying you to make hunted
men out of a Sacred Band and fugitives out of—"

"That's enough!™ Tempus thundered as Niko pushed back and, on hisfeet, suggested that Grillo
accompany him outside.

Grillo, too, was standing. "My pleasure, Niko, if the Riddler will—"
"Well, | won't. Both of you sit down.”

They did, and Tempus looked between them asif looking at dog vomit in atemple. "It's nice to know
that Ranke till feelsit has an agent a the Festival," he said calmly.

"Y ou mean despite the fact that Niko's adrug addict and a sot? They don't care about that, just about
having their murder done, and his record proves he's competent enough at that.”

"Do you want to die? | need the practice,”" Niko said pleasantly, throwing stars glittering ominoudy
between hisfingers.

"Niko," Tempussaid asif to anaughty child, "wait outsde."

He couldn't disobey his commander's orders. He left with heat prickling the back of his neck and swest
on his upper lip and without even ordering amed.

Outside, he curried his Askelonian with fervor, so that it whickered and half-closed its eyes, itshig ears
drooping with pleasure. He wasn't used to being arightman. Held lost the knack of being quiet and
standing by, of taking orders gracefully— even from the Riddler.

Ashamed of himsdf and wishing he hadn't let Grillo rile him so obvioudy, he fumed, so that when the
grimy girl from the Crook brought him out atray, saying, "Y oureto et this, soldier. Y our commander's
orders" he snarled at her: " Get away from me. Just leave it on the ground. That grudl's not fit for amanto

But when shed | eft it and retreated into the Crook with one eoquent, reproving backward look, the
amell of lamb and barley made him sdivate.

Putting away his currycomb, an out-of-season hornet buzzing around his head, he took the bowl! and sat
on atree ssump that doubled as a mounting block, eating without tasting, his eyes on the bowl in his hand.

When feet gppeared in hisfied of vison, feet in shiny boots, he looked up and saw atall man who was
not Tempus standing there.



Askeon of Meridian wore wine-dark robes; hisface was virile, severe but not haughty, his mouth
compassionate, his cheeks hollowed. And the eyes of the entelechy of dream, regent of the seventh
gphere, who had once been an archmage of repute but now was so much more, held al the sorrows of
humankind in them, and dl the bravery aswell.

Askelon's compassi onate mouth twitched; his dream-inducing countenance, so young and yet so old,
twisted asif in some awful struggle. From hislips, wordstried to issue forth: there was no voice to say
them, though, and Niko's lip-reading wasn't good.

It could have been"Throw it away," that the dream lord said; it might have been, "Do it my way."

It might, in fact, have been neither of those, but as Niko, spilling hisfood, shot to his feet and backed
away, saying, "Askelon, pleaselet mebe. | cant... | know | promised but | can't..." the dream lord's

apparition disappeared.
The lamb and barley stew was dl over his hill-man'strousers, globs of it on his boots.

Cleaning himsdf up as best he could with shaking hands that hardly could hold the straw with which he
mopped up the mess, Niko told himself that krrf sometimes caused hallucinations, that Askelon redlly
hadn't appeared to him, that the dream lord didn't pierce the vell in daylight.

But it was no good. When Niko had faced every other trid and surmounted every other test, he till had
hisfailure to keep hisword to Askelon to contend with: Niko had gifts from the dream lord, power gifts
he was keeping in bad faith. Even though held built an dtar to Askelon in the free zone, he himsdlf had
never worshipped there.

Hejust couldn't bring himsdlf to worship a demigod who'd once been a morta—worse, aman who'd
traded his humanity for power, who'd become more of agod than some deities, who ruled the deep of all
humanity from his once-in-a-while archipelago of dreams.

When Tempus came out of the Shepherd's Crook, Niko was unlacing his pack to get out the enchanted
panoply which held never been able to bring himself to throw away, with hopes of burying it here, in
Tyse If hecouldjust leaveit here, he could ride away and free himsdlf of dl this madness by smply
never coming back.

"What are you doing, Niko?' Tempus's voice was hoarse, close by, nearly in hisear.

"What? |— Riddler, the dream lord appeared to me..." That sounded daft. Hetried again: "'l had a
vison. Askelonwasinit. He said words | couldn't hear." Niko shook his head miserably, avarethat it
sounded like the rantings of adrunkard who mixed hiswine with drugs. "Never mind."

"Go on," Tempus crossed hisarms.

"It sad... something... Throw it away' or something like that. So sSince I've abrogated my oath to him
thrice over, | thought I'd leave this accursed armor and—"

"No! Make your pack fast. Let's get out of here before anything else happensto delay us.”
"But hewantsit back—"

"Y ou don't know that. Y ou don't even know if it was Ash—the witch is about, remember. Perhaps she
can masguerade as him, | don't know. | do know that when Ash decides to appear on earth, the signs
are unmistakable. And he doesn't waste histime—if he wanted you to get amessage, you'd have it, not
be wondering what it was."



Niko rubbed his neck, which was beginning to ache; his hand was trembling from lack of wine. "Maybe if
| had just onedrink, 1'd be able to tell what was happening and what was not.”

"Mount up, Stepson. And don't worry about half-seen vidtations or manifestations. When we've got you
free of winesyoke, you'll know what you're seeing and what you're not."

It was adirect order. Niko had to obey.

And maybe the Riddler wasright. The Askelonian tdlion, who nuzzled him as he mounted up, would
surely have greeted the man who raised it, Askelon, lord of shadow and of dream. And yet the horse had
been slent thewholetime,

Riding out of Tyse, his pack horse ponied tight, Niko could only hope the Riddler wasright, that the
whole thing was afigment of his drink-deprived imagination, and not amessage unheeded, awarning
untaken.

*3*

Three days south of Tyse, wizard weather combined with ssorms from heaven to stop Tempus and his
rightman in their tracks.

They could see the lights of a nearby hamlet when the wizard weether started; its chilling mist oozed up
from the ground and drifted at saddle-height through the air, icing trees and freezing varmintsin their
burrows. The wind on which it rose was so rank with salt and sea that wolves howled their distressand
foxesran for higher ground, yipping asthey went in search of safety.

Ahead, the town'slights disappeared from view; aswirling mass of deadly cloud was dl that could be
seen.

"Keep going!" Tempus yelled to Niko, and they did, though they had to whip their horses, who wanted
most of all to stop, turn head to tail, and wait out the unnatura storm. Without shelter, movement was
their only wegpon againgt the chilling fog that froze their eyelashes and made their fingers numb.

They raced through it blindly, their horses on the run, hoping that their own heat might save them from
being frozen solid intheir saddles.

Somewhere ahead, the hamlet they'd seen must sill exist. Evenif the mist was wound about its streets,
and itsinhabitantsice-statuesin their beds, ahead were barns and hearths and doors that could be barred
againgt the storm. Both men had been in Sanctuary when wizard weather roamed the streets, both knew
what sort of slorm thiswas.

Grimly, they kicked and urged their snorting horses forward, where the little town must be.

And then, from high above the tundra-hugging mist, a deep and throaty roar came down to shake the
earth beneath o that their horses panicked and bolted wildly. The pack animals broke their tethers and
disappeared into the fog as thunder roared and lightning flashed to earth, burning a path through the killing
mist with every bolt.

It was asif heaven and hell did battle; the mist rose up, itsfingers curled, asif to rend the ky. Every
lightning bolt cast into the fog made it quiver like aliving thing; the mist drew back, hissng when it was
pierced, and where lightning struck, a stench like rotting fish began to spread.

Around the riders the lightning ranged itself like an embattled guard, so that Tempus sawed on his
maddened Askelonian'sreins, trying to bring it to ahat and signal Niko to do the same.



But the horseswouldn't listen; they ran pal-mal right through that corridor of ozone and blue stinking
light asif they'd scented their own stable. And on the far Side of the weather war, they hated of their own
accord, blowing hard and shivering.

Ahead of them atown sprawled, golden and enchanting, its harbors clean, its skyline clear and
crystdline, waves|apping at its shore.

Behind them, Tempus saw as Niko turned in his saddle and he did likewise, was avell of migt, rentin
places, beyond which soundless lightning impo-tently raged.

Here the weather was more than clement—it was like asummer's eve. The town before them was
snuggled safe and beautiful, dreaming in atwilight that made the sea which lapped it iridescent green.

Niko urged hisweary horseto sidle up to Tern-puss. They sat there silent, staring at the seaboard town
where an inland hamlet should have been until their horses began to paw the ground and champ upon
their bits.

Then Niko said reluctantly, ™Y ou know what thisis... where we are, Commander?*

Tempus had never heard Niko sound so hopeless. "Meridian, | expect. The archipelago of dreams.”
"That'sright," said Niko, who'd been here once before.

"Don't worry, Sedth. It'sjust Ash playing archmagica games.”

"What do we do, Commander? Our pack animals, food, provisons, aamsand armor..." Niko's
enchanted panoply had been on his pack horse.

"Do?Weride down and find out what he wants, what € se?"

They were on alittle rise above the seacoast; an inland breeze brought them the sounds of hymnsand
chants upon the air. Beyond Meridian's quays, night wasfdling; in its streets, torches were being lit.

Niko took ashuddering bregath, dipped off hishorse, and held it by the bridle. Looking up a Tempus as
if he looked at his own death, Niko said, "I can't. | can't go down there. Please... you don't understand.
That man, if man heis, has got too much of me aready—my rest-place, my vaor, my salf-respect.
Coward | may be, but I'm not going into Meridian at nighttime, when al men's nightmares cometo life”

"A wise choice, Niko. | need you here, to watch the horses. We can't have them bolting to their stable,
not when well need them to ride out again." Tempus had to let the boy know he didn't blame him—that
thiswas wisdom, not cowardice, in the Riddler's eyes.

Sliding off hisown horse, he handed Niko itsreins: "Watch them well. Don't fall aslegp now," he teased.
Niko managed a shaky grin: "Seep? Here? Not while I'm dive."

And with that Tempusleft him, striding off down the hill. He looked back once and saw the boy reaching
in histunic, then fondling something in his hand—atalisman or charm, no doubt. Tempus hoped it would
keep him safe, whatever it might be.

With afoul tastein hismouth, he trod the ensorceled sod of Meridian, thelargest idand in achain that
belonged to the entelechy of dreams and to the seventh sphere, and manifested on earth only
occasondly.

Tempus tried not to wonder what the occasion was as he wandered streets paved with gold and



Meridian's changedling nature became obvious: buildings shivered, shuddered, came and went; people
who were doubtless deeping in their beds some safer place dashed madly to and fro, living out their
dream lives, be they horrid, wondrous, or grave, oblivious to one another's fates.

Hed just passed awoman changing into afish-tailled girl, pursued by a handsome man with
seaweed-colored hair, when Askelon appeared before him.

All the impermanence of the dreamers here and there then faded. With Askelon was aprocessiond:
drum-besters, horn-blowers, pipe players with short horns upon their heads and ram's bottoms,
rosy-cheeked children who must have died in their deep eons past. They carried high ared-lacquered
chair and in it Askelon was borne, high on the shoulders of men from every race and women of every
color.

When he saw Tempus, he made asign and hisbearers al knelt down. Stepping out upon their backs and
down onto hisground, Ash said, "Greetings, Tempus. I'm pleased that you could come.”

The gray, sad eyes of Askelon, so like Cimésfull of char and smoke and hell, impaed him.

Tempus shook the first spell off. "What do you want, Ash? That boy you've terrorized can't even bear to
find out, 0 I've left him behind.” At Ternpuss hip wasthe sword Enlil had sanctified; with it, hewas
willing to try and skewer the dream lord if he had to.

On Askdon'swrig, asheraised it to finger along-suffering smile, was ataisman, abracelet caled the
Heart of Askelon which, should it be pierced just right, would consign this dream and shadow lord to his
fate, long overdue.

"I want to talk to him; that'swhy | did this." Askelon came close. "Come, deepless one, let'stake awalk.
I'll convince you thet | mean well, show you my domain..."

Tempus held his ground and kept his distance. "1 won't hand him to you. | assume you can't get to him
yoursdf. Why isthat, do you think?"

Ash only smiled and shook his head.
"For the same reason the god did battle with your mig, I'd say," Tempus guessed.

Then the dream lord expelled aweary breath. "What isit with that child, that you would risk my wrath to
save him, the gods battle in his stead?’

It was arhetorical question Tempus didn't answer: if he and Ash cameto contest, the outcome— not just
for them, but for the fabric of the land of dreams—could not be predicted.

"Won't you bring him to me? He needs counsdl and some witch has given him atoken which prevents my
heping him."

"That's the best news I've heard dl day," Tempus grunted. "He doesn't want your help. Y ou're keeping
him from his mystery, you've invaded hisrest-place, he says, driven him to drink. Aren't countless hapless
souls enough for you, benighted thing? Or have you lived so long your wits are addled?"

"No more than yours." The dream lord rubbed the heart upon hisarm ruminatively. "Why must you spurn
my counsdl? By dl the powers, you surely need some. Rattling around in the affairs of puny mortals not
capable of giving you even a contest; aren't you tired of being afigurehead for the gods? Y ou're as

hel pless as a baby, swept by fate—and you don't haveto be. | can lift your curse and grant you
mortdity, if youwishit... Why not, aren't you tired? Wouldn't you like arestful deep?' The dream lord's



VOice was Sngsong, soothing.

But Tempus knew the power and the danger of Meridian'slord. "Asyou saved my sster from hersaf?
Shélll be young and beautiful eterndly, so shetellsme, yet she'sasvicious and as murderous asever."

"That's free will and human choice, no work of mine. Surely even you'l agree I've kept my bargain.” But
Askelon's gray eyes darkened, the light from them now cold.

"Y our bargain? With my sster? Y ou got eternd salvation—or at least sdlvation for atime. And now you
plague my fighters. Ash, I'm warning you, stay away from Niko."

"Y ou're warning me? Asdid your new god? Y ou saw what short work | made of him—you're here,
arent you?"'

Tempus's hand was on his swordbdlt, but Askelon's eyes held him fast: he could not draw it out.

"Dont try me, little demigod. We haveto coexigt, you see. Y ou affright them and cull their numberswith
your wars, I'll take care of their dreams. Now's hereésmy fina offer: reunite your Niko with my servant,
Randd. At that time, I'll leave him be until he comesto me on hisown. Hell have his mental refuge back;
he can consider hisword to me unspoken.”

"And for this, you want what? Y ou came to him, he says, and gave amessage he couldn't understand.”

Thedream lord looked away, the first time Tempus had ever seen him do so: Ash was not oneto shrink
from aconfrontation or defer afight. "I can't get to him, | told you—he doesn't deep, or if he does, he's
too full of drink or drugsfor meto help him."

"Help him to what?'

"You redly don't know," Askelon said pityingly. "He's your successor, Tempus. When hetakes up his
burden, you can put yours down. Findly, after all these years... come, don't tell meit isn't tempting.”

"Not onewhit. And besides, you old liar, he'sjust a boy, nothing more.”
"And what were you, one time? Or your sster? What was she?

"S0," Tempus said dowly, fighting every temptation Askelon could bring to bear. "All | havetodois
hand that child to you, and I'm free of my curse? No thanks."

"Youll kill himwithit, otherwise" "Men arebornto die.”

"My point, exactly Riddler. Don't you long for desth? Can't you see that this new god isworse than being
without one? In Enlil's stead you can do no good, but only evil. I'll prove to you—"

Tempus stopped listening; far behind, amid the crowd, he saw awoman heéld once loved—Jihan, a
supernd sprite, and with her, awizard's son who could have ended the war with Mygdon if only Tempus
could have brought him there.

The dream lord followed his gaze, then said:

"Y ou see, they're happy here. Ther fates are sedled.
They have each other; they live in pleasant dreams.”
"Jhan!" Tempus bellowed. She didn't even raise her head.



"Shamshi!" he called out to the boy, the child didn't turn ahair.

"That's no use—she'd be amere wave in an eternd sea by now, if not for me. And the boy was born to
dieyoung. They have more with me than they'd have any other way. Asyou may, if you just let me help
you..."

Then Tempus heard Enlil'svoicein hishead: " Strike now; strike hard; My might is with thee!”
Thistime, the sword came easily from its scabbard, its metd shining redly in Meridian'sfading light.
And Askelon, with ahowl and a shudder, hisarms up to protect his heart, gave back a pace, then two.

Tempusfollowed, disquiet in him: awar with Askelon would never end, but add insult to injury and
complicate hisfate. Y et he shouted: "L eave that boy aone, or dea with me," and legped into the crowd
of Askdon'sminionsasal around him the very ground began to heave.

The heavens sheeted colored light and grumbled, rumbled, split, and thundered.
Around him, the buildings and the people began to shake and break apart.

And darkness descended over everything, adark sometimes reddish, sometimes blue, so that Tempus
could find no enemy to fight, just light and cold and cloudy firmament.

Asthe cold began to seep into hislungs, his sword got hotter. He thrust at nothing, and something
squeded likeiron grating on adate, and yielded.

Then blinding sparks showered from his sword tip, so that he had to shut hiseyes.
And when he opened them, he was standing in addl on open ground, in mud half-frozen.

Above, slhouetted in gentle moonlight, he could see four horses grazing and one man, Sitting with his
knees up and his head upon hisarms.

When held climbed the tricky, wintry hill, he looked back the way hed come: down the dopelay a
hamlet, smal and lit here and there with torches. No sea gleamed anywhere about; no cymbalstinkled,
no drums beat.

He knew that the Meridian hed been to was the Meridian of his own perception, that the Ash hed met
therewasal thingsto al men. But he was glad that for the first time ever held tried to fight the dream
lord. When Ash had swept hissister up for ayear of bondage, Tempus hadn't dared to lift ahand to stop
him.

He turned back and redlized that Niko was dozing where he sat upon his saddle cloth.

He knelt down and touched the youth's ashy hair. Beside the boy an empty wineskin dripped out dregs,
but Tempus could forgive that: he'd been beyond the veil and come back wiser, if not happier.

Hewas glad to be alive and in one piece and able to say to Niko, "Wake up, it'sal over."
"What?Riddler! | thought I'd lost you!" Niko, for thefirgt time, hugged him.

Tempus was so shocked it took amoment before he thought to growl and pull away. "No chance of that,
Nikodemos. Thistime you've apartner you'll not be quit of quite so easily.”

The boy, embarrassed, said, "The pack horses came back; I'll fix us something to eat.”



AsNiko got out pot and provisions and knelt to build afire, Tempus pondered, then said: "Never mind
that. Well eat in town. Ash tels me you've acharm to ward him off, now. Can | seeit?’

"A charm? Against Askdon?| dont... that is, | didn't know... Here."
Niko handed Tempus the bit of hair and bone.
"Where did you get this, Stedlth?’

"From Grippa. It'sbeenin hisfamily for years" said the haunted youth. "Did the dream lord say what the
message was?'

Tempus chuckled. "He wants you to throw this away—it keeps him from bedeviling you. If | wereyou,
I'd keepit."

"Y ou can be sure of that," Niko said, accepting it from Tempus with new reverence. The Riddler didn't
have the heart to tell Niko why thelittle bit of bone and hair was so potent, or who the gift was really
from. He'd do his best to help the boy, but right then the riddles spun and spells done seemed beyond his
power to avoid.

He amost advised Niko to throw the charm away and bury the panoply right here in Rankan soil, far
from any they could harm. But there were too many unknowables ahead; he couldn't counsdl Niko
wrongly. Therefore hedidn'ttry at all.

It was comforting, in away, to have the youngster beside him—another who hardly ever dept, who
strove to master his own fate, who'd not ask questions that had no answers to make demands.

Off and on, those next few days, Tempus thought of the denizens of Meridian. The once-loved sorite,
Jhan, had seemed happy in her unknowing way; the child-wizard beside her was better off in dreamland.
But those two were specia cases. Tempus couldn't bring himself, though he did try, to consider Ash's
offer serioudy: Meridian was not for him, or for Niko. Cime had been right when sheld called it theland
of boredom; Niko knew in his heart that even his ret-place was worth the price of hisfreedom from that
fae.

And Tempus, who craved only worthy enemiesto fight and clear-cut human problems, banished al
thoughts of the ded he might make with Ash for eternd peece.

He had too much to do: awar to win or at least a contest at the Festival of Man; anew god to get to
know; an emperor to unseat; ayouth to whom he'd pledged the Sacred Band's oath of trust and honor to
help become his own man.

*4*

Inacavernin Meridian, the dream lord paced. Tempus was afool, awanton daughterer, hissster'strue
soul mate.

What Niko needed was no initiation into war, not congress with foul battle gods, but an introduction to
thejoys of peace.

Askelon had lived on earth and waged livid wars for power in histime. Hed passed through that phase,
his soul at risk, and out again to become the regent of the seventh sphere, a plane and place away from
gpace and time.

But it wasexile, if agentle one. The dreams of mortaswere whally his; their subconscious hiswork



place. Y et men still turned to gods and set their sacrifices on bloody atars—not just sheep and lambs,
some places, but maidens and poor prisoners of war.

He didn't understand why men could not make peace within themsaves—he had, and pulled himsalf
hand over hand toward perfection, though he could only go sofar.

For Askelon had traded much away for power; hed haggled with the accountants of creation. He ruled
now in Meridian as much because of the sins he'd done as the power he'd accrued.

Aslong as Tempus and his Sster were abroad, his dream realm and his person were not safe.

Onceinthe misty past, Askelon had been an archmage, one of true power, not like these weskling
magicianswho lived now. And in extremis, if hewould pay the price, he could call upon the sonsand
daughters of magic. He could, if he dared flout the rules of plane and sphere.

And hejust might, for fate had cheated him, giving him Cime's Sster asa companion for ayear. Only
once each thousand years was Askelon granted a companion, awoman to warm the loneliness held
earned from ancient bones. Therest of the millennium, he must labor, paying penance for wrongs done
when he was young and foolish, bringing salving dreamsto hearts his sorcery once had tortured.

Hedidn't mind it, most times; he'd grown accustomed to hisfate.

But then Cime had come, undoing dl his comfort, giving nothing, taking dl, spending ayear hereto earn
her freedom and leaving him more lonely than he'd been before she came.

Sheld haf-killed him once, come with her diamond wands and near destroyed him. A year with her had
destroyed more than it had mended—his peace was gone, contentment no longer his.

Because of her held conceived a plan to make an avatar on earth, aherad of the power of dream, and
he could not let the plan, or Niko, who should by now have been hisinstrument, go.

He knew he was succumbing to arisk he shouldn't take. He knew that Cime might yet destroy him, for
sheld made him lugt for things beyond his realm—the love of men, the right of wisdom to triumph over
ignorance. Histime with Cime had made him discontent with the suffering of the race from which held

sorung.

Thiswas insolence he was hegping upon the gods, he knew, and he might be punished for it. But he
wanted 0 to see an end to everything Tempus stood for—blind murder, blind alegiance to the murder
gods, blind adherence to causes which existed only in the minds of some men whom others blindly
followed—hetold himsdf hedidn't care.

He paced and paced and thought and thought and considered the repercussions of hisfate.

At length, he stoked thefirein his cavern and began to forge a chariot fit for riding into battle: hell on
whedsit was, and surely would be.

For Askelon needed something daunting, something more than the occasional morta's weapon held
forged before. If he were to ride out, beyond the veil in the opposite direction, take ahand in human
events which affected more than dreams, heldd need this chariot, and more.

When held finished it, it smoked and gleamed, its sides worked with warlock's legends. Perhaps he was
regressing; perhaps he was deluded, senility overcoming him, trying to regain hislong-lost youth.

But ayear with Cime had made him long for life as once hed known it; al in Meridian was



shadow—shadow life, shadow joy, shadows of existence.

Those heruled over were not awake; those he longed to free from bondage and elevate forever spurned
him—or amply woke up.

So when the chariot was done, Askelon began the long and complicated process that would free him,
temporarily, from the land of dreams.

He cdled upon Randa, hislone apprentice, caled himin faraway Tyse where helay deeping. Andin
Randal's dream, Askelon appeared and made abargain, aswizardswill: Askelon would take away every
one of Randd'salergies, each infirmity that plagued him, if Randal would drive this chariot down to the
Fedtival and do certain things there when he arrived.

And the dreaming soul of Randa agreed.
* 5 *
Niko was having ahard time of it in Ranke, capitd city of theempire.

Tempuswaswel known there but Niko was a stranger. Men coveted his position on the Rid-dler's right
and the wondrous panoply that Tempus, after hisvisit with the dream lord, inssted that Niko wear.

All that Tempuswould say about his reasons was that the panoply was too va uable to lose, until Niko,
emboldened by krrf one night in the seraglio of a Rankan noble, pressed him.

Then Tempus, jouncing the girl on top of him, had said: "It'sthisway, Niko: wear the talisman and the
armor both, and they cancel one another out.”

The next morning Niko went to the Storm God'stemple.

He bought a black lamb from a sacrificia vendor near Vashankas temple, paying twice what it was
worth even if it was certified, as the shopkeeper sworeit was, by the priesthood as being perfect, free
fromflaw.

Heled it in and up among the fluted columns, stlanding in aline with other penitents and afflicted souls.

When six sacrifices dtill remained until histurn came, the priests on duty noticed something strange—a
liver the wrong color, agoat with two hearts, or something worse—for they closed down the temple for
the day, sending everyone away.

Alone, with hisblack lamb on atether, he wandered through the magnificence of Ranke, where he didn't
know a soul but Tempus, who was having conferences with generalsthat a mere rightman could not
attend.

The weather was heavy, full of spring's rainy musk thisfar south in the lowlands. agood omen, hed heard
this promissory spring caled while hed been in the temple line. He wasn't sure about that—the Festival
needed the hard-packed winter ground for chariot racing; boggy muck would be a disenfranchisement
from thewar gods.

Hed been wandering the temple ditrict for an hour with his bleeting lamb, his cloak open to the wet
warm air, when he encountered soldiers by the Mother Eastemple.

Soldiers lounging about where women were routindy deflowered to please the gods didn't seem unusud.
Niko tugged upon hislamb'sleash and dragged it across the stone-paved Strest.



Two of half adozen brown-cloaked regulars were talking to another whose bronze-and-leather cuirass
denoted higher rank, who'd just come up the strest.

Niko, gawking at the friezes on the temples, didn't hear the soldiers coming up behind him until one said,
"Thisway, citizen, if you please.”

The hands on hisarms were less than palite, though, and he regretted that he'd been drinking. If not, he
might have heard them, or paid more attention to what he/d seen. The Riddler wasright: Niko had to give
up wine and face hisfate head on.

Thefirgt step on that road, he supposed, was not to struggle againgt the Rankan guard. If they wanted
him, they must have areason. Hed done nothing wrong, but these men might not know that.

He went dong unprotesting, enduring jokes about hislamb, until one soldier took the ax from hisbelt and
dew itinthe Street.

Then Stedlth'stemper got the better of him and histraining took command.

The soldiers, not expecting trouble from the dightly drunken, amost pretty youth who'd come so meekly
despite hisfancy armor and his battle-scarred face, were caught completely unawares.

One went down with a satisfying thud as Niko's e bow jabbed his sternum where the brass plates of his
armor joined; another found himsdlf tripped and sprawling on the stones.

Since there were six and no blood had yet been |et, Niko, no sword drawn but throwing starsin one
hand and the other on hishilt, said, "Now tell mewhat thisis about."

"About?" said the man he'd tripped, wiping the blood from asplit lip, hishelmet rolling back and forth
beside him. "It's about you, Stepson.”

Thefour on their feet hesitated, awaiting orders, while Niko realized they knew who—or at least
what—he was. Thiswas no mistake, then.

"I want no trouble with you Rankans," he said, his eyesflicking from man to man, blade to ax, wondering
how hewas going to get out of thiswithout killing any of them.

The other on the ground was taking gulping breaths, his head till down: "Weve heard that about
Stepsons. So why don't you just stop pretending to be fearsome and come dong, little girl." He pushed
himsdf to hisfeet.

Niko was sober enough now to be ordering his targets—those he'd take singly, those he could use to
knock others off their feet.

Hewas saying, "Not until you tel me what thisis about—who wants me and why," and looking for
escaperoutesin acity he didn't know at al when the officer, who'd been watching from the temple steps,
approached and joined his men.

"Y ou have an appointment with a priest, Stepson—if you are one. Maybe we've made amistake." The
officer's eyes were narrowed. " Stepsons, we've heard, can't fight their way out of ladies boudoirs. Y et
you fit the description we were given.”

Hewrinkled his nose and sniffed exaggeratedly in Niko's direction.

Niko ignored the insults. "What priest?" The officer shook his head. "Whatever you are, you need a bit of



remedid training. Soldiers, hereabouts, show respect for superior officers. Teach him, gentlemen.”

Niko redly didn't want to get into anything Tem-pus would have to get him out of, and yet the four men
closing on him and the one wiping hisbloody lip weren't going to back off with a superior present.

The throwing starsin hishand did for the first four: he could only think that Rankans had never seen
Bandaran stars at work.

He aimed to stop, not to maim or kill, but men move and things go wrong in close quarters: onetook a
gar in hisright knee, another ducked his head and got one in the face; the third took it where Niko had
sent it, to his shoulder, and the fourth got it in the neck.

Not even breathing hard, Niko drew his blade and backed away asthe two remaining soldiers on their
feet drew their weapons.

It was agood thing, he thought, that Rankans didn't carry crossbows—things were too "civilized" here
for that.

His eyes till on the swordsmen, in case one pamed adirk, he backed toward the building entrance
behind him without daring to take alook.

Then something hit from behind and everything exploded into stars, then snow, then night.

When he awoke, he was stripped naked, bound hand and foot, going somewhere in awagon. He was
blindfolded and expertly bound—he couldn't even sit up.

Hewondered if hed get a chance to explain, then told himsalf he wouldn't: he'd hurt those soldiers badly;
he'd be getting only what he deserved.

After atime, the wagon dowed, then stopped. Men talked, it lurched forward once again and stopped
again and chain rattled, wood creaked: the wagon's rear gate being let down.

Hands dragged him out; he struggled. He was dropped roughly and landed on hard ground.

"Oh, were sorry, how clumsy of us," someone said; then he was kicked by booted feet and struck low in
the back with astick or stave.

He cursed and someone forced his teeth apart, pushed wadding in his mouth. " Ssh, that'sit; good boy,"
he heard; then: "L et's get this garbage insde and get out of here.”

Those who dragged him up stairs weren't careful: his knees knocked against stone and his head banged
agang awadl.

Then he was tossed on afloor, he thought. A man said, "Oh yes, thank you for dl the spiffy gear." Then
the door shut and he thought he was aone.

Hetried hisbonds, rolled to his side to loose the tension, and began working them.
A voice said, "You're Stedth, called Nikodemos?'
He grunted: he couldn't have answered if he wanted to with the wadding in his mouth.

But then fingers that smelled of rosewater touched hisface and pulled the wadding out. Thevoice, a
man's but high, atenor, said again: "You are Stedlth, called Nikodemos. Don't try to lie. The god tellsus
when aman islying and we become very angry.”



"He speaksthetruth,” asecond voice, lower, said. "If you want to live, answer.”

"That'sright,” hesaid. "That'swho | am." His mouth felt cottony; his neck was wrenched; his head ached.
"And you're here to murder Emperor Abakithis. Don't deny it. We know all about you."

Niko didn't say anything.

The rosewater fingers touched his neck and agony laced up his spine from their pressure on anerve.
"Confess and save your soul, boy. Murder of the god's representative's aheinous crime. Only a
confession can save you amaiming that will make you beg for death.”

"You'rewrong," he gasped in pain. And that was true—he wasn't going to kill Abakithis here; hewas
going tokill him at the Festival.

"Weve an informer in your midst. Confess.”

Again, atouch; again the pain. He gritted histeeth and waited: if they were bound to torture him, then
torture him they would; there was nothing he could say or do about it. Niko had endured tortures mere
Rankan priestsknew little of, at the hands of the Nisibis wizards, awitch's efforts, he presumed to think,
couldn't be matched by mortal men.

But as the touching went on and on and smokefilled his nogtrils with the smell of metd heating, he began
to wonde.

He heard Grillé's name, he thought; he heard Theron's name, he was certain. He kept lying stolidly,
hoping he could get them angry enough to smply kill him, wishing he could seek refuge in hisrest-place
fromthepan.

But Askelon might be there, in his meadow where meditation could wisk him into glorious escape. And
yet, when blazing meta touched theinside of histhigh, he had no other option.

Given achoice of betraying atrust or facing thelord of dream, Niko used the pain to escape what agony
he could.

He envisoned his Bandaran master, he called hisritua to mind, he blocked the sound of his own moaning
from his ears and made his breathing steady: just alittle more calm, alittle more pain, and he could dip
his body's bonds and be away.

They gave him that, not knowing what they did, and thought that he'd passed out: his body went limp, his
breething deepened.

Somewherein the rafters, ahornet buzzed softly.

And Niko, in another place, sat crosdegged in his meadow, sunshine beaming down on him and the smell
of new grassreplacing burning flesh in his nodtrils.

It didn't even bother him that Askelon was there. The dream lord sat down sorrowfully beside him and
shook his head, adow tear running down his chiseled face.

"Y ou'velost the panoply, my son; you've fled me and vacated your promise. Now look what has come
to pass”

"Greetings, Ash." For thefirst time, Niko dared be flip with Askelon—but he was dying, and if he had to
die, hewanted to reclaim the rest-place hed worked so hard to earn. "That'sright, | lost it. | wasn't what



you thought | was. I've never been. | don't want to be. | just want this place of mine. | got it on my own.
| don't think you have aright to take it from me."

"Don't you care about your fellows? About men's nightmares, about their dreams?”

"Not anymore. I've too many nightmares of my own and | need my soul unfettered. If I'm dying, at least
that part of me should be free. Will you go, leave me, let me have what peace I've earned?’

A dab of pain so fierceit traveled even here, where Niko's body was afigment, rocked him. In his
rest-place, beset by Askelon, an unwanted guest, and the pain of his person in another realm, Niko

began to weep.

And histears washed the dream lord away, falling like arain upon hisrest-place, and all Niko's maat, his
comfort and his spirit, came back to make him whole there, where he had so long longed to be.

Thedream lord's last words, " Call me when you want me, Nikodemos, for one day you will," echoed in
that quiet placeawhile.

Then the wind blew them away and on that wind, come from somewhere degp insde of him, ahawk
circled overhead. The hawk was red-tailed and handsome, so beautiful and cam, so at one with this
rest-place and the world it represented, that Niko's body's pain was replaced with a transcendenta joy.

And as he watched the hawk, on the rainy wind, it circled, then dighted.

It cocked itshead at him and then it said, "Niko, don't be afraid. I'm hereif you want me,” in Randd's
voice and before he could answer, beneath the hawk's feet, the grass of Niko's rest-place turned to
gravel.

And the hawk bent its beak to the gravel and traced the spira sign of Niko's mystery, traced it perfectly
within acircle and then took wing again to dight upon his shoulder.

It pressed its feathered head to his cheek and told him: "It's so beautiful, don't be afraid.”

"I'mnot," hetold it softly, but then everything— the hawk, his rest-place, the spird patternin the gravd,
began to fade away.

*6*

Abakithiss henchmen were holding Niko in an offering shed out behind the state-cult's priests retreat, on
ahilltop bathed in sunset's ruddy light.

The god had come to Tempusin his meeting with aclutch of Rankan generds, insstent and incensed. The
voicein his head was adamant, commanding: Niko was afavorite of Lord Storm's; on top of that, some
luckless soldier had dain alamb the boy had bought, alamb destined for Vashankas dtar.

"Servant," Enlil'sringing voice decreed, "in the name of my brother god, Vashanka, wreak Our
havoc on these infidels!"

Then the god's wrath had come upon him, ared mask before his eyes. Enlil's strength had comeinto him,
doubling his own. And the northern Storm God guided him unerringly to the spot where their mutua
protege was being held and tortured.

It was like the old days for Tempus. Thejoy of the ravening murder godswasin him, the sunset around
him just a harbinger of retribution on the way and blood about to spill.



Tempus hadn't bothered to recruit asingle man from that meeting of the best of Theron'sfaction: the
god's sanction fell upon him like amantle; the god's lightning speed was his; the Askelonian horse under
him had raced Rankan streets asif it owned them, faster than light, it seemed, astrue asfate. And when
blowing horse and god-sent rider galloped up the sairs of an offering shed defiled by what corrupted
priestswho'd stolen asacrifice from their own god did there, the sight of Tempus, Enlil'sholy light flashing
around him and his horse so that it seemed the pair bresthed fire and sparks flew from iron-shod hooves
and cutting sword, those who saw the fearsome apparition fled for their lives, certain that the Lord of
Blood and Desth had come.

Those who didn't see, within the offering shed, first heard athunderous pounding on its quaking doors.

The vaulted roof above them seemed to shake; the door burst inward and, horse and al, an avenger bore
down upon them, leopard-mantled, fast aslight, looking for dl the world like atemplefrieze cometo life.
One priest brandished a poker he'd been heeting in abrazier; another lifted hisrobesto run; athird got
out his sacrificid dagger and legped to day the boy, now hanging, turning dowly like apig upon a spit
above banked coals.

Jumping from his horse, who took out after the fleeing priest and cornered him againgt thewalls, Tempus,
battle-lust full upon him, dew the priest brandishing the poker in asingle, vicious blow that severed head
and neck and arm from shoulder. His speed was such that the poker seemed to hit the flags and bounce
in dow motion. He had ample timeto catch the red-glowing poker by itstip, obliviousto the pain, flip it
round and grip it by itshandle, and sill make it to the second priest, who thought to day the tortured boy
before Tempus could intervene.

And for an ingtant, seeing Niko's plight—hiswounds, his blistered skin, hisruined sate, Tempus dmost
delayed hiskill until the boy was dead: even with the god in him and al the fury of the heavens animating
limbs built for exactly that, he had timeto think, awill of hisown, and that will said that Niko ought to
die—that those hurts were too severe for hedling, that ahero's place in heaven was the only hope the boy
hed | eft.

But then the god spoke, saying, " Save My faithful servant, thou who has escaped a thousand deaths
and braved more awful wounds than these." And with Enlil'swordsringing in his head, Tempus legped
to intercede.

The priest was screaming cursesin Vashankas name. And that travesty, of dl he saw there, steeled
Tempusfor what wasto come.

He severed the hand that held the dagger from the arm with which apriest who didn't deserve the name
sought to give unholy degth.

Niko had been a better representative of Vashanka, the embattled missing god, than any of these. And
since Enlil fought Vashankas bettles, and Tempus was right then the instrument of the Lords of Storm
and superna justice, he raised the poker high.

The priest, clutching his sump and screaming, ssumbled backward, terror in hisbulging eyes.

But there was no mercy in Tempus then; rather, the god's fury was his. He took the priest and threw him
to the ground and with his sword at that blagpheming mouth and his foot upon the priest's skinny neck, he
rammed the poker home, beginning atorture that lasted aslong as the priest till screamed.

When that was done, he looked around, sickened by the smell of roasted entrails, and saw what his
horse had done to the one remaining priest. The pile of meat under the horse's hooves was
unrecognizable: this crew had met their destined fate.



Then camethe hard part: he had to get Niko off the spit, and the boy by then was semi-conscious.
Niko's eyelidsfluttered; eyesroved under them, seeking refuge from the pain of feding the Rid-dler's
arms around him as Tempus cut him down and hed himin hisarms.

There seemed no place to put him; the entire god's house was thoroughly defiled.

Outsdein thetwilight, Tempuslay Niko's trembling form upon clean ground. He took hisleopardskin off
and covered Stedlth with it, while his horse snuffled about the dying youth.

Blackened skin and bligters, serum running from open wounds and ruined loins and buttocks: there
seemed no hope. It was awonder, Tempus thought, that the boy il lived at al.

Hed recited death rites a hundred times, consigned souls to heaven that held loved so often that hel'd
thought no mortal death could hurt him.

And yet before this ravaged boy, who needed the god's blessing to send him safe to heaven, Tempus
could not get the words out. He smply knelt there. Right then held have gladly died, if only he could
have, traded soul for soul to the hungry gods, accepted heaven or even hell in Niko's stead.

He put his hand on Niko's swesating forehead and the boy's head tossed. His mouth worked; he seemed
tosmile

Niko whispered something: "Riddler? Isthat you?' in avoice so faint that Tempus had to bend his head
to hear it. "Rest, Niko. I'm here."

Then: "Dont... worry. | didn't tell them. Thistime... | didn't tell them."

And then Tempuss eyesfilled with tears and he roared to heaven: "No! | won't accept this, greedy god!
If Y ou have any power, any right to be, if you give your faithful anything worth having, then take away
these wounds, ease this pain, give methis one soul back! 1've never asked for such athing before, and by
my ownword, if You deny me, | won't ever lift my armagainin Y our service—"

Then he broke off, bit hislips, and tears blurred his sght—ablessing, consdering what lay beforehimin
the ravaged person of aboy he'd thought to love, and train, and save.

When, years ago, Abarsis had come to Tempus and sought death in his service, the Riddler had had to
send him off to heaven, build the pyre and say therites. And in that smoky farewell on a Sanctuary
hillsde, his eyes had smarted from the smoke and pain. But Abarsis had needed only desth; Stealth,
called Nikodemos, till loved life,

And that cut deep into the Riddler's heart so that he rejected what he saw, even when he looked up and
saw the shade of dead Abars's, wizard-haired and wise and full of grief, as elegant asaghost can be,
reaching out hisarms.

"Youll not take him... not fromme. Thisis my boy—the closest I've ever cometo one, and | swear by
al themuck in heaven, I'll do hdll'sserviceif he dies unknowing, half-awake."

Then Abarss coaesced, his satin skin and smooth cheeks asred aslife. In gleaming armor, with asilken
amile, he knelt down on Niko'sfar side.

And the ghost said gently: "Riddler, don't give up. Y ou who were my inspiration in life, don't thresten or
defame the gods. Welove you. Y our place awaitsin heaven and someday you will clam it." The ghost of
the Slaughter Priest smiled tenderly and put a gentle, dmost opagque hand on Niko's brow. "Sleep,” it
whispered. "Seep, swest fighter, your time's not comeif your will isstrong. Live, Sedth cdled



Nikodemos Livetofight again.”

And then the shade of Abarss, who'd formed the Stepsons and brought them glory and a specid placein
heaven, looked again a& Tempus soulfully: "Riddler, give Niko water. Give him solace. Givehim time.”

In Abarsss ethered hand, aflask of crystd flickered into being and Tempus, reaching for it, touched the
ghost's hand with both his own. And they clasped hands there, a ghost who had loved a man who saved
him when he was but a boy and aman who could not die.

"Give me your death, Saughter Priest,” Tempus whispered. "Take me up to heaven in his steed. Degthis
swest to me, and theft to him, who'sjust begunto live. | can't bear this soul's weight upon my heart if he's
maimed, or if he dieswith witches hunting him and dream lords thirsting for his spirit.”

"Listen, Riddler... I'll say it once again and | must go: have faith and we can hed him, you and I, who fell
out of lovewith life. If helovesit ill, hell mend.”

Tempusfdt thevid in hishand grow heavy, and asit did, the ghost who was once called Stepson began
to fade. Tempustried to clutch that hand again, stay the ghost, but it wastoo |ate.

When Abarsiswas gone, the sun waswholly set, and Tempus sat upon the ground before ayouth
struggling for each bregth he took as the night's chill came and the darkness made it seem that perhaps
the ghost wasright.

So Tempus opened the vial and with his hand under Niko's head, helped him to drink.

He didn't know what else to do: Abarsis had come and not taken Niko's soul, said some words, and
gone, leaving Tempus shaken, not sure of anything, distressed.

Somehow, he had to get Niko out of here, somewhere better for healing or dying, and moving that
tortured body would bring great pain.

The Askdlonian butted him, asif to say, "I'll gladly bear him anywhere," but Niko's wounds were worst
just where aman sat ahorse.

Inthe end, he carried Niko in hisarms, the horse following behind him, through Ranke's streets, and
everywhere he went, he laid curses upon Abakithis and the Rankan empire, wishing death and
destruction uponit al.

When he came to the mercenaries hostel, where he and the boy were lodging, there was a chariot
outside, achariot worked with ancient skill, borne by horses whom Tempus's steed greeted like brothers.

And ingde, sitting sorrowfully in the anteroom, grit and trail dust covering his clothes and face, wasthe
mageling Randal, looking supremely out of place among ascore of hard-bitten fighters who jumped up
when they saw Tempus and his burden. Asthe mercenaries crowded around him, inflamed by the sight of
Niko, the little mage demanded, "L et me through! Let me pass!”

And while men ran to prepare a sickroom and others formed up a hunting party who'd look for those
who'd stolen Niko's gear, the flop-eared mage, face pale and freckles like spattered blood upon his
cheeks, whispered: "Y ou've got to let me help him, Riddler.”

"Y ou think you can?' Tempus lifted up the leopardskin and Randal gasped and squeezed his eyes shit.
His Adam's gpple worked; he gulped. He said, "That'swhat I'm herefor."

Tempus nodded equably. "Then that's your chariot, outside.”



Miserably, the mage admitted that it was. "Don't hold it against me—whereit came from, why I've got it.
Wereadl in thistogether. Even your mercenary brothers know that.”

And so Tempuswas ableto lay Niko on abed with soft clean linen, leave him in the hands of Randd,
who might do no good but could surely do no harm, and go out avenging with twenty mercenarieswho
knew the Rankan streets and Rankan soldiery as well as the backs of their own hands.

*7*

Randa, alone with Niko in aroom no bigger than acell, with one arrowloop of awindow highin the
facing wall, tried everything he knew to make that seared flesh whole and bring Niko's canny smile back.

Everything, that is, but cal upon the lord of dreams. He brought his globe out from its bag and spunit; he
spoke spells and offered deals to demons; he even offered to take Niko's wounds unto his person.

But it wasn't enough. And Randd, who'd met Niko in hisrest-place in the form of ahawk, didn't think
that Niko would want the dream lord's help.

"By the Writ, Niko, tell mewhat to do," the Hazard begged the deeping fighter, whom he adored. Would
Niko be content if he recovered, aeunuch, ruined and half aman, to live on watching hisbody and his
nature change? Fighters couldn't take their own lives. If Randal couldn't do thejob properly, Niko would
hate him with good reason—not just for being what he was, but for not being good enough.

It was awonder that Stealth lived at all. Now and then his head tossed; his eyes roved beneath
pain-tightened lids.

At one point, his hand groped, and Randd took it in his, holding tightly, remembering the soaring spirit,
the pure and specia soul he'd met in Niko's rest-place.

"Probably you're there," Randal said out loud. "Probably you're better off there." He blinked, and turned
avay.

There was one interim measure he could try before calling on Askelon—Randal could summon Cime,
Tempusssger, down from Tyse.

If she didn't come, there remained only aternatives Niko wouldn't like: Askelon, or even the Nisibis
witch, could be supplicated.

So there was only Cime, Randal decided, and that was that. Niko wouldn't want to live, beholden to the
dream lord or asthe creature of awitch.

Summoning Cime wasn't easy: she till scared Randal. She might take offense and day him; she despised
hiskind.

But he worked the words of Writ and spoke the spells as clearly as he could, trying not to think how
unhappy the Riddler would be to see hissister and what kind of bargain Randal would have to maketo
gan Cimesad without putting Niko in her det.

Theair thickened, glazed with blue, and spun about, alittle whirlwind in the middle of the room.

And soon enough, awoman's doeskin-clad form stood there, strode forth with angry eyes. " Yes, foul
magician? This had better be important— you've risked your life and more, caling meto—" Then Cime
saw Niko on the bed. Her winter eyes darkened; she raised her hands and pulled her diamond rods
down from her hair.



WA, thought Randd, she'll either kill me with themor heal him with them; whichever, it's too late
to back out now.

"My brother'sseen this" she said, lifting the sheet over Niko and then shaking her head, "and didn't let
him die? Or isthis your idea, you sniveling little sorcerer? Come on, which isit?" She tapped her wands
and they began to spark with bright bluelight.

Randd held hisground. "It'smy idea, but the Riddler brought him here—he didn't kill him out of
kindness, or set afunera date. It was either you—you'll excuse my being blunt—or Askelon, or
Roxane."

Cime stared a him gravely, then chuckled. ™Y ou speak the truth, that's something. Well, don't just stand
there, Randal—get melots of fresh cold water, butter, horse salve from the stables. Go! Run, if you want
to save your friend.”

And Randd ran, thinking that al any man can do isthe best he can, even when heélsamage.
* 8 *
It took al night to find the soldiers who'd brought Niko to Abakithiss priests.

But the god was whispering in Tempus's ear the whole time, and though the cul prits had hidden pieces of
the enchanted panoply in bunks and barracks and stableyards, the Riddler knew just which soldiershe
was seeking.

By dawn, the mercenaries had al six and their commanding officer tied in a coffle, the man who'd dain
the god'slamb at its head.

They took them out beyond the city limits and on the shores of ariver began theritua of Never-ending
Deaths, which Rankans mete out to their captives.

Though Tempus hadn't seen it done for more than twenty years, he ordered the rites and closed hisears
to the doomed men's screams: the god wanted His sacrifice, seven-fold, as gods are wont when they've
been dighted.

By sunup the river ran pink with blood and the mercenaries rode in age-old fashion between the pieces of
their enemies

And when they did, ahawk flew over, right to left, sanctifying dl in the Storm God's name—or names, if
Enlil wastaking over Vashankas duties, the way Hed said, until the missing god came back.

Then it wastimefor Tempus, after thanking the men, to visit Theron, the leader of the faction who
wanted Abakithis dead.

He'd stayed out of Rankan politics as best he could till then, but this was a different matter: when priests
betray their gods and emperors go too far, it's adways up to the armiesto set thingsright.

At Theron's home, the staff was serving breskfas.

The appearance of a huge man in blood-stained leopardskin with a boar's tooth helm and the god's own
high-browed face sent menias scurrying.

But Theron, short and dark and windscored from years of honest battle, greeted Tempus with
equanimity: genera to generd, as once they'd fought together in the field.



"Some food, Tempus? A bowl? A posset?’

Tempustook abowl of winter wine thick with barley and goat's cheese and sat on Theron's terrace with
aman, now aged and wizened, nearly sixty, who'd helped make Abakithiss empire the greatest in the
world.

"What brings you here, old friend?" asked Theron, histhick lipsworking, his updanted eyes sharp and
wary. On hisforehead was adark gray callus from years of bowing his head to the god of war.

"You sent apriest,” Tempus said without preamble, "up to Tyseto recruit a Stepson of minefor an
nation, bypassing me. Isthat because you don't want my help?”’

Theron snorted like an old warhorse. "By Vashankas blazing eye, it's not that. We're short on funds and
the priests yet fear you. They didn't tell me until afterward what they'd done. | won't apologize. .. this
whole political business makes me queasy. If Abakithiswereaman, | could call him out to Single combat.
But since he'snot, I'm at the mercy of the manipulators and my backers... you know how coups are, and
empires..."

"The boy can't fulfill his promise. He's badly hurt and may not live out the day."
Theron frowned. "From the way you say that, it happened here... not my men, | hope?'
"Y our enemy's, | hope—Abakithiss priestsin league with certain soldiers of the emperor's guard.”

Theron's dark face grew darker. He put down his milk-and-goat's-blood drink and stood up. "Come on,
then, let's go avengeit. It's about time things came out in the open. Were not quite ready, but then, if |
leaveit to the priests, welll never be. For old times sake, and with you a my side, let's split some faggot
heads—"

"Sit down, Theron," Tempus grinned bleekly. "They're al deceased, gone down to some dark hell. |
don't like to let vengeance wait—anticipation rots the soul.”

"I should have known." Theron picked his teeth, then grimaced. "Do you need help? Support troops?
What kind of trouble are you in?"

"Nonel can't handle. It was amercenary matter, handled according to mercenary law."
"Thenthisisjust asocid visit?' the would-be emperor scoffed.
"Y ou need anew assassin. I'll find you one... if the ded remainsthe same.”

"The same?' said Theron, innocence like ajest upon hiswise old face, where battlescars cross-hatched
squint lines and dissolution showed like pain.

"A recognized state of Free Nisibis, with Bashir asitsindependent ruler—an dly, if he wishesit; if not,

"Done"
"Good."
They shook handsin the fashion of the armies, athree-turn grip.

"And | can count on your support, Riddler? If so, the coup's assured.”



Then Tempus's hoarse laughter echoed: "It's not that easy, the way the gods are now. Y ou'll have my
advice, but not my direct participation beyond enlisting an assassin for your cause.”

Theron fingered hislips. "Well do the best we can with that. I'm aservant of fate in this matter; if | were
younger and wiser, 1'd not let the priests use me ether. But I'm old, my joints cresk, | get angry &t the
way the empire's being driven full-tilt to ruin.”

"Soyoull give mefreerenin the matter of Abakithis?

"Of course. And | wish you well withit. And you, in your turn, won't blame me for doing what | haveto
do to save the empire?’

Tempus rose up and Theron walked him to the door.

"Not if you're the same man | remember. Lifeto you, old friend, and everlagting glory.”
"And to you, Riddler," said the one-time mercenary who would be king.

x g%

Roxane, in her Grippa-form, lay tossing deeplessin her bed. Something was very wrong, she could fedl
it. Somewherefar away, the talisman of her protection was in the wrong hands.

She couldn't deep; she couldn't leave thisform. She wasn't strong enough. She had no globe to spin and
few undeads; she couldn't keep snakes here, in Parthas holy, god-sworn home.

The god-taint everywhere was dl she could contend with; she was busy keeping her disguise intact.

She longed to subdue the souls around her, take them as her instruments, bring evil back to its rightful
place, but she needed time.... timeto grow strong again, time to make her plans.

Soon enough, she'd be able to hold her own.

Right now, al she could do was wonder, and weigh the consequences of leaving this just-claimed body,
though an ancient part of her longed to change to eagle form, take wing, fly on down to Ranke where
somewhere Niko, her beloved erstwhile minion, hovered close to degth.

If shewerethere, perhgps she could claim hisdying soul, lure him into service... even offer him an
everlaging Smulacrum of life.

But it wastoo risky; it was too soon. And there were others close around him, powerful forces she
couldn't fight right now.

So she had to wait.
And if she had to wait, then Niko must not die.

So shetold hersdlf, rationalizing the stirrings of compassion and a purer love than Death's Queen ought to
fed.

And in her bed, though it wasrisky to do good when evil owns your soul, she sat up straight and spoke
some ancient words, sending what strength she could to Nikodemos, in theway of her kind, telling
hersdf it wasfor evil that sheld save him.

Shewas only saving him for hersdlf.



*10*

Niko was dreaming about wasps. They were buzzing around his head in his rest-place, bringing him
caterpillars and fresh flowersto eat. The Hornet King had awhite head, and when it hovered near his
faceit looked alot like Randal.

But Niko was happy in the springtime of hisrest-place, and if Randa wanted to be there asa hornet, he
waswelcome.

Here nothing hurt and everything was beautiful and new. Hislife, he remembered vagudy, wasfull of
grife but he'd dedl with it some other time.

Now he was content to recal all the good things, remember lessons learned on the idands of Bandara,
walk thetiny idet of Enninawith his mentors, claiming his maat and trying not to be too proud that he had
done so.

Those times were the best held ever had, on Bandara, away from war. He knew that maat would shield
him, when he left again and walked in the world outside, from the desperate loss and londliness of a
war-orphan's youth. And he was willing to be an instrument of the discipline he'd mastered, embody the
principles of truth and equilibrium in adishonest and unsettled world. Maat was only peaceful where
peace was. where disorder reigned, it struggled to bring thingsinto balance.

That was fine with Niko; balance and a quiet heart were dl he craved. He wanted to be the best that he
could make himsdlf, strive ever upward, seek perfection without ever demanding to attainit.

He wanted only to befreeto try.

And in hisrest-place, maat'sfinest gift, hewas dl of these—content to be discontent, peacefully
sruggling to atain impossible perfection, exulting in life by withdrawing fromiit.

Then hisfirst left-sde leader came walking across his star-shaped meadow, a man whom he respected
with al his heart, a Syrese fighter a decade older who'd taught him much of what he knew of war, aman
who'd died in Sanctuary and left Niko on hisown.

"Timeto go back, Stedth," said the suntanned ghogt, scratching in his short gray hair ashe'd dways done
when announcing anew misson.

"Now?' Niko hesitated. He was so comfortable, so happy here. But then, that wastheway it dways
was. He couldn't disgppoint his partner; he'd sworn an oath and never fdtered. Hed do ashewasbid,
thisone moretime.

And when he thought that thought, and got to hisfeet in hisrest-place with one regretful look around at
the sweet green meadow of hismind's creation, it dissolved around him, dropping him into dark and pain,
agtruggleto survive hismaat had let him forget awhile, to rest and gain his strength.

When he opened his eyes next, he saw Randdl's svimming face, and other faces: Tempus, he was almost
certain, and the Riddler's S ster, standing by-

And though he couldn't seem to remember how to speak, the faces floating in hisvision obvioudy were
pleased enough to see him.

At hisbedside, some sort of celebration began.



Book Four:

FESTIVAL OF MAN

Three days before the Festiva officialy began, Tempus sent Randa out to the Festivd village, which
once had been pasture for the cattle of the gods, to greet Bashir's contingent and the mixed cadre of
Stepsons and 3rd Commando rangers Crit led when they arrived.

The Riddler's timing was exquisite—Randa had promised the dream lord held drive that hell-forged
chariot across the newly sanctified grounds and speak certain words at compass pointsto create a portal
through which Askelon might enter into the Festiva village when and where he willed.

But Randa had been too busy nursing Niko. Hed told himself he didn't careif he had hisalergies
forever—hed lived with them thislong. It was Niko's health which mattered to the Hazard, mattered
more than self-interest or promises made to dream lords.

Niko was hedling dowly, hiswounds so grave that no spdll could just erase them—even Cime warned
that Niko might never be the man held been before.

So Randa had put off this matter of a promise made to the entelechy of dreamsindefinitely—truth be
known, Randal blamed the dream lord for not taking better care of Niko.

Though Stealth was now the Riddler's partner, it was to Nikodemos Randa had sworn an oath and given
his heart. Seeing Niko toss and turn in search of acomfortable way to lie abed, greased like aceremonial
pig and his clear eyes shrouded with pain whenever he was awake, Randal had second thoughts about
his chosen way of life. If aFirst Hazard couldn't conjure health for abeloved friend, perhaps there was
no such thing as white magic, no power which could circumvent the crudl and angry gods.

But when Tempus sent him out to the Festival grounds, adamant like fate, hed come. Once here, hed
driven the Askelonian team in the requisite arabesques, said the words and chanted where he should,
then come up above the village on ahill from which the capita, fifteen miles behind, and the generd's
route due north could both be seen.

He hdf expected to see Askelon materidize, striding down the road, but it was Bashir's contingent who
raised the dust in sunrise, with Grit's mixed cadre alongside.

And for some reason Randal didn't understand, as Bashir's party neared the hill crest, Randa'skris
began to rattle in its scabbard, asit did when an enemy was near.

"Hush," hetold it, hand firmly on its hilt to keep the sword from jumping from its scabbard. "Bashir
doesn't hate me that much, he'sjust the god's man, and the Stepsons are my friends.”

But the kris kept jittering and nudging his hand as the wagon with the Partha children in it and Bashir



besideit stopped before him.

Bashir took one look at the sable stallions from the dream lord's stable and the chariot with its graven
sdes, low war flute, its bracers gilded with raised demons of the brood, and made godsign before his
face.

It wasdl Randa could do not to counter with aritual of hisown. But he said, instead, "Niko's badly hurt,
Bashir. The Riddler requests your presence as soon as possible. I'm here to take you—"

A commotion came from insde the wagon; then a scuffle ended and Sauni scrambled out, her brother
close behind her.

"Niko's hurt?' Her face was pale; she hugged hersdlf.

Grippahad her by the shoulder asif to pull her back insde. "If heis, it'snot for you to see, sister dear,
you've agod's child to think of, not yourself. Now get back inside before |—"

Randd washolding hiskris<till with al hismight.

Bashir turned in hissaddle. "Grippa, | won't tell you again: your sster isaholy vessdl, not to be chastised
by such asyou. Get your hands off her, and respect her person, or in the name of Enlil I, myself, will
teach you reverence—and you won't soon forget it if | do.”

Grippa, flustered, his cheeks asred asthe sunrise, let go hissister with alittle push that dmost sent her
sprawling.

But Bashir had already |ooked away, saying to Randd, "These children fed they have avested
interest—Sauni for obvious reasons, Grippa because Stedth was going to sponsor him with the
Stepsons. If it'spossible, I'd like to bring them both aong.”

"That's... up to you, Bashir. But it's nothing for young eyesto see.”

Bashir urged his horse up beside the chariot. Leaning down, the priest said, " Then perhapsit'stime those
eyesgrew up."

From that, Randal deduced that the children had been troublesome on the trek and that Bashir, despite
his priestly cam, was worried about Niko, though no man of the god would ever ask amage for
information and admit that there were some things the god hadn't told His servant in advance.

"I'll just get Crit and well be off, then," Randal said smoothly, trying to pretend he didn't see Bashir's
shocked expression as the warrior-priest of Free Nisibislooked over the hilltop, down at the Festival
villagefor thefirg time.

Bashir had never been farther south than Tyse, never seen the might of the overlords he flouted. The
miniature city Abakithis had built on the Storm God's pastureland was supposed to cow, to convince the
treaty Sgnatories and rival stateswho came to win the game that they couldn't win awar against Imperia
Ranke, that the empire was not so disarrayed or so penurious as they'd been told. And onelook at
Bashir told Randd that the gilt-domed, lacquered Festiva village had done just that.

Randa was glad to leave the priest alone there and head on down the line to check in with Critias.

Crit asked dl the questions Bashir was too proud to voice: "How? When? Has he been avenged? How
badly isNiko hurt?"



When Randd said, "Badly. Were doing our bes—hell live, if that'sacomfort. The Riddler won't leave
him, though—you know Sacred Band oaths. Y ou're to come with me, and bring Sync with you."

"Sync? Why Sync?'

Then Randal redlized that Crit was actualy upset, that Stepsons did love one another, that the whole
Sacred Band mystique wasredly true. "Because,” Randal said as gently as he could, "the Riddler
ordered it, task force leader. Y ou're to leave Straton in command, get Sync, Kama, apair or two who
caremorefor Niko than winning some silly game, and comeaong.”

*2*

Niko's sickroom smelled of camphor, sweat, and rancid butter and, now that Bashir was present, incense
and offeringsto the gods.

Tempus was glad enough to see the priest and the endless stream of visitors he had in tow.
Until then, he'd been virtualy donewith Niko, who dept alot, and with Cime, the temptress of hissoul.

So even the pair of Partha children, when they arrived, were atimely distraction. Hetold Cime of his
suspicions and bade her watch young Grippawell.

The boy stood, pale-faced, while at Niko's bedside Sauni knelt and wept, her cheek pressed against
Sedth's hand while the healing fighter tried to focus on her, haf-raised hishead and let it fdll, then
whispered, frowning with the effort: "Sauni... dont cry. It'sthewill of godsand..."

Then she sobbed so that Tempus didn't hear the rest, telling Niko she bore his baby, not the god's, and
he must get well to seeit born, so that Bashir put down his censor and intervened, lifting her bodily avay
and gecting her.

Then Tempus caught Grippa smiling, and when the boy's turn came to knedl beside the sickbed, Grippa
reminded Niko that Stealth had promised to sponsor him as a Stepson.

Cime stepped in quickly, saying, "Sdfish brat. Dont tire him with this—"
But Tempus had a better idea "Lie back, Stedlth, it'sas good as done.”

Niko did. He was waxen and as ashen as his hair; the regrowth of so much flesh took time. Tempus
would have given Niko his own regenerative nature if he could. Hed half-hoped thet if Grippawasthe
witch, the Sght of Niko in this state would flush her.

But if Roxane was Grippa, she was too canny for that. So Tempus added, when no one asked him to
explain, "Grippawill be Randal's new partner; Randa's good enough to lead ateam.”

Niko groaned softly in hisbed, but didn't argue.

If Grippahad been anorma boy, he would have: the rightman of awizard wasn't what ayoung man
joined the Stepsons to become.

"Riddler!" Randa was horror-struck, an hour later, when in a private conference room in the basement of
the ancient Rankan mercenaries hogtd, the Riddler told him of his plan.

"I think it'sagreat idea," Crit glowered at Randdl. "A masterstroke of aplan. If Grippas Roxane, she
won't be ableto hideit long from you."



"That'sno plan at al," Randal objected. "It's asacrifice—of me!”

"Don't argue, Randa," Crit warned. "Just do what you're assigned to do, or you'll be mucking stables out
a Hidden Vdley dl next season, Niko or no Niko."

"Wel! You can't tedl me—" Then Randd got control of himsalf, saying, "Y es, task force leader, Sr!" and
adding only one more objection: "I wish someone would tell me how | can abrogate my former oath,
make an ersatiz one to apossible witch, and still keep my integrity intact.”

Tempus sad nothing, just watched the mage whom he was putting in morta jeopardy.

When the forma meeting was over, Tempustook the dight First Hazard aside. "Randd, | have something
for you, to help with this assgnment. If you can makeit fit, it might just save you, or give you an edge, a
leat.”

"Ft? Whatever itis, I'll manage. Anything that helps, I'll try." Randal's eyes were round with worry; First
Hazard or not, keeping tabs on Grippamight be akilling task.

Taking Randa by the arm, Tempus led the mage-ling to his quarters, got a hide-wrapped bundle from
beneath his bed, and uncovered Niko's charmed panoply—cuirass, dagger, and sword.

"Thereyou go, Randd. Armor fit for aprince of magic, afighting mage."

"But that's Niko's." Randal was aghast, blinking back sudden tears. "L et's not give up hope. He might
recover, be ableto—"

"Right now, this gear's no use to him. He wants you to have it—we discussed it.”
"Y ou mean you told him what to do and he nodded his head.”

"Randal, that'sthe way of the armies. Y our oath to Niko, you insg, isyet binding. Therefore, subsequent
oathsyou take are just like any of Grit's covert games. Now," Tempus sat back on his haunches, "let's
seeif we can makethis cuirassfit you. Y ou're going to need dl the help you can get, and Askelon's given
you other... things..." Tempus aluded to the hell-chariot Randa now drove. "He won't begrudge you
these"

*3*

Kamaknew Ranke in away Crit was never settled long enough to learn anyplace. She could change
from her uniform into a bronze-beaded gown in atwinkling and take him among the movers and shakers
of Rankan society he'd never have had accessto otherwise.

Shewasrisking alot, letting Crit see her as she was—politically connected, sophisticated, well known to
the priests of Theron'sfaction and to the old war horse himself as only atrusted agent could be.

She knew Crit would make the obvious deductions. Whether he would forgive her lies of omissonwas
another matter.

So when he broached the subject, at the festivities on the night before the games officid startina
chanddiered hal filled with Rankan nobility, she braced hersdlf: tonight she might lose Grit's respect, if
not hislove, forever.

He said quietly, dancing close while aquartet played just loud enough for folk to talk freely, ™Y ou could
have told me you were a Rankan agent. Or did you just assume a simple country boy wouldn't



understand?"

Now that the moment had come, her silver tongue failed her; she didn't know what to say. She said
nothing at al, just brushed his close-bearded cheek with her lips.

"Some of it must have been redl, between us," Crit said then. " Surely you wouldn't get pregnant and lose
achild for the good of empire?' He stopped dancing and his grip on her was firm. " Say something, damn
it, before | have to conclude that 1've been had by an expert and there's nothing more to it than that—that
Strat's been right al dong and you'll disappear when you're done using usfor—"

"I can help you with things here, Crit," she said numbly. "I've been helping you dl dong.”

"Thelady and the barbarian?| don't need etiquette lessons, | need to know what the big secret isthat all
of you are keegping, how Brachisfitsin now that Niko's out of commission, alist of the dramatis
personeg, a least..."

They were congpicuous, standing motionless on the dance floor.

Shesad, "You can have dl of that, and more." And, though it was opportune, she would havetold him
anything, that night, even if it wasn't. "Let's go somewhere quiet and talk. Then | want to introduce you to
some people.”

Kamatook Critias through crowded streetsfull of strangers gathered for the games: natives of Uraete,
Sivis, Altoch and Mygdonia (here under aflag of truce), sporting the intricate turbans that made the
Rankan army call them Rag-heads, rubbed shoulders with athletes from Caronne and Azehur; dusky
llsgsfrom asfar south as Sanctuary regled drunkenly down bunting-hung streets arm-in-arm with
Machadi nationals; here and there the sibilances of Nis mixed with therolling r's of Grit'sown
mother-tongue, Syrese. There were even afew Bandaran initiates, here for the weaponry competition,
their handsin their deeves and their eyes downcast, their mystery surrounding them like guardians so that
men gave them room unconscioudly.

Some gamers had their pets with them: hawks on padded shoulders, leopards on jeweled |eashes,
hunting dogs as big as ponieswho bayed at the |eopards who hissed at the hawks who screamed wild
chdlengesinto the crisp night air of winter'send.

At the house Kama's mother had bequeathed her, she stopped, took a deep breath, and told the Syrese
fighter whom she loved: "Thiswherel live; it's been shut-up but it's safe ingde—and empty. Come on.”

Shedit award sheldd bought from afriendly witch, untied her knot, keyed her lock, and opened the
wrought iron gate doorswide. Her home was going to seem too rich to him; hisimpression of her asa
woman of the armies might be canceled out by its opulence, itsslk rugs, it Slver mirrors.

Shelit oil panniersborne by agate lions, and in their light, she watched Crit reassess her: therewas
nothing eseto do. Critias's patrician nose drew down with hisfrown: mercenaries disdained inherited
wedth—most of them had turned their back onit, or been cheated out of it.

Hesaid, "Am | now supposed to cdl you 'my lady'? Or beimpressed? Forgive near ayear of lies?’

Sheld bought a charm this morning, aspell to pacify him if hed drink acup of winewith her. Theflagon
and the goblets were waiting, but she found she couldn't do it. She wanted Ciritias, but not that way.

She sad, "My mother earned dl this. She was aleading courtesan, aconfidant of politicians, a
whore-mistress. I'm not proud of it, but | won't reject her legacy. Anyway, it's not what | have, but what
| am, that ought to matter."



"That'sright," he said, the dap of his oxhide boots asloud as her heartbest as he made acircuit of her
front room, touching scrolls and tapestries, then came back to her again: "And you're a Rankan spy. |
ought to denounce you to your father..."

"Crit," said Kama, "give me achanceto explan..."

"What's to explain? Y ou've wormed your way into my confidence. | went against the Riddler's counsd,
againg orders, and took up with you. Now | know why he disapproved so. I'm fedling alittle bit foolish.
| should have known."

Shewas afraid hewas going to leave. She said: "Therésno way | can proveto you that you're jumping
to conclusonsif you won't give me achance." She unlatched her woolen cloak and let it fall, longing to
touch him. But she had ajob to do, interests to serve that were more important than her own.

And he said, as shed hoped he would: "Right. Then you explain. I'll listen.”

Shetold him she hadn't gone in Tysein bad faith. "Theron's faction seeks to restore the empire, not
destroy it. The Riddler'sworked for him before. He knew what | was from the beginning,” she haf-lied,
for god and country. "And now the coup's nearly aredity. Except..."

"Except?" Arms crossed, he waited, chin tucked in, stern and unyielding.
"Except that Niko's not... competent. | helped to choose him. | have to help find another.”
"Don't look at me—that's asuicide mission. We know all about it; we've known since Tyse.”

She hid her surprise. What, then, did he expect that she could tell him? Shetook a chance: "My father's
sad hed find another, someone willing. But with the war god missing, and Abakithissfaction sworn to
revenge their dead priests upon the Riddler, it might go awry. We need someone else, ready in the wings,
prepared to Sepinif..."

"So that's the point, then? Help you find an n? And that's the secret—that Abakithis plots against
us? Any child could have guessed dl this. Surely, you can do better than that.”

But she couldn't. She shrugged miserably, raised her eyesto him and said softly: "I'm a 3rd Commando
first; I'm everything | said. I've never lied to you, just held back things. Crit... | loveyou. Y ou have your
duty and I've never questioned it—to my father, to Straton, to your Sacred Band. I've found room for
my lovein the cracks of your life and never pushed for more. Can't you do the same for me?”

"Woman, if | heard you right, you're asking the Stepsons to involve themsdalvesin treason. | can't dlow
that. Not my unit, epeciadly when the coup's not sure..."

"I trusted you with this" She stood up and they were eyeto eye. "1 wanted you to know, now—not find
yourself tricked into something later.”

And that made Crit look away. "l know, Kama... but thisthing can't go on, between us. | don't want to
light your pyre or haveto give your eulogy."

He backed apace. Shefollowed. "I'll resign,” she whispered. "From the 3rd, from everything... for you."
She hadn't meant to say it. She didn't believe her own ears.

But it must have been exactly the right thing to say and she thought the god must have prompted her, for
he put hisarms around her and held her close, unspesking.



Sinceit might be the last time, she was content with that. Recruiting Crit, whose honor was worth more
to him than life itself, had been an assgnment sheld half-known she couldn't carry out. A part of her was
proud of him; apart wanted to be like him.

But she had to do what she'd been ordered: dert him to the threat Abakithis posed; put the Stepsons on
their guard; make sure that her enemy wastheirs.

When lie touched her throat, she put her hand on his swordbelt. When he whispered harshly, "We
shouldn't do this. We ought to make a clean break," she hushed him.

Perhapsit was because their love was doomed, but no man's touch had ever been so sweet to her.

Afterward, when she shed tears, he didn't understand why. He consoled her, told her she wouldn't have
to be dishonored; they'd find away for her to resign from the 3rd and held induct her into his own task
force.

From that moment, Kamacommanded Critias, Tempuss task force leader—and the coup, finaly, was
as sure as Kamas victory in the bard's contest at the Festival of Man.

*4*

Grippaformally became a Stepson on the second day of the games, the same day that Sauni's footrace
was being held.

Roxane had been horrified when she'd learned she was to be Randal's partner, but there was nothing to
do but see the matter through to its conclusion.

Out behind the red-lacquered Festival barracks, where Bashir's Successor team had pitched black tents
rather than spend their nightsinside, the pairing ritual took place with Bashir, not Tempus, presiding.

Thistoo wastrouble: the warrior-priest of Free Nisibislooked at Grippaasif he were looking through
the manly guise to Roxane undernesth.

Tempus wasthere, leopard-mantled asif going into battle, and Niko lay inside ablack tent on a
stretcher, where he could see the bonfire of the ceremony and all the Stepsons who attended, and the
Riddler'ssster Cime, in scale-armor and doeskin, knelt by Niko's side.

Enjoying the hospitality of her enemies, with the mightiest of them watching her through narrowed eyes,
shook the valor of even Nisibis finest witch.

Grippas big hands were trembling as he took the cup of blood wine and he stumbled over the words that
bound him to Randal as a Sacred Bander and amember of the Stepsons.

Swearing to die, shoulder to shoulder, to never shirk or quail or run, to defend his partner's honor as his
own and protect the hated First Hazard with Grippa'slast breath was difficult in the extreme for Roxane.

The oath of dlegiance to Tempus was so foreign to her nature she could barely get the words ouit.

But under Bashir'swatchful eye she promised dl in the name of agod she hated and a goddess she
despised.

When the blood wine was passed a second time, she could hardly bear to let it touch her lips. And asit
did arain began to fall from heaven that was black and greasy, full of pumice.

It rained upon the bonfire and the flames there sputtered out. It rained upon the soldiers and they began



to muiter restlesdy among themsdves,
But the ritual was nearly over, the celebration to follow in the black tents about to start.
Randd cameforward for her to embrace him, and as he did the mageling cast asde hisfur-lined cloak.

And there, upon Randa's person, was the armor forged by Askelon, entelechy of dreams. Itsraised
snakes and enameled demons seemed to writhe and hiss at her.

She amost broke and ran: she was expected to embrace this Hazard, who wore armor that heated up in
the presence of hostile magic.

Grippa began to swesat as Randal advanced, one foot before the other at arituad's dow pace with his
arms outstretched, a strained but welcoming smile upon hisfreckled face asthe grimy rain stresked down
it.

Should she refuse to embrace the wizard, all her effort would be lost. And there were too many forces
here—Tempus, Cime, Bashir, the Storm God's priest—to chance being unmasked there and then.

Sheknew it was going to hurt her; she could see the armor hesting up.

Bracing Grippas flesh for the searing contact, she went to hug the wizard, dl her skill marshaled to make
sure Grippawouldn't faint, or blister, or even burn. Therain, heavier now, was aily, greasy, unnatura as
the meeting of two hostile magics before the eyes of men.

Then Randal's arms enfolded Grippa and there was a hiss as Grippals skin began to sear.

Fighting the pain and spelling furioudy, Roxane protected the flesh which was her flesh, the bone which
was her home, from the conjured panoply of the entelechy of dreams.

Anguish rippled through her in waves as she took the damage to her inner person to avoid the boy whose
shape she shared being marked as awitch before so many onlookers.

And Randa, who surely knew what was happening, said not one word about it, but just hugged her tight,
mouthing ritual welcoming phrases, until she couldn't stand the pain, and stumbled backward.

Weaving momentarily on her feet, she caught herself, then straightened; in an ingtant, the raw, blistered
skin no one could be sure they'd seen was gone, replaced by smooth and youthful flesh as Grippa ought
to have.

The crowd broke into a haf-hearted cheer, some squinting at the sky, and hurried into the celebration
tent.

Sauni came running up, threw her arms around Grippals neck, and wailed, "Oh, it's awful—what a
heinous omen, what ashame.”

And Randd was standing right there, just watching Grippa, when Roxane made the boy say: "What do
you meaen?'

"My event—it might be canceled. A pox on whatever's brought thisrain.”

"It won't be, Sauni, never fear,” said Randd. "And my rightman will be there to cheer you on.” Then the
mage turned to Grippa, an evil twinklein his eye as he picked dry film like sunbaked snakeskin from his
armor: "Coming, Stepson? It's your party you're missing.”



Roxane had no aternative but to follow Randa, Sauni hanging on him, chattering as she went, not
redlizing the pain she caused flesh which looked unmarred, but realy was burned deep.

Insde the tent, the revel lasted well past the trumpet calling contestantsto their first events. Men came up
and congratul ated Grippawith hearty daps upon the back and the foul jokes.

Cime and the Riddler, together, wished Grippawel and drifted back into the crowd. Bashir was the only
onewho kept his distance, and Roxane was relieved at this one small favor from the lords of hell. When
Sauni's event was caled, Grippahurried to hissgter. "Let'sgo. You can't belate. Y ou didn't eat or drink
too much, did you, sister dear?' And the brainless receptacle of the god's child said, "Oh, no. | wouldn't
dothat. I'll just kissNiko..."

And off she went, fluttering like a butterfly from Niko to the Riddler, to the Stepson Gayle who'd become
her bodyguard, and back.

Outside thetent, the rain had stopped, leaving the ground treacherous and dick.

But thiswas the moment Roxane had been waiting for: Randa was otherwise engaged; his stolen globe
of power, arightful Nisibis heirloom, was snug in his barracks.

When Sauni, with afina peck on Grippa’s cheek, trotted to the starting line, Grippa edged backward
againgt the press of the crowd.

And then, free of it, she turned to trot back to the barracks.
"Forgotten something?' came atenor voice beside her as she reached its door.

It was Randd's voice. The scrawny mage, spiteful and smug, stood on the threshold, an oilskin cloak
held out.

"l wasjud... looking for that, Ran— left-side leader,” Grippasaid.

"That, rightman, iswhat apartner'sfor," said Randal, and tossed the cloak to Grippa. "Hurry now,
rightman, or well missyour sster's contest.” She dmost hissed; she nearly cast apdll to char the wizard
where he gloated: he knew who and what she was, she had no doulbt.

But two could play this game. The globe wasthere, she could fed it, waiting for her toreclamit. And
tomorrow was another day.

Tonight shed meditate on afatefit for aFirst Hazard, and contemplate how well sheld fed when
Randa's soul was on her plate.

* 5 *
Bashir had chanced upon a Bandaran master on the Rankan Street of Temples. Bashir had come into
town to lay a sacrifice before Vashanka, the Rankan equivdent of Enlil.

What the Bandaran, a secular adept, was doing here, he couldn't say. Bandarawasn't threatened by
renegade wizards|ooking to reclaim their mountain home, or the godless Mygdonians fomenting
revolution and training troops for spring assaults. Nor was Ranke an enemy of Bandara: theidand chain
was independent, uncontested, a place of elder gods and spiritua wealth.

Thetwo fell in together naturally, once Bashir had said, "What brings ateacher to the Street of
Students?*



The Bandaran, aman eeslly fifty, looked calmly up & him. "A priest's question from afighting man?
Perhapsit'syou | seek then," his sea-change gaze serene and introspective.

"Perhaps," Bashir agreed. "I've long wondered about the relationship of the elder gods to the idands of
human mystery. | have afriend who trained there..."

"You do." The Bandaran, barefoot, paced Bashir as they passed Vashanka's state-cult temple. It wasn't
aquestion, but an affirmation. "Then you are just the man 1'd hoped to meet. Could your friend be afull
initiate of maat, aworthy soul called Nikodemos?'

"Shrivel me, that's Stedlth, dl right!" Bashir clapped the Bandaran on the back and felt musclelike abull
beneath. ™Y ou know him, then?

"Weve met. | hoped hédd be here himself. We... want to tender him an invitation."
"You do?' Bashir's natura caution was aroused.

"Well, I'll take a message to him. I'd heard that he was cast out of Bandaraiin disgrace. He's afavorite of
Enlil, you know—you do respect the elder gods, you men who vie with the lesser ones.”

Tdl him that his master died, when aboat with rainbow sails came back. And tdl him that on his
deathbed the sun shone and the teacher wished to see his sudent.”

Bashir knew that something serious was being entrusted to him, a message more important than it
appeared. He could fed the god, restlessinsde him, as Enlil listened through his ears. " Anything more—a
name? Y ours? The dead adept's?"

"My nameis unimportant,” said the sea-eyed Bandaran. "But Nikodemossis not. Isthe student well?"

Bashir consdered lying: Niko was the god's now, not the property of any mind-reading plane-climbers
who fooled with powers men shouldn't covet. But he didn't; he could fed the spirit animating this
Bandaran magter, and it was strong.

Bashir said honestly, "He's beset by demons, witches, even the entelechy of dreams. He'sbeenill; he's
hedling dowly."

The Bandaran nodded again asif this, too, were no surprise. "A purge. We sensed it. When one of us
auffers, dl know it. He should know that histeacher asked for him—by name.”

They were on the corner of amain thoroughfare; there was a Rankan aehouse near. "L et's get adrink,
friend Bandaran. Then you can tell mewhat al thismeans. I'm Bashir, priest of Enlil, warlord of the
Successors, keeper of Wizardwall and Father of Free Nisibis. Any message for my blood brother,
Nikodemos, is safewith me."

But the Bandaran declined to drink, saying: "If theré's aresponse, you can find me with my delegation. If
it pleases you, well meditate upon Niko's swift recovery..."

It was definitely a petition for permission. Bashir said, abit uncomfortably, "Whatever Niko'sfate, it'sin
the god's hands. But meditate dl you will."

"WEélIIl do that," said the Bandaran, his bestific smile beaming in the torchlight. "Farewdl, priest. And luck
toyou inyour event.”

Watching the Bandaran disappear into the crowd, Bashir reflected that he hadn't told the adept he was



competing. But then, it was anaturd assumption, given Bashir'sfighting stature and hisgod's love for
ams, hetold himsdlf.

It wasn't until much later that he returned to the Festival grounds; held drunk off hisdisquiet at dl this
Rankan might and met Straton, who was entered in the boxing tomorrow, caming his nervesin adrug

parlor.
Together they lurched into the Festivd village an hour before the dawn.

"Takethis, Strat, lest someone see you snookered." Bashir held out alittle box of pulcis, shared it with
Straton, and then, as the drug knifed through to clear his brain, remembered the Bandaran he'd chanced
to mest.

"Blessyou, Bashir," Strat called out, stumbling on the gairsto the Stepsons barracks, "and your god in
my god's name." Strat paused, retched on the lacquered balcony, and with exaggerated poise,
shouldered hisway inside.

Bashir heard a crash, then some curses as he walked away.

Niko was hilleted with the Riddler and his sigter, in the team leaders houses away from the raucous
contestants.

With asquint at the lightening sky, Bashir decided that it might not be too late to look in on Niko, and
knocked on the Riddler's door.

Tempus, who never dept, invited himin, openly curious. ™Y ou need your rest, too, priest. What isit?"

"I met aBandaran in town who gave me amessage for Niko. Who knows what it means, but it might
mean something to Sedth..."

Then Bashir redlized held interrupted something. Tempus was disarrayed, half-clothed, and somewhat
sheepish. Such an expression on the Rid-dler's face could mean only one thing: Cime, who collected men
and had long been after Tempus as atrophy, was close to winning.

"Do you need the god's help to avoid temptation, Riddler?' Bashir said bluntly. "Anyone can ask; the god
isgenerous.”

"The god?' Tempus nearly spat. "Enlil? It's the god who wants what's forbidden me, as gods do. Stay out
of this, Bashir, it'snot your business. Go say goodnight to your little lamb, Nikodemos, and leave meto
wrestle with my fatein peace.”

"Ah... asyou wish, my friend. But my door isaways open, my house your house, my arm your
Srength.”

"I'll keep it in mind, Bashir," Tempus said impatiently, holding Niko's door open.

Insde, done with the smell of healing and in the light of asingle taper, Bashir regretted having come.
Embarrassing the Riddler was something he'd never meant to do. And Niko, Bashir thought, was

desping.

But when he sat down beside Stedlth's bed on an el ephant-foot stool, Stealth turned his head and opened
hiseyes.

"Bashir,” said Niko in avoice barely audible,



llm.ll
"How areyou, Stedth?"

"Dreaming..." Hiseyesblinked, steadied. "Witchesin my dreams. And gods." Hetried to smile and put
out ahand asif to St up. He couldn't manage it, but at least hetried. " Sauni won her race..."

"I know. Niko, intown | met aBandaran."

Niko closed his eyes.

"Niko? Stedth?"

"I'm listening,” Stedlth said, and Bashir saw adrop of swest or atear run from the corner of hiseye.

"The Bandaran said to tell you that your master died when arainbow-sailed ship camein, and that asthe
sun shone the master asked for you—by name. | don't know what it means, but he seemed to think you
would."

Niko turned his head and looked up a Bashir, smiling for thefirst timein far too long. "It means” Stedlth
sad, "that | can... go home... if | want. That I'm forgiven."

* 6 *
Tempuswas just about to rape his sster when Crit came pounding on the door.

Cime had been hisonly love for years, held stayed away from her for many reasons—her curse, his, their
kinship, etc.

But if she wasawhore now, with her curselifted, it was by choice and no fault of his. And if sheteased
him any longer, with her parted lips and bull-whip tongue, he was going to vent hiswrath on some
innocent, which she assuredly was not.

Nor was she his sigter, he told himself—no relationship of blood, but only marriage, had ever been
proved, since their mothers weren't the same.

And Enlil wanted Cime badly; Tempus was deep in godbond, hardly capable of holding back the urgeto
rape another day.

So when Grit'sknock came, he released Cime's hair, took his hand out from between her thighs, and told
her: "Get up, while you till can, Cime.

Get out of here and go back whence you came. Thisis no place to tempt the gods.”

Breathing hard, her eyes wide with something— treachery, triumph, fear, or lust, he couldn't tell— she
scampered like amaiden from hisfront room, leaving nothing on the table where held thought to have her
but adick of sweat.

So much for that, he thought—for now—and let Crit in, not really surprised by the consternated look on
hisfirst officer'sface: snce Tempus had cursed Ranke, carrying Niko's savaged body through the
capitd's streets, he'd been expecting trouble. The black rain that had fallen when Grippahad been
inducted into the Stepsons and the fact that, well into the second week of the games, Ranke had yet to
win one event, told him that he hadn't cursed the empireinvain.

"Commander, sorry to disturb you, but therestrouble over at the Nisibis tents." Grit's eyes were bleak



and icy; behind him, on the doorstep, Sync, the 3rd's colondl, stood with ready crossbow, policing the
night.

"Rag-heads dew the sentries,” Critias continued. " They've taken the Nisibis athletes hostage. .. Bashir
and Sauni, too. They want an end to Free Nisibis and they want the Mygdonian boy we had last season
delivered there by morning or they'll kill every prisoner they've got.”

"Mygdonians? Areyou certain?' Tempus gathered up his panoply, his sharkskin-hilted sword. The
Mygdonian boy in question, Shamshi, was the wizard-child Tempus had seen languishing in Meridian
under the dream lord's spell. And the Mygdonians knew aswell as Tempus that no mortal power could
produce the child.

Crit shrugged cynicdly. "Hardly. Anybody could be under those turbans. Their message said 'blood for
blood; priest for priest.” The Mygdonians are godless till, so far as we know."

"What do the Mygdonians say?" Tempus demanded, buckling on his cuirass.

"| sent Strat over to interrogate the leader of the Mygdonian delegation.” Crit squinted at Tempus ruefully:
"Nobody liesto Straton; the Mygdonians say it's not their doing and they've offered to help. That'swhy
I'm here... | know you'e... ah... busy; | wouldn't have disturbed you if it wasn't ticklish. Orders?’

"Could it be the witch-caste, the rebel Nisibis? Was Grippa taken hostage?'

"Grippa? No, he was with Randa the whole time. Commander, we think—Kamaand |, that is...
Vashankasbadlls, Riddler, it seemslike Abaki-thissfaction, avenging the priests you dew and sending us
amessage to stay clear of Theron, not resurrect the coup. Kama says we can ask for help from
Theron's—"

"Surround the Nisibis tents. Well burn them out. If we lose Bashir and the girl, it'sakinder death than
they'll get otherwise. Make sure Randd's there, and Grippa. Go on, I'll meet you there. And send Syncin
here

"Commander?"
"Crit?"'

"Isthere some reason you haven't mentioned finding a replacement for Niko... will you accept a
volunteer?'

"Not you, Stepson, nor any one of yours. If | didn't know you wouldn't disobey my orders, I'd think
you'd been letting my daughter whisper in your ear. Now go on, let's see if we can't roast those bastards,
whoever they are. And don't worry about Bashir—a martyr's death will suit him."

Crit grinned without humor and saluted, opened the door and caled Syncin, then left, closingit.

"Y ou wanted to see me, Commander?’ said the rangy commando colonel warily, crested hemet in his
hands.

"Sync, | have atask for you, if you'll accept it. One that should be done by a Rankan, aman who
remembers what Ranke used to be, and wantsto be proud of the empire once again.”

The Rankan ranger watched the quasi-immortal held deserted Abakithisto serve without emotion. Then
he said: " Something the Stepsons can't handle, Commander?’



"A speciad misson that Niko wasto have performed.”
Sync'seyesglinted. "l was hoping you'd ask."

When they'd discussed the detail s and the commando had gone, Tempus threw open the door to his
back rooms and found his sister right behind it, till half-naked.

She cameto him and said, pressed against him, her hand on hisloinguard: "So? Y ou've sent your boys
out to do men'swork. Now you come to me to save you once again... What isit thistime, brother, that
you can't accomplish without my help?' A finger traced hislips; her breath waswarm againg histhroat.
"Shal | call upon Askelon and secure the Mygdonian boy for you?!

He knew he shouldn't bargain with hissster, yet he had little choice. He meant to ask her for help, to
make aded with this creature hdf sren, hdf witch. But the god cameinto him, full force.

He put ahand on her; she closed her eyes.
The god wanted rape; he wanted peace between them.

Too long they'd fought and spat at one another. She leaned against his hand and spoke his name, her
voice soft and nothing like the harpy shed become.

"You'refree of everything but me, isthat it, sster? Am | the curse that even the dream lord couldn't lift?"
It was no good, he knew: the time was right, and after three centuries of longing, he couldn't deny his
fedings—cdling her "sgter” wasn't even heping.

"I could make him free you, too."

"Of everything but you?" The god degpened hisvoice and in his heed, silently, he fought abatttle with
Enlil. HEd do anything but rape her, if the god would settle for lessthan that.

But the god was adamant and Tempus had fought this battle so many times—it was amatter of persona
import, of self-respect. If she'd come to him before the god had, and begged him then, as she did now, to
make her truly free by consummating what had lain undone between them for three hundred years, he
could have doneit. Done it even though the girl he'd loved—agirl so beautiful in mind and body that he'd
stepped between her and awizard, knowing full well hed suffer eterndly for what he did—no longer
exiged in thistwisted creature who sought to mount him asif she were aman and he her conquest.

Had she not been so bent on his seduction, she might have had him, damned him in hisown terms,
brought him at last aslow as she. But she was too forward, too much the courtesan for him. And she
awayswould be. Thisfind time, when he could have taken her with agod to blame, he turned away
from Cime, just disgusted.

And dl thelove hed nursed forever, which had kept him from loving women and constrained him from
making an accommodation with hisfate, bled out of him.

* 7 *
Roxane, in her Grippa-form, dipped away from Randd in the confusion before the Nisbis tents.

The dark lords had smiled upon her; Bashir, her hated enemy, wasin the hands of the Rankan
priesthood. Even as she sneaked away, she heard tortured screams and moans from inside the tent
where the hostages were being held.



And it was hard to leave: insde, aman was dying, being bled over abarrdl sacred to Vashanka, the
missing god. And since there was no god to take his soul, Roxane could have had it.

Nor was that the extent of the feast at hand: the girl Sauni, Enlil's pregnant priestess, was learning thet dl
men were not as gentle or as loving as Nikodemos, that more could happen in aman's arms than ecstasy.
And Bashir was suffering most, watching hisflock suffer under Rankan torture and hisyoung priestess
defiled by Rankan hands.

The psychic anguish emanating from that tent was so extreme she was giddy fromit, so that she didn't
notice that Randal saw her dip away, and went to Crit, or that Crit sent Straton after her.

Grippas young, strong form seemed to glide among the shadows and the tents. Full of bloodlust and
nearly sated from the suffering on the air, she hurried him through the crowd, avoiding Stepsons, 3rd
Commando rangers, and onlookers held back by Rankan soldiers.

From the scuffles among the crowd and the mutters of the factions, awar might break out this night.

But it wasn't Grippa's war—she had no trouble moving away from the black tents of Nisibis, where
brush and oil were being set to make aflaming pyre out of hostages and hostage-takers.

At the Stepsons hillet, al was deserted; in Randa's quarters, she didn't have to dit asingle ward.

She spent long minutes searching for the globe before she redlized it wasn't there. Then shelooked at the
mess she'd made, cursed hersdlf, and began to put the little room to rights.

She thought she heard afootstep, stopped till, heard nothing more, and began again.

Where was the globe? Where would the accursed Hazard have secreted it? As she put mageguild robes
and finery away, she could think of nothing but the power globe, made from Nisibig clay with precious
inset stones and a stand of gold with glyphs her race alone knew how to read.

And then she thought of another placethat it might be.
She dashed out of Randal's room and collided with Straton, the Stepsons chief interrogator.

"Grippal" Strat's huge hands caught Grippa by the arms. "Randd's out at the Nisbis tent. Come on, boy,
your partner'swaiting.”

She damogt struck him dead. She had the strength in her, from al the pain abroad tonight, to do it. But
Strat was stupid—she thought to get around him.

"But Straton, someone's got to be with Niko— look in on him at least. He doesn't know about my
sste—my..." Shemade Grippaslip quiver, hiseyesfill withtears"... poor, benighted sigter. I've got to
go to Stedth!" She jerked Grippa's arms free and turned and ran—a thing the grief-stricken brother of a
captive girl might easily have done.

Cursing folly, Strat pounded after Grippa. Shedidn't try to lose him in the crowd, just ran full-tilt among
the lacquered buildings until she came to the one where Niko lay abed.

Inside, she barred the door behind her and halted, panting.
The outer room seemed deserted; there was no one here.

With aspdll on her tongue, she searched for the magic globe of power; she thought shefelt it near.



If it was here, it wasin the rear room, where Niko dept.
She cautioned hersalf—Niko made her do things and dare things and fed things no witch should try.
She pushed open one door, then another. In the second room, Niko lay.

Inside, she closed the door behind her and leaned upon it, just looking at the deeping fighter who'd
bound her to him as surely as once sheld bound him to her with astring of magic.

He must have sensed her; his head tossed on his pillow; he ran ahand through touded, ashen hair and
raised his head.

Inthe light of one candle burning low, his eyes seemed sunken; yet she could sensethevitdity inhim, the
vigor coming back again.

And for thefirst time since sheldd changed her shape, she regreted taking man-form.
"Who'sthere?' he called out.

"Grippa," she had to say, the name foul upon her tongue.

"What's wrong out there, Grippa? | heard commotion—no one'shere..."

He pushed himsdlf up on his elbows and she redized how well Niko was hedling: the pain that cameto
her wasfaint, the will behind the movement sure, determined.

She found hersalf kneeling at his bedside, wanting most of all to take aform held recognize, awoman's
form, and bestow herself upon him.

Shetook his hand and kissed it; he caressed her cheek. " Grippa, you didn't answer me. What's wrong?"
"It's... Sauni." Grippasvoice should tremble, shetold hersdf; she hadn't given anything away.
"Sauni?" Niko took his hand away and sat up. What it cost him made Roxane shiver with ddlight.

Asthe coversfdl away and he swung hislegs over the sde of thelow cot, she saw the deep scars and
haf hedled wounds on histhighsand grain.

She closed her eyes, redizing that Niko might never love another girl. Once, shewould have gloried in
such arevelation. Now, she almost wept. And compassion was too dangerous for awitch.

Niko's hands were on her, shaking Grippas shoulders. "What happened? Tell me.”

"Sauni... Bashir... they're hostages of the Mygdonians. Oh, Niko..." Shethrew her aamsaround him,
the globe forgotten.

"Seh, pud, well think of something. Just help me up. Well see what we can do.”

And though she hadn't meant to, she did something so perverted, so painful to her person, so twisted for
awitch, that she staggered with its gravity: al the strength sheld gathered, dl the soul-meet sheld eaten,
everything she had beyond the strength to live, she wound into anet of power and cast it over
Nikodemos.

He'd think he'd dreamed that Grippa came, she told him softly; she touched hisface and traced asign
upon hisbrow.



Hewas so weak, it took very little of her power to control him. Shaking hishead asif bemused, Niko sat
back on his cot, eyes half-closed.

Then Roxane, her net of spell and privacy cast about the room, took an even greater risk: she conjured
hedlth, she conjured strength, she took the maeness from Grippa's youthful body and gave to Niko what
the Rankan priests had stolen.

And her Grippa-sdlf cried out in loss and pain. The boy she inhabited shivered and sobbed while Niko,
unseeing, uncomprehending, ensorceled, sat quietly.

Roxane fought the Grippa-form, forced it over into acorner. And there sheleft it, whining like a beaten
pup.

She knew she might bring down the wrath of hell upon hersdf; she should have sought out the globe of
Nishis power for purely evil purpose.

But, wraithlike, discorporate in the middle of Niko's room, she took on awoman'sform—Iike her own,
but not that crippled body shed Ieft dying inaTysian dley. Thiswas aRoxanefully hae, aconjured
Roxane.

Andinit, breathing heavily, she could see the globe, a plane away, secreted between redlitieswhere
Randd had hiddeniit.

If Niko could have seen, he would have seen atranducent Nisibis witch pull aglobe of power from mid
ar, asif opening an invisble box.

But Niko saw nothing, heard nothing: she didn't want him to know awitch had helped him. She was
asking nothing for her aid. She was trading something, though: the Grippa-form was dying, emasculated,
evanescently evincing every wound that Niko had taken, every wound that lesser magicians and weakling
gods had tried to hed but could only lessen.

And Roxane heard arumble deep from underground, arumble her inner ear knew to be a discontented
accountant in the bank of souls.

With her not-quite-corporeal hands on the Nisibis globe of power, she set it spinning so that colored
light spun webs about the room.

And in their midst astinking, scale-footed demon lord came to be, so powerful aone that Roxane bowed
her head.

"Creature," its voice boomed, "thou art close to dissolution. Saving soulsis stealing from thelord of hell.”

"I have this Grippa-soul to offer, meager penance. | promise others by the score. Let me have thisone
boy to..." Shed amost said, "to love." She couldn't say that, couldn't dare even to think it. She made
promises, instead, which would keep her busy for a score of years. And at the end of that time, Roxane
would face her judgment. All this, for Nikodemos.

It didn't seem like quite so much until the demon lord was gone and she sat done with the mewling
Grippa-form, the power globein her 1ap, her Roxane-body fully redized.

She looked back once a Niko, who still saw nothing but what she wished him to see: helooked inward,
onto his pacific rest-place, ahaf-smile upon hisface.

The Grippa-form, asit was, was useless. There was only one thing to do: consume it, make asmulacrum



of it, and be Roxane once again.
If shed had longer, she would have lain with Niko. She wanted to, but she heard voices right outside.

She had time enough only to spin her globe, speak to it in wordsit loved to hear, words it hadn't heard
for far too long, then spirit it to a safe place where no puny Hazard would ever find it, kiss Niko once
upon the brow, and bid him: "Seep, deep beloved.”

Helay back, hisface peaceful. On hisbody, scars were fading as she watched. Onetear of hersfell on

him, atear for herself, who'd become tainted with self-sacrifice and weakened by this unwanted love for
amorta which had taken Death's Queen and reduced her to amere dave of hell with only twenty years
tolive

Then she went and knelt before the Grippa-form, made passes over it and, hunched there, began to edt.
* 8 *
When Tempus gave the order, Crit himsalf set the Nisbig tent aflame.

Crit didn't likeit. He told Strat s0 asthey prepared to rush inside as soon as the 3rd Commando cut the
tenting and Tempus gave the word. "It'sabig tent, don't worry," Strat told him. "That's not the point,
Strat. What if we can't save Bashir?' Strat had reported back to Crit when Grippahad gone into Niko's
quarters. Crit needed Strat—Niko would have to take his chances with the witch, if Grippastill was one,

as everybody thought.

"Then Bashir will be amartyr, with aspecid placein Nis heaven, and well have some fried prieststo
show for it," Strat said sensibly, wetting himsalf down with sodawater. "Here, partner.” Strat gavehima
wet turban-cloth to wrap around hisface. "Compliments of our Mygdonian friends. Funny, what kind of
alieswe've got these days."

Strat'sfirst boxing match was tomorrow; luckily, his opponent was a Mygdonian, who'd aso have been
up dl night. "At least they're human,” Crit groused.

Close by, Tempuss sister and Randa had their heads together.

Strat said, "What's with you, Crit? The Rid-dler's right—thisisthe only way. I've never seenyou like
this..." Then Strat peered into the smoke and saw Kamastriding their way. "Unlessit's her—I know
she's done her best to turn you against everyone, but against the Riddler? Isthat it?If itis, I'm going to
crack her skull right here and now—"

"No, it'snot—it's... I'm confused, that's al. Bashir's our adly; we could have tried to negotiate.
Nobody wants a Free Nisibis more than Tempus. And there's the Rankan factions..."
"Just follow your orders, leftman, and leave those other stones unturned.”

Then Crit had hishands full, assuring Strat that held do just that, keeping his partner from saying or doing
anything to Kama, and forming up the task force for the imminent assault.

They had "help" from the 3rd Commando and a contingent of Rankan guards. The 3rd'sjob wasto keep
the guards from turning on them in the dark and smoke, or from killing any hostagesinstead of saving
them, or from letting any of the Mygdonians-who-might-be-Rankans escape.

Cime and Randd wereto part the fire—Randa swore that his kriswas capable of that.



Tempus, with a battle cry and atorch held high, legped forward suddenly and the tent went up like tinder.

Then there was agenera rush in which Grit's job was to keep track of dl his people, cal formation
orders, and sortie forth, hopeful of getting to Bashir before the kidnappersinsde could kill him.

Some magician—Cime or Randal—was as good as the god's word: the flaming tent lifted into the
heavens, dragging tentpoles, stakesand al, asthe mixed militiarushed it.

The fire parted before Crit; then he and Strat, coughing and their eyes streaming tears, tried to sight their
targetsin the melee: targetsto rescue, not to kill.

Thefirg discernible thing Crit saw was Tempus, running past him with Sauni in hisarms.

Then Strat punched him, ydlling through the din of combat and howling, burning men: "Therée's
Bashir—tied to that pole!”

They fought their way together toward the warrior-priest of Free Nisibis, half-conscious, apig ready to
roast upon its pit.

Strat thrice saved Crit—once with an ax-blow that severed a swordhand from the arm that swung it,
oncewith atimely: "Behind you," as a man whose head was wrapped in aburning turban jumped for his
back and Crit had time to see the Rankan armor beneath the Mygdonian costume as he dit his attacker's
throat. Thethird time, Strat pushed Crit from hisfeet in time to dodge an arrow that would have got him
in the head.

They reached Bashir about the same time that Sync, the 3rd's colonel, did.

The warrior-priest was overcome with smoke, showing signs of Rankan and not Mygdonian-style
torture, but held live. Asthey cut him down, Crit had timeto yell: "Sync, what are you doing here?
Y ou're supposed to be outside. Can't you follow smple orders?"

"Sorry, Stepdaughter,” Sync ydled back. "In dl the excitement, | forgot.”

Then there were enemies to day and captivesto take—Tempus wanted at least two of the
hostage-takers alive.

Crit and Strat let Sync finish rescuing Bashir and collared two fleeing enemies, reasoning that those who
ran the fastest were those with the most to lose.

But from somewhere, arrows whizzed, and both their captives died on the spot.

When they'd sorted out the mess and put out the fire, and coughed the soot out of their lungs, it
developed that not one of the hostage-takers had survived.

Whether thiswas due, as Tempus generoudy proclaimed, to Rankan interference and no fault of Grit's
task force, or from "overzealousness,”" as Sync suggested, it was done and nothing could undo it.

A bunch of corpsesin Rankan-made undergarments and an occasional piece of Rankan armor proved
nothing.

They had to be content with having saved Bashir, who'd been tortured the least of al, sSince his captors
were saving him for last, and Sauni, who Cime said needed "rest, away from men,” and nearly fifteen of
Bashir's contingent.

L ater, when the Stepsons went in abody to cool their throats and talk about the evening's work, Randal



pulled Crit and Strat aside:
"My globesgone. | canfed it," the Hazard said, looking at them both with worried eyes.
"What are we supposed to do about that, witchy-ears?' Straton growled.

"Strat, Randd did agood job tonight. No more ‘witchy-ears,” where | can hear it. Randal, will that
sword of yours do that for any man—control fire?'

"What does it matter? Strat, did you let Grippaaone with Niko long?’

Crit intervened: "Randal, we can't fight your battles for you—it's not that we wouldn't liketo, it'sthat we
can't... werenot able. If you want usto go with you now, to find Grippa..."

The scrawny mage looked relieved. "1'd like that, task force leader. | don't want to hurt Grippa, you

"Right," Crit said, while Strat guffawed.
But when they got to Niko's quarters, Grippawasn't there.
Niko was aone, deeping deeper, looking better than he had in weeks.

"It'sgone, by the Writ; it's gone without atrace," Randa moaned, feding around in aholein the middle of
theair.

"What's gone? Y our hands?'

Randa's hands regppeared from nowhere and he dammed nothing down asif it werethelid of abox that
had failed inits purpose.

"The globe. She'sgot it now. Oh drat and—"

"Randd," Straton said companionably, putting a huge arm over the mage's shoulders, " Crit saysyou're
really one of us now, and because he's right, 1'm going to teach you to curse—properly, like the Stepson
you are. Now repest after me..."

Crit, watching Niko deep, noticed something: an open window over the Stepson's bed. He went to close
it and heard anoise outside.

"I'll beright back," hetold Strat and Randal. "And do that in the other room, will you? Niko needs his
res.”

Behind the lacquer cabin, hunkered down against the building wall, sat Grippa, sobbing his heart out.

Crit couldn't get a coherent word out of the boy or witch or whatever it was, but since he was supposed
to treat Grippalike a Stepson, heinvited the boy to have adrink with them, assuring him that hissister
would beadl right.

And when the youth had wiped his nose and palmed his eyes and gained hisfeet, Crit noticed something
different about young Grippa, but for the life of him he couldn't have said exactly what.

*9*

The crowd was especidly large and especidly polarized for Straton's match with the Mygdonian



champion, aboxer half-again hisweight.

Men that big were often clumsy. Watching Crit watch Straton, Tempus wished hisfirst officer had more
faith. Crit was clearly nervous, though the six Sacred Band pairs around him in Strat's corner, oiled and
slked and sporting their finest panoplies, were clearly anticipating avictory celebration.

The Band had taken last night's successful rescue of Bashir and Enlil's priestessas asign from heaven, a
reconsecration of their bond to the warlords of the afterlife. Had they not triumphed over the Rankan
priesthood?

The Stepsonsloitered near thering in twos and threes, full of dl their former surety, arrogance, and
grace. Since Tempus and the cadre had saved Bashir, the omen for the coming season was clear: Bashir
would reign on Wizardwall, the Rankan-based 3rd Commando would be revealed as unworthy of the
Riddler'sfavor, and Mygdoniaas a paper tiger. This, the pairs declared and the singles nodded sagely,
wasthe only proper reading of last night's events.

Tempus wished he felt as comfortable with side-taking by the gods. Bashir, next to him watching the
maich, assuredly did not. Bashir had questions clouding eyes once clear with god-given wisdom,
guestions Tempus didn't want to answer.

Beyond, in the sand ring, Straton grabbed the Mygdonian contestant by the hair with one hand and
thumped savagely on his opponent's skull with his other fist.

Asthe man staggered and his head went down, Straton's knees came up and connected with the
Mygdonian's chin, lifting the unfortunate afull foot into the air: they were fighting combet-style, with only
field rules enforced.

When aroar came up from the crowd, Bashir leaned over and wondered, "Has my god forsaken me?
That isthe question.”

"The Lord Thunderbolt steers dl things—scatters and gathers, comes together and goes away,
approaches and departs.”

"So you are saying thet I've falen from grace?"

"I'm saying, Bashir, that sometimesit is necessary to depart from the mountain to seeits heights. Wisdom
is separate from other things; separate yoursdlf from judgment, pride, and questions.”

The god had sacrificed Bashir's complacency for a purpose, no doubt. What that purpose was, Tem-pus
wasn't sure. Nor did he wish to dwell upon the intricacies of theomachy or the riddle of the hidden god.
Whether Enlil thought to absorb the hidden god, take his place, or only hisfollowers, was not the
business of Tempus, or Bashir, who for thefirst time had been led by agod into folly.

Tempus, who knew that folly was the only possible result of religion, of philosophy, and of magic, was
concerned only that Bashir come to termswith treachery from on high, not seek aflaw within himsdlf or
imagine that punishment had been meted out.

The warrior-priest was badly shaken, so much so that he'd withdrawn from his own eventsand inssted
hisfollowersdo likewise: dl the freemen of Nishiswerein mourning for their dead.

This serendipity suited Tempus: none of Bashir's Successors would be at the winners feast, wherean
emperor would die, and thus none could take the blamefor it.

Straton, on the other hand, might well be among the victors that night: lifting up the Mygdonian once more



with ablow so that the man landed flat upon his back, spread-eagled, Strat put asandaled foot upon his
chest.

The crowd cheered hoarsely in delight as Strat was declared the winner.

Tempus, edging away from Bashir, who kept trying to make sense out of the sensdessfury of the gods,
found himsdlf face-to-face with Theron and Brachis, the revolutionary priest.

"Ho, Riddler! Congratulations,” Theron bawled. "Y ou ill find the finest and hone their mettle. There
won't be much joy for Ranke in next week'swinners night if your men keep winning everything they
enter." The Rankan generd was as gleeful asif Straton had been aman of his.

And Brachis, in apriestly, covert whisper, demanded: "Have we a consecrated tool or not, Riddler? The
timeisright, the purpose—"

"I can't be seen with you, god-mouth,” Tempus rumbled as quietly as he might; the very Sght of the priest
made hisblood boail. "Trust in the Storm God. .. practice what you preach.”

He pushed by them roughly, toward the Sacred Banders crowded around Straton, each vying to attend
thewinner.

"Life, Straton—the glory'syours aready," said Tempusto his Stepson.

Strat'sbig chest, covered with bruises, dirt, and swest, puffed out. Before the Riddler's approbation,
Strat turned shy, and mumbled. Crit, awet towd in hand, grinned fondly down upon his partner and
caught Tempusseye: "Let'swait and seeif we can beat Sync—that's Strat's match for thefinds. Then
well talk about glory.”

Tempus hadn't known it would be Sync—no one had until this morning, he found out when he pulled
Critissasde.

"Crit," Tempussaid dowly, "Strat must loseto Sync.

"What'sthis? Is Enlil whispering in your ear, now that V ashankas gone?'

"Y ou might say that."

Grit'sfacefdl. "What's the use, then, of him taking so much punishment if losing's hisfate?"

"Not fate," Tempus explained, hating to compromise his Stepsons, but knowing that Crit, if any man,
would understand. "Politics—I need Sync in thewinners tent. I'd dso likeit if neither one of you two
werethere”

"What? Why? Oh." Crit's quick mind stilled histongue. "Rankan justice for Rankans, if | hear you right?”
Tempus said nothing, thinking to let it go at that.
But Crit couldn'. "Isthat it, Commander? If so, someone ought to tell Kama, who's—"

"Tel Kamanothing. Volunteer for nothing. Y our orders, Stepson, come only from me—and you've just
heard them."

Tempusturned away.

Crit fdl in besde him: "Make Strat throw the match? That's what you're asking—there's no chance Sync



can beat him otherwise. And | can't tell him that... he's put his heart into this. And there's cadre honor. It
had better come from you, if such an order—"

"Crit, | don't care how you doit. Drug him. Get him drunk. Push him down awell. Let's not leaveit to
the gods, thistime... someone might get hurt.”

"l..." Crit had long been Tempus's covert task force leader. He was aman who understood things more
complex than smple honor, honest glory. Grit's mouth twisted; he looked at his booted feet in the
Rankan mud. "I'll take care of it, Commander."

"Lifetoyou, Crit," Tempus said, and veered away through the Festiva crowd without giving the matter
more thought than he had to: Crit was dways as good as his word.

And the Band was right: the omens were auspicious—the sort of omensin which the man called the
Riddler beieved: hed findly shaken the hold Cime had had on him for centuries; hed put even agodin
Hisplaceto do it. He went now to the field atars by the food tents, to find alikely girl, some temple
hopeful, to rape and consecrate as required by ritua—a consolation prize he was glad enough to award
Enlil.

Whatever happened from now on at the Festival, Tempus had aready won the most coveted prize of all:
freedom to a degree heldd thought he might never claim.

There were problems still—there dways were. There was the matter of hisrightman, his sworn partner,
Nikodemos, whose freedom must likewise be assured. Sacred Band pairs were bound to strive for
parity, and one thing Tempus was unwilling to accept was Askelon's prognostication that Niko would
take the Riddler's place as adave to forces beyond Stealth's comprehension so that Tempus could be
free.

*10*

Each night, Niko was getting stronger. He could fed it in the mornings, as he sorted through the
strangeness of hisdreams.

For five nights running, in hisdeep, hedd proved his manhood, made love to along-lost wench named
Cybde, agirl hed loved and lost who some said had been awitch.

She cameto himin his degp and he was dway's ready; none of theimpotence hed feared, then glumly
told himsdlf held haveto live with, marred those dreams.

Tonight, he was determined to stay awake—to seeif there was any substance to the dreams or if they
were just hisbody'strick to hasten itsreturn to hedth.

Helping him, unknowing of his plan, was Randad, whom Niko had asked a Sacred Bander to summon
when apair came by with news of bouts won and eventsto come.

Randd was uneasy, his earstinged with red, his glance flitting everywhere but incgpable of meeting
Niko's.

Findly, Randal said, "Y our armor, Stealth. Tem-pus gave it to me for safekegping. Now you're well
enough, you ought to takeit back."

"Lord Storm forfend!" Niko shrank back in exaggerated fear, then sat up again on his cot, where the
Hazard and he were sharing the smdll ration of wine Nikodemoswas alowed. "Y ou keep it, Randdl. It
auitsyou. And you've earned it. Call it aparting gift, to aright-sde partner I'll never forget.”



"It's... permanent, then—" Randa's voice was suddenly thick, hisface turned away "—your pairing with
Riddler?"

"Nothing's permanent for mortas. It'sal lend-lease—you magicians, and even Tempus, keep forgetting
that. In Bandarawe learn that you can't own anything, so why delude yoursdf?*

"Theréstrud... affection... love—honest fedings. Those belong to each of us" Randal said very low.
"That sable horse of yours wouldn't eat and kept snapping horse-lines until they tethered him outside this
placelast night.”

"Therésthat."

"Y ou should let Sauni cometo see you, Stedth. She's had aterrible time here and dl she wantsisfor you

to—

"That'swhy | can't see her. She had aclaim on me before, by virtue of the way she got with child. But
now the god has claimed her astruly his— vessdl of the Lord of Rape.”

"Youfighters." Randa swung around and glared at Niko. "Everything's so pat, So easy—awoman's
raped, and she's consecrated to the gods. A man's heart istorn apart, and it'sfine... just what's needed.
Oaths are sworn and broken and none of you—"

"Randal, we've had some good times. Don't do this," Niko warned. "Don't judge me. Y ou, amageguild
Hazard, who ought never to have taken up with fightersin the first place, shouldn't talk to anyone about
oaths broken or fit behavior. How many spells have you cast that were benign? How many lives have
you ruined with the taint of magic? Didn't you break every law of man and god and devil to ride with us
and claim that Nisbis globe of—

"It'sgone," Randal blurted. "She's got it. She came and took it back."
"She?' Niko was suddenly cold. " She's here?!

"We... didn't want to tell you. What good would it have done?" Randd was peevish, angry, striking
back. "But since once you were my partner, I'll warn you—she's about, is Roxane, and shelll lurk and
work her evil wherever you are, probably until you're dead. So you see, former |eftman, you might need
mesometime..."

Randal shot to hisfeet and, face averted once more, swept toward the door in aflurry of lacy mageguild
robes.

"Andwherewill | find you, if that'sthe case?' Niko said as gently as he could. "In the Tysian mageguild?’

Back till turned, Randal stopped, his hand on the door-latch. "I keep my word. I've sent my request for
an extended sabbatical up to Tyse—it'sthat or resgnation. The Riddler, unlike you, thinks he needs me.
I'm going on aspecid mission.”

"Where? When?' Niko aimost went to the little mage and put hisarms around him. But that, Randal
might have misconstrued. Helplessly, Niko peered through the gloom at the mage who couldn't even face
him, who'd kept from him the news that Roxane was on the Festival grounds, and who knew what else?

Randa's response was brusque. "I can't tell you that. If the Riddler wants you to know, helll tell you. As
for when—soon. Thismay well be goodbye, Stedlth." Then Randa glanced over his shoulder and Niko
thought he saw areddened nose, trembling lips, the glint of tears. "No matter what happens,
Stedth—Niko—I'll never, ever, forget you. Y ou've changed my life"



Then in arush the mage was gone, damming the door behind him.

Niko lay back, staring at the now-familiar ceiling. Randal on a secret mission? Roxane here? He didn't
know which news bothered him more.

But then he redlized that what bothered him the most was that his new partner, Tempus, hadn't told him.
Tempus had kept secrets from Niko in the past, but then they hadn't been paired. Pairing brought with it
mutual respongbility. The Riddler might treat a Stepson thus, but aright-side partner could expect better
from hisleftman.

In the morning, Niko thought, he'd confront hisleft-side leader and find out what had been going on while
he'd been bedridden. He was well enough now.

Tomorrow held get dressed, go outside, watch the games, and reenter the fellowship so long denied
him—he wanted to be among his Sacred Band when Kamactold her tale, and celebrate with the winners.
It was hisright, even if Cime kept inssting that no man so soon returned from death's door had any rights
whatever.

Perhaps, if he went among the crowd, hed meet a Bandaran and confirm what Bashir had told him—
that Niko's name was no longer forgotten among the idands where held trained.

He closed hiseyes, not to deep, just to envision the Bandaran idandsin their veil of mist, marvelous
Enninajutting out from the sea, her pines whispering and her gravel raked and smooth, the sparkling
waves|gpping her coadlline. ..

Something touched him, soft asabird'swing; warm bresth tickled his neck.

He opened his eyes and there was his dream girl, solemn-eyed and glowing softly in the
candldight—Cybele. But since he must have fallen adegp dreaming about Ennina, he didn't worry about
it.

Her hand on him was cool and nothing that felt so good could possibly be bad, even if Randa was right
and Roxane lurked close by. Cybele was awitch and Roxane was awitch and though they might be the
same witch, it was only adream, adream in which no witch would do him harm.

*11*

Crit and Kama, the same night, went into Ranke. She thought it wasto tryst in her ancestra home and to
twigt Critiasto her will in the matter of the coming nation.

Crit knew it, but he had other things on his mind. He took her to an uptown bar and proceeded to get as
drunk as he could manage.

When hel'd borrowed what courage he could from wine, he mustered enough bravado to say: "1 need
your help, Commando—he p without question.”

Kama could drink most men under their horses. She peered into her wineglass, then stared around the
barroom, where gamers and foreigners from al over empire drank and watched apair of dancers wax
erotic with long-haired monkeys. Rankan entertainment hadn't changed while sheld been upcountry.

A house-dave served them warily: any Rankan dave, eunuch or girl, lived in peril. And here, wherethe
drunkswere rich and their tastes eclectic, any night of work might be their last.

When the girl was gone, Kamasaid, "Out with it, Crit. Or shal | guess—your commander's forbidden



you to even look on me and I'm to poke out both your eyes? Y ou've quit the Stepsons, dissolved yoiur
pairbond, and want an honest post in the 3rd as my—"

""Kama, thisis serious.”
"You think I'm not?"
"Strat can't win his match tomorrow.”

"Ah, you want to place a surreptitious bet? No problem,”" she waved a hand magnanimoudly. "I cam
arrange it without any of the Stepsons knowing you've come to your senses and realized Syncy's going to
make Straton est enough dirt to fill his—"

Syncy? Kamawas drunk. "Kama, ook at me."
Shedid, blinking owlishly.
"How drunk are you? Do you remember that conversation we had—about the fate of empire?”

She scowled: "Of course.” She brushed an errant curl out of her eyes. "'I'm not that drunk, only trying to
get you drunk enough to take you home and tumble—"

"Strat can't win his match tomorrow,” he said again, dowly, precisaly.

She gtirred her winewith afinger. "Yes. Of comrse. | see. Y ou don't want to leave it to the gods.”
Solemnly, shewaggled thefinger at him. " Sync will probably win anyway, but this smells of my father's
intervention." She hitched hersdlf up, put her chinin her figs. "Let's seg, isn't that some sort of mortal
sn—aleft-sde leader conspiring to— Ouch!™

Crit, having kicked her under thetable, said levelly, "Weve got to find away to assureit. I'll worry about
my immorta soul, you worry about yoiur friends Brachis and—"

It was her turn to hush him. "I understand, Crit, what you're saying. Now let's see... You wouldn't settle
for Strat having an accident... abroken wrist, even afinger would do the— No, | see you wouldn't.”
Kamawas intrigued, her expression mischievous, her nogtrilsflaring as she suggested vicious but not fatal
ways to keep Straton from entering the ring.

Watching her, for thefirst time Crit wondered how he ever could have imagined her feminine and oft.
But then, they'd never shared a covert enterprise together. She was so much her father's daughter in that
moment that she seemed inhuman. He found himsalf wishing he'd taken the Riddler's advice.

When she'd agreed to help him lure Straton out and administer adrug to make him dow and weak on the
morrow, she laughed girlishly and said: "Don't get any ideas about doing thisto me—I've got the bard's
contest, you'll remember. And | expect you to be there to give me mora—well, that isn't quite the right
word, isit?—let's say, spiritua support.”

They rode out to the Festiva village once Kama had stopped by a chemist attached to the Rankan army;
while there, shedd pulled rank as shamelesdy as any man held ever seen bully a subordinate.

And when, arm in arm with Straton, they sashayed through the makeshift village streetsto "toast your
prowess, and your luck," as Kamasaid, Crit left the talking to this woman who seemed suddenly likea
soulless manipulator and not the girl hed loved.

She poured the packet in Strat's drink so neatly that no one not informed before the fact would have



noticed.
Strat drank the mug down, on her chalenge, in one deep draught.

Crit squeezed his eyes shut, thinking it was al »or the good of empire... or at least it wasfor Tempus,
which had to be the same thing. Stepsons follow orders.

Once the deed was done, Kama excused hersdlf: "Wdll, loves, I'm off to find Sync. It'sonly fair to wish
my unit leeder al the luck I've wished his opponent.”

When she left them, Strat was aready beginning to sway and shake his head.

Half-carrying his rightman back to their billet, Crit told himsdlf that he was lucky he'd seen thisside of
Kama so early—while he still had time enough to bresk away.

Strat, who deserved better, was going to need him badly in the morning and theresfter.

Levering the huge, snoring Stepson onto his cat, Crit promised himsdlf that if any permanent ill befell
Straton because of the drug Kama had administered, he'd collect from the Riddler's daughter in kind.

* 12 *
Randd drove the hell-whedled chariot out to the highest hill above the Festival grounds at dawn.

The sable horses pulled on their bits until hisarms ached in their sockets and he wrapped the reins
around hiswrigtsto hold them.

The sunrisswas purple, red, and gold; it dit the night like rents, spilling through the cloudsin rays.

And from the east, out of the sun, adark shape came walking toward him, rainbow-hued around its
edges, manlike but ssemingly twice the size of any man.

Seeing it, the horses dowed to awalk and snorted as they approached their master, Askelon, the lord of
dreams.

"Isshe here, gpprentice?' Askelon said while gill adark shape with light glittering through the foxfur of
hisrobe.

"They're both here—the witch Roxane and the Riddler's sster.” Chilled and nervous, Randa fum-bled
with the bracers, set the chariot's brakes, and stepped down, handing the reinsto Askelon.

"Thank you, Randal. Well done. | trust the globe of Nisibis power servesyou well?"

"l... ah... I logtit. Or, that is, shetook it. It's hers, after al—I don't redly want it. Or need it— I've got
power enough, without it, to be an adept who travels with the armies." Askelon hadn't known—he wasn't
omniscient, then, wasn't perfect. Somehow, this made Randal fedl better.

Askelon, without aword, stepped up into the chariot and released its brakes. The horses snorted; the
lead horse pawed the ground. A team they were, like a Sacred Band team, trained to pull together, each
with hisjob to do, not contesting, but coexisting and cooperating for the good of both.

Asthe horses surged forward, Randal raised ahand in farewell, relieved. He hadn't expected to ride
down onto the Festival grounds with Askelon— hadn't wanted to, truth be known.

But the dream lord siwung the team around and drove the chariot back, encircling Randa once, twice,



then saying: "Do you wish to be relieved of your gpprenticeship, young master mage? Have you learned
enough to st you?"

"It's not that, you see, Regent... it's—well, yes, | do. It's causing me no end of trouble, being yours. The
dreamredmisnt... here, you see—I haveto be.

Askelon raised his pam toward the sunrise, cupped light in his hand, and spilled it down on Randd's
head. "Y ou're freg, but not regjected, adept. Any time you need me, dream of me."

And hewas gone to wreak his havoc upon the Riddier's sister, or work hiswill upon the unsuspecting
throng, or whatever lords of dream and shadow did when they walked in the world of men.

A sharp pang of guilt shot through Randal, for making it possible for Askelon to manifest in the world
without even the warning of wizard weather, the disturbance of the planesthat preceded him, most times.

Randa knew the Riddler wanted him to undertake a specid mission; what kind, the Riddler hadn't said.
And hewasto preparefor it by the meansawizard usesto purify himsdf. Evenif reneging on his
gpprenticeship to Askelon meant that his alergies might return, hefelt cleansed aready.

But considering that he had awitch for aright-side partner, Randa till had quite abit to do before he
could tdll the Riddler he was ready.

*13*

Niko was up early and out at the sand ring in the morning with Grippa and Sauni—early enough to see
Sync win the boxing match and see Crit and Kama have some sort of lover's quarrdl.

The match was over dmost as soon asit began: Strat wasn't himsdlf, some Stepsons growled afterward,;
Sync landed adecisive blow straightaway, the 3rd Commando Rangersinsisted.

If Niko hadn't known better, he'd have thought some witch or god was at the root of Straton'sloss. But
Crit helped his partner from the ring and the Sacred Band pairs crowded around the loser, asloving in
defest asthey'd have beenin victory.

Niko, leaning on Grippafor support, told the boy: "That'swhat it's al about. Not performance, but
endurance; not pride, but loyalty," and went to join the defeat celebration, taking Grippa, but not Sauni,
with him. " Sauni, that much blood and swesat arentt fitting for awoman to see. Go find Bashir, or Kama.
I'll meet you at Kamas event at sunset.”

Sauni was quieter since the hostage-taking; she'd learned that life was not aways so beautiful or so kind
asit had been when Parthas estate comprised her world. "If you say so, Stedlth,” sheansweredin a
meancholy way.

"That'sright,” Grippa preened. "He says so. And don't try to make usfed qguilty, either. Thisis men's
business—no placefor a girl."

Some remnant of the fiery Sauni Niko once had known remained; she drew hersdf up tal: "Don't you
talk to methat way, you nasty boy. I'm a priestess of Enlil and I can bring Hiswrath down upon
you—likethat." She snapped her fingers under Grippa's nose. "Remember what happened to those who
dared violate my person—they're dl| suffering for it eterndly in hell—and draw your own conclusions,
brother!"

"Stop it, both of you. Sauni, that's close to sacrilege. Grippa, she's right—you should have more respect
for avessd of the gods." Niko, between brother and sster, wished he didn't fed in some way



responsible for them both.

But Sauni flounced off, then, and as he and Grippajoined the Stepsons, while Niko wastrying to explain
that women cleaved to gods when men displeased them, Grippaheld out something in his hand.

"What'sthis?' Niko took hisarm from the boy's shoulders and stood unsupported.

"It'syours, isn't it?" Grippaseemed dmost coy as he offered the amulet in his pdm—abit of hair, ashard
of bone. "I found it in the city, on the Street of Temples, yesterday.”

And indeed, it looked like the very amulet that Grippa had given Niko out at Partha's sione house that
day inTyse.

"Y ou keep it, pud—afamily heirloom worksfor the family to whom it belongs. If you'd had it, perhaps
Sauni wouldn't be so much the priestess as sheis now."

Grippawas credtfalen, but Steath ingsted. "Come on, let'sfind your partner and help Straton drink
away hisloss"

"Randall" Grippasfacefdl, then he pouted. "I don't want to drink with him—he hates me. I'm a burden.
He never wanted to be my—"

"Hush. He'syour |eft-side leader. He deserves honor from you, respect.”
"Butit'strue, he—"

Niko would hear no more of that and, with Grippa, joined the fellowship of his peers, who needed help
in cheering up Cirit, though Strat was taking his losswith wry good humor.

Hourslater, well plied with drink, Strat was still wondering how it was that he never even saw Sync'sfirst
punch coming, when Randa came to remind Niko that Kamal's event was about to start.

Grippaand Randa eyed each other with such obvious distaste that Niko pulled the mage aside asthey
were heading toward the little stage where the bards, in torchlight, would contest.

"That's no way to trest your rightman, Randa. Y ou know better than to let personal matters between us
intrude upon your oath. Grippa's well-meaning, harmless—just aboy."

"You'rewrong, Stedth,” Randal said harshly. Dressed in Nisibis freeman's mottled grab, the mage
looked more like aguerrillathan asorcerer; in fact, Randd's tone of voice and stance were so fierce that
Niko looked at him askance.

"Wrong? What do you mean?"

"Wrong. And if you can't imagine what | mean, then it's not time for you to know," Randd retorted
portentoudy, then added: "Don't worry, Stedlth. Well take care of things—the Riddler and 1. You just
regain your hedth.”

Grippawas waiting at a polite distance, watching them.

"Wdl, whenitistimefor meto know, | expect you to tell me what's going on here. Right now, let's not
make the boy fed any worse than he does dready.”

"l... cant... gowith you, Niko. And | redly can't explain. Youll see... thingswill work out." And the
little mage put a commiserating hand on Niko's shoulder asif comforting atroubled child.



Rather than start an argument, Niko walked away. His temper, when aroused, was hard to hold; he
didn't want to fight with Randdl. If the Hazard was deceptive, it was just the nature of hiskind. And it
was the Riddler, more than Randal, who'd been keeping things from Niko—Tempus, who demanded
unqudified, uninformed loyaty without giving back inkind.

On the dow walk through the crowd of Festival onlookers and contestants to the bard's stage, Niko
brooded. In his stomach was a hollowness that came from knowing that by omission held been betrayed.
Niko still loved Tempus the way a Stepson should love his commander, and arightman hisleft-side
leader, and yet hisfaith in Tempus was shaken. Perhgps his vaor was, too. Right now, he wasfeding
fragile, afraid of something nameless, a spectre that might not even exist except in Randd's mind.

And whenever he encountered the witch in hisdreams, she didn't seem evil to him. In daylight, this
frightened him as much as Randd'sinnuendo.

So when Grippa and he chanced across a shaven-headed Bandaran as they entered the wooden stands
set asdefor the bard's contest, Niko introduced himself: "'I'm Stealth, called Nikodemoas, friend
Bandaran. May | speak to you?'

The Bandaran stared at Niko, then at Grippa, and his sea-changed eyes grew hard. But he nodded and
sad, with ritud precison, "Nikodemos. | know the name. Greetingsfrom usal.”

By this, Niko knew that the prohibition which had banned his name, hismemory, and his person from
Bandara had been lifted—a parting gift from Niko's master. "May we talk?"

"Privately, whenever you wish. But we have not softened our attitude toward magicians,” the Bandaran
replied, looking straight at Grippa.

Niko was about to introduce Grippa to the Bandaran when the youth pulled on hisarm. "There sheis,
Stedlth. Oh, shelooks glorious! I'll get usaseat up front!" and the boy dashed up the aide between the
wooden benches.

Then the Bandaran seemed to relax. "Shed these ties, initiate, and you're welcome anytime. Or come
before your tests are done—but come aone. We won't have another incident like the last, when you
brought sorcery among us.”

"Ties?' Niko was going to ask the Bandaran his name, but the man's comments made him forget. "I'm no
longer paired with Randd, the adept—"

"We know that, student. Y ou should shed this one, too.” The Bandaran looked after Grippa, and his
words floated back to Niko: "We return home on Winner's Day. If you like, you are welcome to come
with us." Then he faced Niko, and his expression was compassionate: "Don't worry about your future,
student. Y ou're prepared for what'sto come.”

And with atouch which told Niko that this must be his dead master's successor, so calming and pleasant
wasit upon Niko's arm, the Bandaran glided away.

Watching him go, Niko felt arenewed sense of purpose: not an external purpose of accomplishment, but
aninterna purpose—one of centering the perfectible being that he was without so much concern asto
how others saw him or what others thought of hisbehavior, or even what hisfate might bein human
terms. Maat made him recall that he was building a different Niko, aspiritua abode in another place, and
that, in extremis, he'd been able to protect that place from even the intrusion of Askelon, lord of dreams.

Feeling much calmer, much clearer, he took his seat beside Grippa, who looked at him with an odd,



troubled expression on hisface, and waited for the bard's contest to begin.

Six bards stood on the stage together, and Grippa was right: none looked so fine as Kama, in her 3rd
Commando dress blacks with every buckle shining.

She was the fourth to spin her tale, and so she left the stage with the others when they'd been introduced
and sat quietly besideit, the only woman there, until her turn came.

"Evenif shewins" Grippawhispered as the man before her finished histae and bowed his head to the
stomping of feet and thunderous gpplause, "it won't be because she's better—it'll be because shé'sagirl.”

Someone from behind hissed at them to be quiet.

On the stage, the drum beaters on either side began to pound a muffled rhythm and Kama stepped up to
the front of the stage.

"Comemuse," she began, "sing to me of mighty men and witches ken and thewind of stoneson
Wizardwal."

Then Niko redlized that Kama's tale was going to be about him, and about his struggles with Roxane, the
Nisibis witch, and he did down in his seat, his neck hot and his palms suddenly swesaty, embarrassed and
proud of al held suffered and dl hed done.

And when Kamawas finished relating the tale of the war for Wizardwall and Niko's battles during it, men
got to their feet and cheered themsalves hoarse.

Not for one moment, from the beginning of her story, was the outcome in doubt: Kamawould be among
the celebrantsin the winner'stent at the Festival of Man.

*14*

The celebration that had begun, for some Stepsons, with Straton's defeat that morning, lasted well into
the night. Kama's win brought everyone their second wind and even brought the 3rd Commando and the
Stepsons together on better terms than the two units had ever enjoyed.

Inthe largest Nisibis tent, men milled and caroused, somewith girlsthey'd met a the games, some with
boys; everyone smoked krrf and drank whatever could be found.

Outside, where Tempus had gone to escape his sister, men and women reeled and laughed toward their
beds.

It was on nights like these that Tempus regretted most that deep was never his. The moon had risen and
under it folk snored with loverswell known or loversjust met.

Only hewas solitary, he presumed to think, having | eft the sweet camaraderie of hisfighters because
Cime was intent on bestowing her favors on Sync: "to set agood example for your men—thisrivary
between the 3rd and your Stepsons serves no purpose,” sheld told him venomoudly, smiling with al her
vicious beauty. "And you, who could have stopped it, just make things worse by alowing the Stepsonsto
think you love them best."

Alone now in the companionable night, he chanced across Randd. A fine night for celebrating, Hazard.
Why aren't you with the other Stepsons?”

"l..." Inthe moonlight, Randa's freckles | ooked like mud spattered across his cheeks. "It's— Well,



Riddler... you see—"
"Out with it, mage. Whatever it is, it can't be that bad."
"Bad?' Randal dmost whined. "It'sworse. | didn't know how to tell you, but... Askelon's here."

Tempus dmogt lifted the mageling off the ground. He controlled himsdlf, cracking hisknuckleswith a
sound like breaking bonesin the night. "Here," he said camly. "l see. And just how long has he been
here?'

"Ah... aday or two." Randa's shoulders straightened. "And since he's here, | thought I'd just look in on
Niko—seeif hesdeeping dl right. He drank more wine than was prudent this evening but— you never
know."

"I'll go with you, Randal,” Tempus said, and with as gentle ahand as possible, pointed Randa in the
direction of Niko's quarters.

For awhilethey walked in silence, then Tempus said, "'Isthere anything else you haven't told me?
Anything | should know?"

"Not redlly, Commander.”

"How goes your pairing with Grippa? Have you determined yet if he'saboy or just asmulacrum made
by thewitch?"

"No, not for certain. | mean, yes, | have," thewords came out of Randal in arush, "to my own
satisfaction, but there's no proof and you told me proof was what you—"

"Yes, yes. Quiet." Tempus hadn't meant to snap, but he had heard squedling in the night, squedling more
likeahorsesthan agirl's.

"Do you hear that, Randal ?"
"Hear—? Y es. It's coming from Niko's— His horse istethered there..."
But Tempus was dready running at full speed, far too fast for Randal to keep up.

When he reached the lacquered building in which Niko was billeted, he skidded to a hdt outside, not
believing what he saw.

There, in the fading moonlight, was Niko's sable, rearing up and plunging down, repeatedly, trampling
something, adark shape in aheap under Niko's window.

And, a short distance away, another shape—thisonetal, manlike, but exuding a papable aura brighter
than any man's—was watching the horse but making no moveto intervene.

Tempusdid, lunging at the crazed stdlion, grabbing for its hater, from which asnapped tether swung.

The horse was so furious at whatever it waskilling that it dragged Tempusup into the air asit reared
again and he hung there for a second, suspended.

Then he grabbed it by the ear and brought it down, his other hand on its muzzle. The maddened horse
fought him briefly, but eventualy it camed.

"Back, back," hetold it, conscious of the robed figure watching him from the shadows.



When he'd secured it to the horse line it had snapped, it pawed the ground and whinnied, an ear-splitting
trumpet of triumph.

By then, therewasalight in Niko's window.

Tempus moved quickly toward the wetly gleaming pile below.
It quivered, but resdudly: it was dead.

Once it had been aboy; now it was a pile of human wreckage.

Knowing what he would see, certain of itsidentity now, Tempus bent down: enough of the skull remained
intact to identify Grippa, Parthal's son. And even if the skull had been shattered beyond recognition, the
corpse held something in a clenched fist which, when Tempus pried it open, turned out to be alittle
talisman of hair and bone.

"Not even acivil greeting, deeplessone?’ came arich, bass voice from above.

Tempus, crouched by the corpse, looked up. "Hello, Ash. | was hoping you'd disappear now that your
filthy work isdone.”

"Disgppear?’ Thelord of dreams put his hands on his hips. "Do you know what it cost me to get there?
On amission of mercy? Someone had to act to free Nikodemos from the witch. You didn't.”

"Mercy, you cdl this? And are you so sure it was awitch—it's nothing now, that's certain. Hardly enough
to beworth afunerary pyre."

The stallion stamped its forefoot and whickered, its neck arched. The horse had been bred by Askelon.
Tempus had no doubt that the dream lord had sicced it upon Grippa—or the smulacrum of Grippa.

"I cdl it anecessary evil. Surely, you've heard the term. Admit it, Tempus, I've done you afavor.”

An awful feding of foreboding came over Tempus as he roseto hisfull height and faced Askelon, an
archmage the like of which existed nowhere else anymore,

"Admitted,” he sSghed, not liking thisone bit. The magiciansdl played the same game: put you in their
debt, then exacted triple payment. "What isit you want, Ash? There must be some reason for this
humanitarian act on your part.”

"So suspicious, old friend? Or isit that humani-tarianism is something you've forgotten?'

"Don't press metonight, Ash. I'm not in the mood for it. Asamatter of fact, I'm not in the mood for you.
If you want to do me afavor I'll respect, absent yoursdlf from this place, from my life and the lives of my
fighters, and let usdl forget that atravesty likeyou exists at al.”

"Tsk. The same old Tempus. Wak with me, before | speak your true name where you'd not like it
spoken.”

Tempus had to do so: they knew too much about each other, Tempus and this shadow lord who'd risen
by evil to become regent of the seventh sphere. True names|ent true power. Should Askelon speak
Tempuss, awar between these two who were not men any longer would begin, one that might make the
heavens crash to earth.

Almost, Tempus longed for it: the chance of death, aworthy foe, havoc of immense proportionsto be
wreaked. Just afew more words, and they'd begin it. Tempus had been good for avery long time.



But there were innocents to consider—his Sacred Band, his Stepsons, even the 3rd Commando in their
way. And al the hapless, helpless Fetival-goers, degping in one another'sarms.

"Name your price, Ash, for thisfavor given but not requested,” Tempus said carefully.
"Onceagan, | seek your sgter.”

"You've had her! By dl the gods, haven't you learned your lesson? Isn't ayear with her enough?' Tempus
was genuindly astonished that Askelon could covet Cime after so long being in her company.

The dream lord smiled asmile that was unmistakably fond. " The circumstances under which she stayed
with me weren't the best. | come now as an honest suitor. I'm asking you, her brother, her only living
relative, for permisson to court thelovely Cime..."

Tempuss gusting laughter interrupted Askelon. Tempus couldn't helpit: helaughed doud until hissides
ached, until hiseyesfilled with tears, until he gasped for breeth.

When he got control of himself, he looked back and saw Nikao's door open, two shapes—Niko's and
Randd's, from their relative szes—under the window, collecting Grippas remains.

"Now, Riddler, what say you? I've given you awedding gift dready—that witch who bedevils
Nikodemos won't trouble him here again. | can't guarantee his soul forever, but for the nonce he's safe.”

Tempus started to say that being safe from one witch but in Ash's debt wasn't safe.

Thedream lord intervened, hands up: "Don't thank me. It'squite dl right. I've freed the boy from dll
commitment to me. He may seek melater in life, but as of now, he owes me nothing. This| do to prove

good faith.”

"And what am | supposed to do? Hand you Cime, trussed and basted?' He couldn't consign even his
sster'swizened soul to Askelon'sinsubgtantial hell, he redlized with asinking heart. Oh, hedd like to, but
he just couldn't.

"Thefavor | did you, in ridding you of thewitch, isconditiond.”
"Ah," Tempussad, thinking: here comesthetrick.

"It'sconditiond,” said Ash with areproving glance, "only because she may take other forms— her spirit
lives athough the Grippa-smulacrum isgone. Therefore, dl | can ask in returnisaconditiona
permission: if | can woo your sister—convince her, by whatever means, to come away with me— just
dlow it. Don't gand in my way."

"l won't mix in," he agreed, thinking that thiswould never work, that Ash was not the vehicle of his
freedom—Cime would never go off to live in dreamswhen she could torture him in the flesh.

It seemed asif Askelon could read his mind: "Don't worry about me convincing her—there are ways.
Just don't 'protect’ her from me.”

That was adifficult thing to agree to: shewas il hissbling, hetold himsdf. If she cameto him begging
protection from the heinous dream lord, what was he to do? But he said, "Then keep her from asking for
protection. It shouldn't be that hard. She's continudly telling me she's protecting me.”

Askelon clapped Tempus on the back like an old war-friend. "Thank you, deepless one. And since
you've agreed to this, no matter the outcome, | offer a boon—no strings, no tricks, no matter what you



think of me"
Thistime, Tempuss hacklesrose. "And may | ask what this gift of gratitudeis?"

"Your curse—I'll liftit. Y ou can love your nasty little murderers without bringing desth to any one of
them. Y ou can take any girl in passion, without needing the stimulus of rape.”

llWa' t_ll

But Askelon's hand was aready risen, making signsthat hung in bluetrailsin the dark long after his
fingers hed finished moving.

"Wait!" Tempussaid again.
But Askelon was gone; the dream lord had winked out of existence like a doused candle.

Tempus put his hand through the space which Ash had so recently inhabited to make sure. There was
nothing there.

Then, whigtling tonelesdy, he ambled down the hill to comfort Niko in the matter of the dead boy,
Grippa; make sure that Randal pretended appropriate bereavement; and that the horse didn't take the
blame.

The sable sdlion, after dl, was only following his nature: the horse hated witches. And besides, with Ash
about, things were never what they seemed.

As he approached Stedlth and Randal, he wondered if it could betrue: if his curse could belifted so
amply, and unequivocally; if good could be done by the archmage of evil; if, given that it weretrue, he
shouldn't fed somehow different, or at least released.

But hedidn't fed any different, except that he was alittle bit tired. Degp within hismind, he heard agodly
chuckle.

Y awning, hetook Randa under one arm and Niko under the other and shepherded them into Niko's
quarters, saying: "Let metdl you two Stepsons astory about men and mages, about nights like these,
which you may find it in your heartsto believe..."

Book Five:

WINNER'SDAY

If Tempuswaswithout his curse, he surely was not without his new god, Enlil. The curse had constrained



him from loving the living: those he chose rgected him, those who chose him suffered unto desth. The
god loved only gods games and the gift of dezath.

Had he known Askelon would come and lift the curse, Tempus would never have made a pact with
Father Enlil. Asit was now, he siruggled to determine just what, if anything, he'd gained when Askelon
had done him this "favor": god and curse, together, balanced one another. With the curse gone, the
godbond became an &ffliction held as soon have been without.

Sometimes now when he got angry, as he did over the politics-in-religion's-robes which were at the root
of the Festival of Man, the sky grew dark and thunder rolled asif Enlil seconded His servant's
displeasure.

It was disconcerting, to say the least, for aman whose anger had sustained him for centuries.

Riding back toward the Festival site from the hilltop where hed gone to soothe hisire, Tempus had to
admit that he felt no better than he had when he'd languished under hisold, familiar curse.

The last week of the Festival was upon them, Winners Day soon to dawn. He'd kept as busy ashe
could, performing funerary ritesfor Grippaasif the dain boy had been a Stepson and not awitch. Hed
donethisat Niko's urging and because Partha's daughter was deep in mourning and Bashir needed
Partha's good will. But even the most aborate funerd, with its own games and testimonid rites, can only
take so long.

When it was done, Abakithiss politicking priests still roamed the Festival site, harassing Stepsons and
3rd Commando where they could; Theron's faction was gill no better than those they sought to replace,
with the possible exception of Theron himsdlf, who drank these nightswith Tempus, recaling Smpler
times and smpler wars like the old man held become.

And Cime, Tempuss nemess, il inhabited his fantasies and the tents of the Nisibis, aswell asthe beds
of whatever 3rd Commando rangers or Stepsons she could find.

He'd just about decided that Askelon had tricked him after all, that the curse wasn't lifted, but only made
to seem s0 by some dream lord's spell. HEd done sometests: held dit his palm down to the bone and
watched the cut hedl in an afternoon; held lain awake one whole night in his billet waiting for deep to
come; he'd found awhore he fancied but he scared her haf to death; he'd even tried to talk to Niko
about hisfedings, with no success.

But then, held lived so long and fought so long that it was hard to tell what was habit, what was nature,
what was god and what was man. He had no memories of adult life before the curse, nothing to compare
its absenceto. For al he knew, hewas his own curse, one that neither god nor archmage could ever lift.

Halting his stedl-gray Tros horse before the designated bush, he waited, not for agod or wizard, but for
Brachis, priest of VVashanka the Hidden, the missing god.

With aroar the bush burst into flame and Tempus's horse danced backwards, snorting, while within his
head, Enlil growled in godly displessure.

Then, asthe horse plunged and shivered, out from behind the bush strode Brachis, Theron's premier
priest of revolution, his pink cheeks plump and hisfeminine bottom swishing.

"Priegt," Tempus snarled, "if the gods don't punish you for apretender to godheed, | will, if you ever
scare my horse again. If you caled that fire from heaven, put it out.”

Brachis smirked and stepped away from the burning bush. "1t will burn out, by and by." Approaching, he



rubbed his hands together, then took Tempuss horse by itsreins. "Let us not spar with each other,
Riddler. If the gods exigt, they work through men. As one man of the god to another, | say to you that the
time has come for you to reveal the chosen n'snameto me."

"Why? So you can prepare abier? Ready your men to arrest and torture ascapegoat? I'm facilitating a
coup, not apurge. My man'swilling to put Theron on the Lion Throne, but not to take the blame for it
aone. If any of mineare singled out for so-called Rankan justice, therelll be at least one fat, impotent
priest roagting dongside—"

"Now, Riddler, would we do that to you?'

"Not and live through it,” said Tempus, diding from hissaddle. As he did, the Trés whose reins the priest
held, feding Tempuss anger or the god's, snapped at Brachis, catching the priet'sfleshy forearm
between itsteeth, then shaking his head.

"Aleel" roared the priest in pain asthe horse, ears flattened, shook his head savagely and Brachissarm
with it. Brachis batted at thejowly stdlion asif a adog caught in atemple.

"Hold till, fat fool," Tempus ordered, but neither Brachis nor the horse did that, so that it took longer
than it should have for Tempusto grab the horse by one ear and stick histhumb in its mouth, behind the
teeth, to pry those jaws apart.

Bloody teethmarks were degp in Brachiss arm as he staggered backward, rubbing it, his pale eyesfull of
fury. "You'l pay for this, Slegpless One. Mark me!”

"Done," Tempus muttered, but the priest was gone behind the bush. When Tempus went around to see
where he might have disappeared to, he saw a hidey-hol e disguised with sod and leaves that led down
into atunnd.

Thinking that at least things were out in the open now, and that the horse wasn't to blame, Tempus
mounted and rode toward the Festiva village with the god's chuckleringing in hisears.

And that made him angry, that the god should be s0 petty, and willing to subject Tempussfightersto the
retribution of aman like Brachis, who had power, though it came not from heaven but from hisfaction.

"Show Y oursdlf, craven Lord of Strifel" he demanded aloud. " Give me one good reason why | shouldn't
pull my troops out now and lead them north, leave this empire to perish asthen it must!”

And what happened then reminded Tempus of the old days, when the hidden god wasn't hiding: clouds
boiled up from a clean blue sky, lightning ripped down from heaven and snaked aong the ground,
corraing the Trés horse, which closed its eyes and stood till, shivering.

"You wish to see Me, foundling son? Look upon Mine Glory!"

And Tempus, who'd never closed his eyes before any god or turned his head, who'd stared hdll inthe
face and farted under demon's noses, found hisarm up to protect hisface, so fierce was Enlil shining.

The god wastdl, alightning shape of manlike splendor, al crackling and golden asit trod the Rankan
hillside toward him. In one hand it held a thunderbolt, and in the other, a globe that spun upon its pam.

And the man who'd never once been cowed or cowered before adeity felt histhroat close up.

"Well, mortal? Your wish is granted, yet you hide your face. Does My Majesty offend thine eyes?
Look upon Me, who asked to see Me."



So Tempustried again, but the sight of Father Enlil made his eyestear. Still, he saw the globe asthe war
god threw it toward him, saying, " Catch, foster child, and be you warned: aslong asthe Nisibis
globe of evil is abroad in the world, godhead itself is threatened. The reason you asked for is
simply this: the globe must be shattered, its stones separated, its clay made into tableware, before
any of your beloved little men can truly claim salvation."

Then Tempus found hisvoice. "Now you say this. Before, you made no such demands. And why
me—why my men?| don't accept the challenge.” And with his sword, drawn without thought and asfast
as even agod could move, he batted the hurtling globe away so that it hit the ground, and bounced, and
rolled, and everywhere it went the earth was scoured and scored in its wake.

"Your Stepsons, as you call them, insolent mortal, loosed that globe upon the world, destroying its
owner but not its own self, which is a potent evil. Remove it, destroy it, and your forces and your
person may live in peace. Until then, seek no rest, for you will not find it. And all the blood shed
for evil's sake will be upon your hands until you've ground it into My good clay!”

And then, before Tempus could retort that he wasn't interested in any quest nor convinced that the god
had the right to force him, Father Enlil disappeared, and the rolling globe of lightning with him.

This pleased Tempus's horse, who stopped shivering and pawed the ground, ready to trot hometo his
dable.

But neither he nor the horse could pretend that nothing had happened here: the horse's flanks were black
with swesat and the ground where the god had walked was pocked with giant, blackened footprints and
crisscrossed with lineslike chariot tracks where the lightning ball had rolled.

*2*

Few souls atend their own funeras. Roxane had been at Grippa's, which was much the same thing,
discorporate and ghostlike.

She'd seen Sauni wail and blacken her face with ashes, tear at her breast and try to throw herself upon
Grippasbier.

She'd seen Niko break ajavelin across his knee and throw it onto Grippa's pyre, ajavelin hed won
during the specid funerary gamesin honor of Grippa... or of Roxane, so far as she was concerned.

Bashir had said highher eulogy, praising the loydty, youth, and honor of the departed Grippa, calling him
his father's son. Bashir had shed tears for ayouth he called afriend, and recommended Grippa's soul to
heaven.

Even Randal, her enemy, the mage, seemed sad now that shewas"dead." And Randa knew exactly
who and what Grippawas, had known from the very beginning.

All this praise and love, this outpouring of affection from these mortals, had its effect on Roxane. It made
her melancholy and it made her long for human form once again.

At first sheld thought she might be content without a body, the better to harass her enemies. But during
the rites she grew morose and londly, and during the eul ogies she became unsure of just who her enemies
were.

So sheflitted from morta to mortal, peering into eyesthat couldn't see her, looking for hidden hatred,
despite, or worse.



But not even in Randal could shefind it, and Randal was the mage who'd had ahand in killing her
Grippa-form, who'd brought Askelon through a portd to thistime and space.

Confused, she was distressed; distressed, she spent her nightsin Niko's quarters, anoncorporeal ghost,
until one night Sauni, the priestess of Enlil, crept in there, and adl of Roxane's fedlings began to change.

The sight of Sauni seducing Niko hardened her heart but it aso decided Roxane upon aplan of action:
she couldn't just hover about, aghost, awisp of wind, and caress her beloved Nikodemos ectoplasmicly.
Hed find other girls—girlswith bodies, flesh and blood. And why shouldn't he? Roxane, or the
Cybde-form in which hed loved her, waslong gone asfar as Niko knew.

So she went out summoning on Winners Day eve, which meant she went out hunting on the Festival
groundsfirst: Roxane had to eat a soul or two to gather strength enough to take human form again.

She chose aminor priest of Ranke from the priestly enclave a the Festival, Snce Rankans were her
enemies—a Rankan of Abakithiss faction, since these were enemies of Niko's.

And she sucked out his soul before his missing god's untenanted field dtar, to make it sweeter. When the
priest had clutched his chest and foamed at the mouth and died, a shape began to coaesce around him, a
shape with sorcerous eyes.

Firgt it was misty, then it was milky, then it became agirl. And thisgirl had the innocence of awaif,
Cybde—the dlken hair, the comdy limbs, the flawless skin—but the soul of Roxane, and the facewasa
cross between Roxane's own and aface Niko had cometo love.

Rising up, naked, from the cold dead priest, she looked about her.

Defiling the god's dtar further became her evening'swork. Upon it, nude, she crouched, and there she
began to chant, summoning what she could lay claim to from the underworld.

A portal spun against the twilight, brightened. Foul odorstold her that in its depths, a presence tirred.
Shecdledit forth, saying: "Come, demon, fiend, or devil. Welve a prank to play, soulsto suck, aglobe

of power to spin.”

When she'd said that last word, a head poked out of the hole in heaven, two hands upon empti-nesss
edge likeamarsupia peeking from its mother's pouch.

"l swear,” intoned Roxane, handsraised in invocation, her legs widespread upon the dtar of ahated god,
"to feed you well with innocent souls, to use you well, to wreak revenge upon al of Rankesfilthy,

god-loving prieds”

The silhouetted form in the rent cocked its head; pointed ears twitched and pricked. Teeth gnashed— a
sound not soon forgotten by any who'd ever heard afiend devour anyone.

"Come, come, my pretty, my instrument, my pet,” she crooned. She didntt call it "dave'—she wasn't
strong enough to summon a horde of fiends, araft of demons, or aclutch of devils: this one minion must
be dl she'd need.

"Urp!" came a hoarse voice from the paunch of hell. "Urp? Whozzat?*

"It's Roxane, your mistress. Aren't you hungry, servant mine? It'stimeto flay our supper.” The holewas
beginning to flicker, to quiver: it was hard to hold eternities gpart.

She was sweating with the effort. She wasn't used to working so hard for what she wanted—she hoped



soon things would be easier, then banished al depressing thoughts and in her best commanding voice,
said, "Speak thy name, fiend, and comeforth, or I'll close that hole upon your head and lop it from your
body! Come! Comeforth!"

And forth it came, atrifle awkwardly: along-limbed, gray-skinned fiend of the warty sort, whose eyes
looked every way a once and who might pass for human wherever birth defects were the rule, with a
prognathic jaw and an orange shock of hair.

Shethanked devilsit didn't have atail asit climbed down from the hole in heaven, then hung by onelong
arm, swinging there. "l can't climb down," it grated. "I'll fal!"

Now she had it—or him, from what hung between its bony legs. " Speak thy name, creeture, and I'll help
thee. My creature, dependent upon mefor life and breath, tell me truly who you arel™

It gnashed its teeth again, then surrendered to her. "Argh; umph. My name's Snapper Jo, and now you've
got me. So help me—don't leave me hanging here like fruit upon atree.”

"Snapper Jo," she repeated, "swear to me that you're my obedient servant!”

"Aw—do | haveto?' It turned its head and rolled its eyes at her. It Sighed again and its mouth worked. "I
swear. Now get me down.”

Roxane lowered her arms and the hole from hell floated groundward, until the fiend's feet touched the
sod.

Immediately, it let go of the hole and dropped to al fours as above, the rent in nature telescoped in upon
itself and ceased to be.

Then it gained itsfeet and rubbed its crotch. "So thisisit?" It looked around, absently cracking itsjaws.
Then it rubbed itsarms. "'I'm cold. It's much colder here than—"

"Whereyou're from. | know. Comeright thisway, Snapper Jo. Well find some innocents, murder them,
taketheir clothing, and I'll start teaching you about the world of men.”

"Murder? Right now?" Thefiend's sharp eyes narrowed,; it pulled onitslip. "But | just got here. I'd like
to-"

She pointed afinger &t it and it cowered. "Right away," it said. "Well murder lotsof ... what arethey?
Rankans, that's right. Murder Rankans, yes. Hungry."

Shelooked at the fiend, who would protect the globe of Nisibis power and her person, now that she had
one, al theway down to Sanctuary, where Roxane was planning to go to hide and gain back her
strength. In Sanctuary, anguish flowed freely and magic was tolerated. Witches were safe, respected,
feared.

"Now, Snapper,” she said, locking arms with the fiend as she led him toward a part of the village she
knew wasfilled with priedtlets, "we've afeast in store the next few days—therelll be murder gplenty,

done by men. So ours must look asif men did it: no wholesale daughtering, no throats bitten out, no

bones split for marrow.”

The fiend frowned earnestly, trying to understand. Fiends were stupid, from the lowest echelon of hell.
But this one, who scratched himself and grinned inhumanly as she talked of breaking bones, would be
just the right sort to get her through Winners Day and safe away, on the road to Sanctuary, where she
could reclaim some old undeads and marked souls she'd cached there for just this sort of emergency.



And since shewas going there in part because of Randal, Tempuss Hazard, and in part because it was
the safest place for awitch with aNisibis globe, she knew the lords of hell would assst her every step of
theway.

*3*

The night before Winners Day, Tempus revedled to Randd the nature of the secret mission the Hazard
was to undertake for his commande.

"I want you to go into town, to the Rankan mageguild, Randa, and warn the Hazards to stay clear of the
winners tent tomorrow—to keep out of the coup coming, to take no side and lend no aid to either
faction.”

Randal'sjaw dropped open. "Me? In the Rankan—"

"You're First Hazard of Tyse. Pull rank. I'm warning these mages of their own good." Tempus bared his
teeth in that smilewhich all Stepsons knew presaged blood about to spill and carnage in the offing.

"Let'shope they redlize that—adepts don't take well to threats from mere mortds... that is, my lord
commander, from secular types." Randa shifted on his cot, toying with hiskrisnervoudy. "I'll haveto be
polite, not deliver averbatim message..."

"Then be polite. And be careful. Hell's own fury isgoing to bresk loose when Abakithisdies. I'll need
you back by then, in case | haveto spirit dl our fighters—the 3rd, aswell as Stepsons—away from here
by magic. Y ou're up to that, if the need arises, aren't you?"

"I'll... haveto be." Randd tried to smile, be brave, nonchaant, but intruding in another mage-guild's
matters was not athing to take lightly. And there was something Tempus didn't understand. Do you
know?That is... you surely know that Askelon, thelord of dreams, is quartered in with the Rankan

Mages.

"Don't worry about the shadow lord—he and | have an understanding of asort. And if you see my sister
there, don't let it trouble you. Just ddliver my warning and then come back again." With that, Tempus got
up, stretched widedly, and left Randal donein his Festiva billet.

Absently, Randal caressed hiskris, thinking that he'd go say goodbye to Niko, just in case something
went wrong and he didn't come back from the Rankan mageguild in time for the winners fete—or didn't
come back at al. No such message from an adept who had defected to the side of fighterswould be
well-received.

And then he heard abuzzing, asif an insect had waked from winter's deep.

Ignoring it, he decided he'd wear the enchanted panoply, just in case. It would be hot and uncomfortable
inacitadd of magic, but no hostile force could touch him, except perhaps the dream lord himsdlf.

Again he heard the buzzing, thistime louder, as he buckled on his cuirass. Thistime, the sound seemed
closer and as the Hazard, his kris discarded on the bed, buckled on the sword which once was Niko's, a
white-headed hornet landed on his nose.

The Hornet King's antennae twitched; its stinger was poised againgt Randd's skin. "Well, wheres my
honey? My caterpillars?’

"What are you doing here, Lord Hornet? | didn't call you." Randal thought quickly: he had some honey, a
bit left from sweetening histea. "Isit Niko?"



"Honey firgt, you welshing wizard. And be quick about it."

Carefully, hishead held high so as not to offend the big wasp standing on his nose, Randal eased over to
histable. "Careful with that stinger, King. | might be dlergic." Eyeson the hornet, he groped around for
the honeypot, fumbled with its clay top, then said, "Here's your honey. Now, what brings you here,
Hornet King?"

The hornet took wing and Randal, with a heartfelt Sigh of relief, backed away from the table, hishand on
his dream-forged sword, thinking he could probably swat the hornet before it knew what he had in mind.

But its next words stopped him cold. "Thewitch, the one that haunts Nikodemos, is abroad on the
Fegtival grounds tonight, in human form, with a summoned fiend beside her, killing priests of the Storm
God in great numbers." On the honeypot'srim, it rubbed its wings together, then dipped into the pot.

"S0?' Randd said nadtily. "What's that to me, if she kills priests? They're no friends of mine."

"But Nikodemos, the one I've been watching al thistime, is a this moment headed toward the
compound where the witch and fiend are at their killing. And so isa contingent of Festival guards and—"

Randd was dready running for the door, swearing softly in the name of atutelary demon, so that he
didn't hear the Hornet King's plaintive, "I thought you'd be pleased to know, and grateful,” ashe
careened down the steps and into the Festival village lanes.

At adead run, headed for the priests quarters, he told himsalf that Niko wasn't his partner any longer,
that it wasn't hisbusiness, that he had a secret mission to perform for the Riddler.

But if Niko was caught by the witch, it would then be the business of the entire Sacred Band. And the
Hornet King'sarriva was a sign: no matter how Niko fdlt, or what the Riddler declared, or even what
Randa wanted, in some mystical way the kris—and even the Hornet King—understood that Randa and
Niko were dtill apair. As he skidded onto the grounds of the priests compound and smelled the sulphur
and saw the sk, greenish light, he dmost quailed, nearly ran: Roxane the indomitable, Roxane, Degath's
Queen, Roxane the Unkillable, was surely there. Despair overswept him: Niko was cursed with thiswitch
forever.

But Randal had been a Stepson long enough that he couldn't accept defeat, not evenin hismind. The
witch was Randd'srightful foe, not the opponent of fragile human fighters.

Drawing the Askelonian sword of power, which glowed asit heated in his hand, sensing fielded sorcery,
heran up theway, yelling war cries but not knowing that he did, chanting counterspells as he went that
woke the priests who'd been degping ensorceled in their billets and brought lights to every window that

he passed.

As he neared the source of the sick green light, he saw Roxane, big aslife, and agray-skinned fiend
crouched over three corpsesin the street, with afourth victim struggling in the fiend's grasp. And beyond
he saw Nikodemos, with Sauni the priestess of Enlil, not running away aswould have been prudent, but
gpproaching the hell-wreakers. Ydling at the top of hislungsto divert the witch's attention, Randal
legped to intervene.

And Roxane rose up, hands spread like claws upon the air, caling him by name.

He had only enough time to wish held found another name, a pseudonym, aprotective dias, before the
spell struck him like an avalanche, amudfd| or afreezing rain, and everything dowed down.

It was hard to move: he struggled. Her words sounded too dow and deep for him to understand. Each



step he took as he forced hislegsto move took yearsto complete, each word he uttered sounded like
the groaning of the earth beneath hisfeet.

She came toward him, did Roxane, pinwhed-eyes agleam, beckoning him with open arms.

And he couldn't check his progress: Randd felt himself being drawn into Roxane'sarms asinexorably as
aliving man draws bregath.

His armor was white-hot againgt hisflesh: surely that would stop her. He brandished his sword but it only
wavered in hishand.

Then the fiend, the warty-gray monster, approached with clacking jaws and wall-eyed stare, intent on
gripping him naked where he stood.

Srugglet hetold himself. But hislimbs were too heavy and the witch was promising him an eternity of
sarvitudein which al evil would be his. It sounded better and better as the fiend began to unbuckle
Randa's cuirass.

And just as he was about to utter the words that Roxane demanded he speak, he remembered he ought
not to do this, that he wasn't the same kind of mage as she, and that there was something very wrong
about this.

Someone e se thought o, too: from behind Roxane, a concerned face loomed, amouth opened wide and
shouted.

The witch turned her gaze away from Randa, and the mesmerizing spell which had made him tractable,
dow, and weak was broken as Roxane faced Nikodemos, who stood in front of Enlil's priestess, Sauni,
who was caling upon the god for help.

What had been dow turned lightning-fast, and confusing: Niko's face contorted; he shouted, "Randal, get
away! Get out of here! Now!"

Stedth's words echoed in Randal's ears. And from down the row, the pounding of men's feet could be
heard.

Randd risked alook behind him and saw priests and soldiers with lit torches rushing toward them.

Helooked back in time to see Sauni, her hands out and crawling with agodlike nimbus, her face masked
with sparks, casting thunderboltslike a veritable god.

She cast one at thefiend'sfeet and it howled: "Argh! Get back, wicked thing!" and jumped away from
Randal to protect its bloody prey.

But it was Niko and the witch, both motionless, staring at each other, neither drawing weapons or saying
asngle word, which kept Randd there an instant longer than he should have stayed: he saw Niko reach
back without taking his eyes from Roxane and imprison Sauni'shandsin his.

He saw Roxane smile and blow Stedth akiss, then gather fiend and milk-white tortured soulsissuing
from her victims before she waved her hands and disappeared.

By then the priests and soldiers were close upon them, brandishing torches and weapons, bawling
confused orders and milling around the space where the witch had been and now only corpses

remai ned—corpses and a single fighter who'd sunk down on the ground and sat, with the priestess bent
over him, his head down, wordless.



Randa knew that Niko was barely well, still recuperating. And he knew that what he'd seen, no wizard
should have witnessed.

He pushed hisway through the priests and guards, and when he got to Niko, he said, " Stedlth, what did
she say to you? What did she make you promise? Why did you stop Sauni?’

Niko raised his head, an exhausted, disgusted ook upon hisface. "Wejust said farewdl, if it'sany
business of yours. You'redive, aren't you? Safe to magic what you will? Go on, Hazard. Get away from
me. And don't thank me, either—I didn't doit for you. | did it for mysdlf: we're even now, lifefor life.”

And Sauni met Randa's gaze over Niko's head as the guards began demanding proof that witches work
had killed the priests, not men's, and shook her head sadly: what was done, was done.

Randa spent what seemed like months | etting guardsmen touch his cuirass, ill hot from proximity to
hostile magic, and assuring the priests that he'd seen the whole thing and that the fighter, Stedlth, was
innocent of blame—in fact, had routed Roxane.

Then he hitched up his swordbelt and headed through the night to penetrate the Rankan mage-guild and
make sure no adept raised ahand to help Abakithis avoid the coup or Theron straddle the Lion Throne
of Ranke.

*4*

Kama had contrived to spend the night before Winner's Day with Sync. She'd promised Brachis that if
Tempus had treachery up his deeve, shed make good the coup, and she wastrying to get Syncto tell
her what he knew—who, and where, and when.

But sheid no more than gotten the Rankan colonel's clothes off when no less than Bashir came pounding
at the door.

"Crap," Sync breathed, struggling into his breech, looking from Kamato the door and back. "Go hide
somewhere, woman. I'll get back to you assoon as| can.”

Hed wanted her along time; it hadn't been that difficult to get him drunk and compromise him. She even
liked him, after afashion, though no onewould ever replace Critiasin her heart.

Part of her was glad they'd been interrupted— that someone would find out she was with Sync and Crit
would hear of it: she ill hoped against hope that the Stepsons task force leader had fedingsfor her.
Hersfor him would take along time, and many men, to put to rest.

So shedidn't hide, just covered her breasts and lay there, watching, her limbs arranged in afetching but
passionate pose.

Bashir, in the doorway, studioudy avoided her. "Niko's at the guard station: something about dead
Rankan priests, and him on the scene. Sauni was with him, and she says he had nothing to do with it, that
it was witchcraft, and that Randal was there and told the guards that. But they say Niko's motiveis so
clear they're going to hold him overnight unless one of the commanders comes and takeshim into his

persond custody."

Sync scratched his spine. "He's a Stepson. It's not my problem. Get Crit or Tempus." He started to close
the door.

By then Kamawas up, nakedness forgotten, finding her clothes and donning them hurriedly.



Bashir, in hismost ringing, priestly voice, said, "Niko can't withstand a Rankan interrogation, even amild
one, not in his condition. And you, Rankan, ought to know that."

Kama, tightening her belt, looked up. Bashir, at times, seemed like just another guerrillaleader, ahillman
with pretensions. But at other times, like this moment, she had no doubt that the god whispered in his ear.

"Look here, Bashir,” Sync said, unmoved, "Niko killed 3rd Commando fighters back in Tyse. Maybe this
isthe retribution of the gods. It's not my business, | told you. Get Tempus... Niko's hisfavorite
Stepdaughter—"

"Sync," Kamacame up beside him, "please.”

"Sync," Bashir said at the sametime, "neither Critias nor Tempus can be found. Overcomethisold
hatred—for dl our sakes. It beittlesyou and al of us. Do it not to please the god, but because it'sright.

"Yeah, wdl," Sync put aproprietary hand on Kama, "maybe you're right—Niko wasn't a Stepson that
timein Tyse. Andit'stimetherivary between us ended. Give me amoment to change, Bashir, and I'll go
with you. Comein.”

So ingtead of spending the night before the coup gathering intelligence and making love to the 3rd's
colondl, Kamawas going to spend it witnessing affidavits releasing Niko into Sync's custody.

By the time they saw him, Niko was wearing a Rankan signature or two: bruises on histemples, rope
burnson hiswrigs,

Sync had some harsh words with the guards duty officer over jumping to insupportable conclusions, and
the man replied, "They ought to count their blessings they could turn up adecent Rankan officer to take
this Bandaran dime off our hands— there€'s plenty others, priestly types, who'd have dipped mea
month's wage under the tableto haveago at him."

Then Sync replied in soldierly fashion that Niko would be available at Sync'shillet for any further
guestions. " Of the polite sort, that is. The Stepsons are a unit beyond reproach. Take my word for it.
They're godfearing and the best fighters, outside of the 3rd, I've ever served with. If thissoldier dew a
priest, hed have good reason, admit it on the spot, and fight you to the death before held let himself be
taken. So hedidn't doit. Y ou have my word and that of the 3rd Commando. Take it to the priesthood
and let them know that the army doesn't take kindly to any eraosion of the separation between church and
date”

The duty officer chuckled, "Wouldn't | loveto tell them that! Take care of your prisoner, Colond. I'm
surewell get thissettled in the morning.”

Sync turned away and Kama saw amischievous grin on his stubbled face. "Let'sgo, Terror," he said to
Niko, ahand on the Stepson's arm, "before you scare anybody else. Asitis," he confided asthey left the
guardpogt, "you've got the entire priesthood piddling in their pants.”

"What did happen?' Kama asked, when Bashir's whisper prompted her.
Until then, Niko had said not one word of thanks or anything at dll.

He shrugged, looked at Sync's hand on hisarm, and replied, " The witch had what sheéd come for. She
left”

Bashir mumbled a prayer and then said doud, "The god cals meto my duty. Stedlth, take care.
Tomorrow night weride for the high peaks. Y ou've amare with fod a Hidden Valley who needs her



mader."

Then Niko stopped, on the torchlit way, and embraced Bashir, saying, "I'm dl right, Bashir, don't worry.
A witch for afriend is better than one for an enemy. Tell Sauni that. And tell her | will ride north with you
tomorrow, if the Riddler will..."

The two men stood that way, arms about each other, long enough that Sync turned to Kamawith a
disgusted shake of head: the 3rd didn't fed expressions of manly love were seemly, as the Stepsons and
the northern fighters did.

When thelong farewell was done, Niko went with Kamaand Sync, and Bashir went his own way, off to
do what priests did.

When it was clear that, with Niko at Sync'sfor the night's duration, no advantage could be gained or
passion comsummeated, Kamalleft them, saying lightly, "I'll see you in the winner'stent, Sync,” asif she
had no ideawhat was afoot.

*5*

Tempuswasin town with Theron, trying to wrest a promise from the wily old fighter of safe passage for
al hismen once the deed was done.

"But how can |, Riddler?" Theron was pacing back and forth, his brow furrowed up into his balding pate.
"I'm not in aposition to write such apaper now. If | do, it'll be clear that I'm involved with the plan for
Abakithiss assassination. And afterwards, you shouldn't need any promise of safe conduct, if al goes
wdl."

"I've got close to two hundred men, counting Bashir's Successors, to look out for. Don't force meto
resort to means I'd rather not employ, or violence after the fact. If we have to fight our way out, you may
not have an army when were done. And fight wewill if even one man of mineisimplicated.”

Theron came back to the table on his portico, where the two men were watching the sunrise and eating
cheese and winter grapes. "Don't you think 1'd like to live in aworld where aman'sword, even if he's
about to become emperor through nefarious means, could be hisbond? Don't you understand that | don't
have control of the priesthood— that they've got me? I'm just doing what the gods say, what the omens
have requested. | hate to admit it, Riddler, but thisthing's out of my control.”

"Not out of mine. If my man doesn't perform this... sacrifice, asyour priests euphemigticdly cdl it, then |
have no problem.”

"But | do? Not so. If they've got it in their minds to blame you, as you seem to think, then what's the truth
got to do with that? They'll fasify the omens—it's not unheard of—and hang it around your necks

anyway."

Theron'sliver spots showed bright in the morning light; his crepy neck quivered as he spoke. "I'm sorry |
got you into this, old friend. Because of your... durability, it didn't seem to be thetrap you fear.”

"Brachisistoo anxiousto know just who among my men is going to do the deed. Therésonly one
reason that could be so important to him.”

"Riddler, I—" Theron stopped, his eyes bugged out, he bent and hacked up phlegm into a handkerchief.
"Excuse me, my hedlth's not what it once was. Y ou have my permission to do whatever you think will
help—xkill apriest or two, if it makesyou fed better. Y ou'll be doing me afavor if you do. I'll evenlet you
off the hook afterward. And when I'm emperor, once the priests have performed the rites and my word



islaw, I'll take care of you and yours. It'sjust those first few hours..." Theron's watery eyeswere
pleading. He said very quietly, "Y ou know that | don't want thisfor myself. | want it for the empire,
whatever that is—for the vison of the empirethat | grew up with, which sustained me dl these years,
made me proud to serve her. This Mygdonian war'staken dl the stuffing out of us—we can't win it and
we can't declare ourselves defeated. And after the hostage-taking incident at the games, this season's
warring looks likeit will beworse, not better: they lost men, welost men... it'sbeen al we could do to
keep order a the games..."

Almogt, Tempustold Theron that it didn't matter: that Ranke was doomed to fail until the missing god
was found, that without V ashanka, no hand at the helm of empire could be steady enough to put her
back on course. But he didn't: valor in aman's heart was something he'd long ago learned to respect,
regardiess of itsfutility. Events weren't honorable or dishonorable; men were.

So he gently told Theron that no man of his could take the risk, but that Theron would still be emperor.

"What?' Theron's weathered face folded as he considered that. "Not ariddle, though you're famous for
them—not now when every step's so dear and everyone about me's having second thoughts but the
damnable priegts..."

"Neverthel ess, make sure they get this message: no man of mine, but the deed will still be done.™

Again Theron sghed, and it was a deeper, more rattling sigh than even Tempus had ever sighed.
"Whatever you want, old friend. My fate, asit'sturned out, isin your hands.”

And as Tempus held out one empty hand to clasp Theron'sin agesture meant to be encouraging, a
runner came gasping to the portico. "Sirsl A message, if it pleasesyou!”

"It doesn't look likeit will, but go ahead, man, ddliver it," Theron said, Sitting back in hischair and
squinting asif againg atoo-bright sun.

"Five priestswerekilled last night, some say by witchcraft, some say by the Stepson Nikodemos, who
has reason to kill Abakithiss priests. This Nikodemosis under house arrest, released in the custody of
the 3rd Commando's colonel, Sync. Aninquiry isunder way and—"

"Why wasnt | informed?’ Tempus blustered, on hisfeet.

"Y ou were in conference, and couldn't be disturbed,” Theron soothed as best he could, also getting to his
feet. "Comeon, Riddler. Just like former times—Iet's go get one of our boys out of jail."

* 6 *
In the Rankan mageguild was such splendor and wealth as Randal had never seen.

These were mages who'd had a place in court for decades, whose astrologers and seers and sybils
whispered in the ear of Abakithis, the Rankan emperor.

The spdlsthey'd cast and the wars they'd helped fight with alchemica devices againgt the empire's
enemies had been exorbitantly priced, or else the empire had been excessively grateful when things were

goingwdl.

Initshalls Randal gawked like an apprentice at man-high statues of eementals cast from gold, at
tapestries depicting past mageguild masters and changelings of whom they were inordinately fond. Its
halls were carpeted with silken rugs depicting gargoyles at the hunt and archmagesin gilded canopies
riding on eephants with Rankan kings.



But here and there, Signs of afailing empire could be seen: pedling paint and warped woods on doorsills,
chalked warding signs on brassbound doors.

The gpprentice leading Randd ever deeper into the labyrinthine mageguild never spoke to him beyond an
initid: "To seethe Firs Hazard? Right thisway, then, honorable mage.”

It was flattering to be called "honorable mage" in Ranke, where the most honored mages dwelt. But it
would have been more 0 if these sorcerers hadn't proved inadequate to deal with Nisibis wizardry of
the like Death's Queen could field.

They crossed an inner court and the morning sun shone down. Randal squinted up at it, trying to
determine the lateness of the hour: it had taken time to ride into town, find the mageguild, be admitted,
and soon the Winner's Day fete would begin out at the Festival Site.

He wanted to be there in case something €l se went wrong. And he wanted to be with Niko, although he
knew he wasn't welcome.

Acrossthe court, asthey entered the central citadd of magic, protected from the outside world by walls
and shimmering wards Randd could glimpse even in bright daylight, which made his panoply begin to
warm, he chastised himsdlf: after Niko's behavior on the street last night, no renewd of their pairbond
was possible, despite what the Riddler had said. He was going to have to get used to it.

So immersed in his own thoughts was Randd that he didn't notice until held trod severa corridorsthat the
inner citadel wasfilled with dogs: cinnabar dogs on lapis plinths, rosewood dogs carved on pillars, and
rea dogs. Thick-furred dogswhich looked like giant cats; long-furred dogs with pointed hunting noses,
giant dogs as hig as ponies; hairlesstiny dogs with mouselike ears; dogs with wrinkled skin that seemed a
gzetoolarge.

And the place smelled of dog, smelled rank and fetid. Dogs were anathemain temples and so, Randal
supposed, dogs were the mascots of the Rankan mageguild, here where the battle between religion and
sorcery had been ongoing for centuries.

Rankan mages vied with priests for the hearts and minds of the populace; their war was barely under
wraps. Only the empire's war with Mygdonia had cooled the struggle between the mages and the priests,
for the Rankan people and the Rankan nobility's dlegiance.

Thingsweren't like that in Tyse, where Ranke's rule was tenuous at best.

The dog dander in the air was a difficulty Randa hadn't expected: his nose stuffed up, hiseyes began to
water, hislungs labored for breath. When held lost Askelon's patronage, hed lost hisimmunity to fur and
feathers.

Glumly, hewas thinking that he'd probably lose his First Hazardship if he went back to Tyse and the
wizards there found out he couldn't control his alergies anymore, when he redlized that the gpprentice
leading him through the corridors had stopped before a particular door.

"Here we are, noble Hazard. Shdll | introduce you, or isyour Presence enough introduction on itsown?'

Randa looked sharply at the apprentice, but the boy wasn't being snide. "Announce me," Randa
decided. "I'll wait here."

So in went the apprentice and Randal had time to blow his nose on his deeve and swalow what he could
of his pride's denouement and wish he'd never come.



Then the boy came back and, with a sweeping bow, stood aside and told him, "Pleasegoin.”
Within the Rankan First Hazard's chamber, three people, not one, awaited him.

All three were backlit by awall that glowed amber asif behind it afire were contained.

He couldn't see their faces; they were black shapes against the glow.

Wishing the Riddler wouldn't get him into these things, he strode up to the raised dais on which they sat
and said, though he hadn't meant to: "I'm Tyse's First Hazard and I've come here, asismy right, to clam
your assistance in amatter of some gravity."

"We know of you, Hazard," one voice boomed out, basso profundo and ditinctly amused. "What aid do
you request?’

Somewhere nearby, adog whined. Randal was supposed to tell these Hazards not to mix in, not to
interfere on one side or another in the coming coup. But the gppearance of the Nisibisi witch and the
vulnerability of the Stepsons to witcheraft made Randa want to do more. The Riddler, who couldn't die,
didn't understand what death meant to men—or mages. Theideaof fighting hisway out of Ranke with all
of Tempuss mixed militiato protect, or of ensorceling that many men so far dl by himsdlf, was more than
disagteful—it was frightening.

So he said: "Theré's acoup coming, in case you didn't know. Ther€lll be anew emperor on the throne
tomorrow, and if we don't help—achoo!— things dong, well be the enemies of the new regime.”

One figure sat up; the other two didn't move.

Randa wiped his nose and continued, wishing the dog in here would leave as his nose closed up
completely and hist'sturned into d's. "And if you'll dake my word for id, dere's someding we can do dad
mighd make dadifference.”

"Go on," said afeminine voice, and Randad was artled: it wasn't usud for afemaleto be aranking
Hazard, but these were obvioudy Ranke's top three.

"Well, we can keep da prieds from inderfering, dad's whaod—ADbakidiss prieds. Makeid clear which
sdewereon.”

"Obvioudy, you have aplan,” said the bass-voice Hazard, "'some machination in mind by way of which
we can prove oursaves an essentia adjunct to this new administration?'

"Of course" Randd lied, though he didn't have aplan, not aclue, just wanted some help transporting all
those fightersif push cameto shove and the onusfell upon him. "Bud you've god do ged rid of dese

dogs, if youwand my hdp."

Thefemaletittered, waved ahand, and something gave aforlorn, receding howl asif it werefaling
through along tunndl.

"Done," said the basso profundo voice. "And now, your plan, honorable Hazard." This adept, too, raised
ahand and, asit waved, from the four corners of the room light sprang into being: a dozen torcheslit.

And there, upon the First Hazard's elegant dog-headed throne, sat Askelon, lord of dreams, with
Tempuss sster Cime beside him, and awizened Rankan adept beside her.

"Come, come, Hazard," Askelon said, and by the dream lord's face Randa knew he wasto pretend they



weren't acquainted. "Let's hear this plan of yours, by which the mageguild's vaue to empire can be
demongtrated, and the priesthood brought to its knees."

The dream lord fingered his own nose and Randa could breath again.

"I'm not talking about bringing anyoneto hisknees, Hazards," Randd said, "just helping thingsaong a
little." With intense foreboding and extreme disquiet, he looked from Askelon to Cirne and redlized that
hed made a mistake—that with Askelon and Cimeinvolved, things were aready out of hand.

It was too late to back out now.
* 7*

"Kama, | want to talk to you and Sync after I'm finished with Niko, so please stay," said Tempus when
the two brought Niko before an ad hoc tribuna congisting of one priest from Abakithissfaction, one
from Theron's, and three generds, of which Tempuswas one a Theron'srequest.

Kamaand Sync, in their dress blacks, settled down uneasily next to Sauni and Bashir. They werelateto
the Winners Day celebration because of this matter of Niko's alleged crime.

The priests got out their divining bowls, their holy water, and their sacrificia birds, and proceeded to
"determine the guilt of the accused” by swishing tealeavesin the bowls, sprinkling Niko with water that
was supposed to burn him if he was guilty or if he was consorting with awitch, and pinning the birdsto
boards with copper nailsto see where their wingtips pointed when they died.

Intermittently, asthe priests mumbled their prayers, Sync coughed in the incense-heavy air of the
guardhouse and Kamalooked out the window wistfully.

When the priests had reached their verdicts, they spoke them:

"He's unequivocdly guilty,” sad the priest of Abakithissfaction, an abino in alightning-spangled velvet
robe, whose "holy water" had burned the back of Niko's hand when sprinkled onit.

"He'sindubitably innocent,” said the red-haired priest of Theron'sfaction who wore aplain robe suitable
for apriest of the armies, and whose "holy water" had taken away the angry red spots on Niko's hand
when sprinkled on the burns.

"Wel," said Tempus, "that's encouraging—the priests are leaving it up to us, gentlemen.”
The other two generals, one from each faction, shifted restlesdy in their seets.

Abakithiss generd said, "The testimony isinconclusive without the gppearance of this Randd, who saw
thewholething.”

Theron'sgenerd said, "What good isamagician'stestimony in amatter of magic? The priestess, there, is
above reproach—" he pointed at Sauni, white-faced at the back of the room "—and so are dl of
Nikodemos's character witnesses. | vote for acquittal.”

Both generaslooked at Tempus, who said nothing, but approached the two priests. " Sprinkle your holy
water on thetable, priest,” he said to the albino who served Abakithis.

"The water of the godsistoo preciousto waste," the priest objected.

"I'll gladly sprinkle minethere," said the priest of Theron'sfaction.



"Doitor I'll doit mysdf,” Tempussad with alittle smile.

When Abakithiss priest sprinkled his"water” on the table, the finish began to bubble where the drops hit
it.

"If Nikodemosis guilty of murdering priests, then soisthistable,” Tempus said loudly, stepping avay so
that the others could see the bubbles. "Nikodemosisinnocent, but this priest isnot.”

"The condition of the priesthood isn't what we're here to determine,” the albino spat.

Tempuswould have argued that, but the other two generds, seeing mayhem in the offing, interposed
themsdves.

When theinquiry was officidly ended, Tempus thought he saw agray face with ashock of orange hair
peering in the window as everyone but Abakithiss lackeys congratul ated Niko.

"Niko," Tempussaid carefully, "1 want you to go with Bashir and stay with Bashir. Prepare your gear
and your horses and be ready to ride. Y ou're not to go to the winners tent and you're not to be done at

any time"
"Yes, Commander,” Niko said, eyes downcast, abashed at having caused so much trouble.

"Bashir, Sauni, you heard me. Keep a close watch on my partner, who can't seem to stay out of trouble
on hisown." It was harsh, but for Niko's own good. Tempus had more to worry about this day than just
his right-side partner. As Bashir and Sauni were ushering Niko out, Tempus thought he saw agrayish
form flit by the door, but he wasn't certain.

And he had other things on hismind. "Kama, Sync, come here."
"Werelate," Sync said without preamble, eyeing Kama significantly. "She's got aprizeto collect.”
"So doeshe," said Kama. His daughter's face was full of suppressed excitement.

"Sync," Tempus said dowly. "Thereéstoo much risk in thisfor you—and for the 3rd. I've changed my
mind and you're rlieved of your assignment. Go enjoy the fete—you've earned it—but ready your men
for aquick exit when | givethesgnd.”

"Thisisal your fault, your doing." Sync crossed hisarmsand glared at Kama.

"Me?' Tempuss daughter rgjoined. "l don't know what you're talking about, Sync. But | know | don't
like your tonel" Sheturned to Tempus, big-eyed and guileless. " Perhaps my father will explain just what it
is1'm being accused of 7'

"Areyou two soldiers or an old married couple, bickering over who will prepare the dinner? Y oull
follow ordersexactly as| give them, both of you. And those orders are to collect your prizes, your gear
and horses, and protect yourselves. That'sdl."

Dismissed, the two stalked off toward the winner's tent, arguing with one another.

Tempus went another way, out behind the guardhouse shed where he'd seen the gray face with its orange
shock of hair.

In hishand he had atalisman, abit of hair and bone, and since there was nothing behind the guardhouse
station but some brush and dirt, he hunkered down there and began to build alittlefire.



Just as he put the talisman on the pile of sticks and leaves and was getting out hisflintsto strike aspark, a
cold wind chilled his neck.

A voicesad, "Yessss... you caled, my ancient enemy?'
Camly, Tempus turned to face Roxane, Death's Queen, who had an orange-haired fiend attending her.
"Y ou want this back, don't you, witchy?' He picked up the tdlisman and held it tightly in hisfigt.

To give Roxane credit, she didn't pale or quail, just sat down on the ground beside him. "Could be,
Riddler. What will you take for it? A ngp? An eternity of deep?”

"I'd like your help with something," he said. "And | think that, because of Nikodemos, you'll seethat our
interests have converged.”

Roxanesfiend hadn't sat down; it stood at a sort of attention, its gangly arms swinging between its knees.
It clacked its jaws now. "Murder? Isit murder? We like murder, we do." Its eyes wererolling every
which way asit tried to watch for intruders.

"Shush, Snapper.” The witch was beautiful, lovelier than Tempus remembered, and when she didn't try to
ensorcel him straightaway, but said, "Make your proposition, Riddler, if you dare," Tempusknew his
plan was going to work.

*8*

It didn't take Niko long to get around Bashir. "What can it hurt, Bashir, just to go and watch? Sauni must
collect her prize, or snub the empire. And we should bethereto seeit.”

They were drinking in Bashir's quarters—the warrior-priest's first mistake. And both Bashir and Sauni,

who amost never drank, had drunk too much, considering it a consolation prize for missing the fete
because of Niko.

Soon enough they were strolling through the crowd together, arm in arm, Sauni's head resting on Niko's
shoulder as she admitted how glad she was she'd get to go.

Niko had drunk nearly nothing, just pretended to be tractable and drunk. Drink had served himill; hed
dtay away from it henceforth. Hedd had time to think about hislife while awaiting judgment for acrime he
hadn't done. He'd thought about Randa and Roxane, the pair of mages who loved him, and decided that
neither one had any clamon him.

Hewas achild of maat, son of the armies, and it made sense that the legions of evil would be drawn to
him, try to turn him to their cause. It was hard to think of Randa as evil, and lately he could say the same
of the Nisibis witch. But held learned, thiswinter season, not to fear sorcery asdl-powerful or unnaturd.
And thismeant that it couldn't compromise him as once it had: Bandaran lore taught that once aproblem
was defined, its nature understood, it was halfway to being solved.

And turning away from the seductive lure of Askelon, from Randd's help, from the witch's caress, had
brought his maat and his secular center together: hewasfeding asif hislife had just begun.

But there remained the matter of a promise he'd made to Brachis, priest of empire, in order to secure
Free Nishisfor Bashir, whom Niko loved despite the amount of god which had crept into the soul of his
oldest, dearest friend.

He had to be there, close enough and ready to lend a hand, take command, do what he'd said he'd do,



evenif it killed him. An entire sate, a country where freedom reigned and men didn't prey upon their
brotherswas worth hislife, and more.

He consdered himsdlf lucky to have the opportunity to giveit for such aworthy cause. Lifewould be
taken from him eventudly, probably for some mean or meaningless transgression, or for no reason at al
but time. Loving life as Niko did, within the harmony of hismystery, madeit a gift hed be honored to
giveto Free Nishis, if thingsturned out that way.

Niko didn't want to die, nor to assassinate an emperor, but it was hisbargain, hisresponsbility, and his
opportunity now at hand. If the gods willed otherwise, it would be shown to him and held ride up to
Wizardwall and then on to Bandara for awell-deserved rest.

Insde the winners tent, Sauni gasped at the magnificence of the decorations that Abakithiss staff had
collected to honor the winners of the games. The tent itsalf was thrice as high as any Niko had ever seen.
A stout young tree was its center pole and its tenting was black and red, emblazoned here and there with
the gilt lion-tearing-the-world of Ranke. Inside were chairs, not bleachers—chairslike miniature thrones
with lion-headed arms and claw-feet, each one gilded with red-velvet seats. On asideboard five yards
long were pigs and lambs and ducks roasted with caterpillars, al seasonable fruits from the empire's
southernmost reaches, samovars of teaand great urns of wine, aswell as casks of beer.

Nearly fifty winnersfilled their plates, opposite the presentation stand. On this, below plests of bunting,
was Abakithiss own Lion Throne of Empire, plusthree lesser thronesfor courtiers. And beside the stand
was adlver bathtub on claw-and-bal feet, the prize to give the overal champion of the games.

Abakithis and his courtiers were not yet in attendance, but two squadrons of pretorians were, and nearly
twenty Rankan daves, their collars bur-nished, from al over empire circulated among the celebrants.

And the daves made Niko's throat tighten. Hed been adave for atime when Ranke conquered Tyse;
he'd been achild, and terrified. Once aman fedsacollar, he knows no man should ever wear one. And
every time he saw one, it reminded him of Abars's, the departed Slaughter Priest, who'd been gelded by
the Rankans and made adave, though he was aking's son, when his father was defeated.

But Sauni wasn't old enough to remember life before the Rankan empire had reached north into the
mountains. Her eyes sparkled with excitement at every eegantly dressed lady she saw and every exotic
treat on the laden Festiva board. Only once did her face fal, when she saw Kamain her 3rd Commando
dressuniform.

Bashir was quick to tell the priestess that women looked better in soft and flowing robes, and when she
said, "Oh, look! There's Crit and Straton! Aren't they handsomein their parade gear! What apair they
make!" Niko offered to take her over there so she could tell the Stepsons personally how well they
looked.

And Bashir was glad to let him. Bashir remembered fighting Ranke al too well, for far too long. The two
friends knew each other so well that they didn't have to speak about it: shared fedlings were exchanged
with atouch.

Then Niko guided Sauni through the crowd, thinking that hisllittle priestess was perhaps the prettiest girl
therethat day, and that somewhere inside her a child was growing that was part his, if officidly the god's.

"Crit! Strat! Lifeto you, brothers. Sauni wantsto tell you something." Niko urged her forward.

She stood wordless for amoment before the Stepsons task force leader and his huge partner, then
brushed her hair off her forehead and said, "Sirs, the two of you look exactly and completely like



Stepsons should—Dbetter than any men here, more valorous and € egantly brave.”

Crit took off hishemet, hisdy grin kind and wise. "Thank you, priestess. Does that mean we qudify for
the god's blessing? WEIl need dl the blessingswe can get, today." Over Sauni'stawny head, Grit's eyes
met Niko's, not questioning what Stealth was doing here, but approving that hed come.

Straton was trying to return Sauni's compliment. Although Strat had lost in boxing, the pair had won in
teamn chariot-racing, and Tempus (Crit confided as Sauni solemnly blessed Strat's head once heldd knelt
down where she could reach it) had relaxed the prohibition on attending when Crit argued that it would
look worseiif al Stepsons stayed away.

"So I'm glad you're here, Stedlth. We may need your sword arm yet." Grit'slips hardly moved ashe
talked and his eyes roamed the crowd. "I hope your horses and your gear are ready—jpacked."

"I'm ready,” Niko said. "Just tell me where you want me."

"Right up front where the priests can see you. Well worry them, watching you, sinceit's you they know
about. It'll beagood diverson.”

Niko amogt told Crit then that he was here againgt the Riddler's orders, but Crit would find out in good
time, and having histask force leader position him thus was a piece of good fortune.

Then Crit had to let Sauni bless him—the lightning bolts she'd commanded againgt the witch were the talk
of the Stepsons camp.

When sheld done with both of them, she turned to Niko, asking shyly, "And you, my lord, my love—
won't you let the god sanctify your battle this portentous day?"

Looking at her, she seemed too wise, too grown up, asif the god were whispering in her ear. "Don't talk
that way, not here. But blessmeif you will, Sauni.”

As shewasfinishing her ad hoc rite, drums beat and horns blared and Abakithis and his courtiers came
in, monkeys and leopards on leashes parading before him.

All the obedient servants of the fat little emperor clapped their hands and whistled as the mis-manager of
empirecamemincingin.

Niko found hisfigts clenched, dl his hatred of Rankans and hisworst childhood memories coming to the
fore.

He did away from Sauni and took up a position where Critias had placed him as the emperor ascended
hisLion Throne, apriest on either sde.

Abakithisraised his jewe-heavy hands. Quiet descended. In a piping voice, the blond-haired monarch
sad, "Let the Festivities begin, O mighty heroes of the empire. All of you, gathered here to celebrate My
Majesty and do homage to our nation, deserve around of applause.”

To one side, apriest began clapping and al the crowd, once prompted, joined in.

Then acart drawn by two snow-white asseswas led inside, piled high with trophiesto be given to the
winners.

But Niko wasn't paying attention to the prize wagon. He was counting Rankan soldiers, palace
pretorians, peltasts, and whomever e se stood between him and Abakithis.



By the time the gpplause had died, Niko had realized that his only chance wasto rush Abakithisduring a
presentati on—Sauni's would be the best. He could walk her to the dais and thus be close enough to leap
on the emperor before anyone could stop him. He wasn't as nattily dressed as some, but his duty gear
was good enough for what he had in mind.

He settled on that plan, locating Sauni in the crowd and smiling at her so shed cometo him and he could
lead her up therelater. He'd push her out of the way firgt thing; she wouldn't be hurt if the god truly loved
her.

Normally, a Stepson facing certain death disposes of his possessions, his horses and hisarms and armor,
giving them to thisgood friend or that. But Since Niko's partner wasthe Riddler, held let Tempus have it
al—the sable gdlion, his sorrel mare, her hdf-Trasfoa, and the quotidian arms he had left now that
Randd had inherited his dream-forged panoply.

Hewasin adreamy sate, ordering histhoughtsfor death, when ahand came down hard upon his
shoulder.

"Don't move, don't turn around,” came agrowl from behind him: Tempus had arrived.
"Crit needs me here, Commander."
"So he said. That's no excuse. Well talk about thislater.”

Niko wanted to face the Riddler, say something about how honored held been to serve with Tempus, no
matter how thingslooked right now, but he held firm, following hisorders.

Then another order came. "And if you've got in mind what | think you do, forget it. It'sal arranged, and
you'll only muck the matter up.”

Then the hand was gone and, out of the corner of Niko's eye, he saw aflash of leopardskin as, from
behind the dais, the tenting dit and burst into flame, and from the far end of the assembly, asound like
hell heaving drowned out the presentation under way.

Before Niko's eyes, behind the Lion Throne, awarty arm and then an orange shock of hair catapulted
through the flaming tenting as priests scattered to save themselves and soldiers, running the other way,
toward Abakithis, careened into them and troops and priests went sprawling.

The asses brayed and bolted, scattering prizes everywhere.

The crowd surged back from the flames, then surged the other way, screaming, as from the tent'sfar end
agrating sound like tortured meta drumsresolved into agreat chariot drawn by sable stalions spitting
froth and driven by the fearsomelord of dreams.

Directly for the dais, Askelon's chariot headed, its horses trampling soldiers with gplomb. Beside
Askelon was Cime, her scale-armor gleaming, asword that seemed to flame and smoke in her hand.

Men of the Rankan pretorians attacked the horses and the chariot, only to fall back under Cime's
ondaught and the pointing finger of the enteechy of dreams.

Niko, sensaing something unplanned in thisdud diversion, drew his own sword and legped, catching Sauni
around thewait in hisleft arm, toward the dais.

Everyone was screaming as the tent became a pavilion of flames and rushed to hack exitswhere they
could. He threw Sauni roughly through one, and climbed the dai's, where all was bodies, confusion, and



theflash of swords.

He dew where he could, hacking a path through to Abakithis, and found that serendipity had put him
next to Tempus, on the Riddler'sright.

"Under the circumstances,” he gritted, "you don't mind, | trust?" as he jabbed his shortsword up under a
Rankan cuirass, piercing an unprotected bladder for akilling blow.

"Not unlesswe don't get them al—every soldier who sees usfighting againgt and not for them.”
Tempus remarked as casudly asif they were planning awar and not fighting one.

Someone landed on Niko's back and he knifed forward, throwing the man over and then ditting his
throat as he landed atop a corpse, face up. "Good. It's nice to be on your right, Commander, for this."

And then there was no more timefor talk, just fighting, as Rankanstried to defend their emperor.

Tempusled him over bodies and through the meleein time to see Abakithis himsalf, not cowering or
struggling, but Stting, knees splayed, in the presentation bathtub, blinking like an owl.

And before him, beckoning, was Roxane, the Nisibis witch. Behind Abakithiss slver tub, the
gray-skinned fiend was munching someone newly deed, gore running fromitsjaws asit chuckled to itsalf.
"Murder, murder! I'mso glad | came!™

Niko thought to strike out for the fiend, but Tempus realized what he had in mind and stopped him. "No.
They'refighting for us”

"The witch?' Niko was astounded.

"Y ou think you're the only onewho can call on hellish ad?' Tempus grunted, his hand lashing out to
cover the face of a Rankan soldier who was plainly fleeing unnatural adversaries, and push the man
backward toward the fiend, who caught him.

Then, from behind, the chariot horses squea ed and thundered so that Niko took a chance and looked
around, and above, where the tent was disintegrating into chunks of fiery, faling desth and the center
pole was beginning to burn.

Nothing Niko had ever seen prepared him for the degth that the hell-chariot was dealing among the
Rankan host: its horses were covered with human blood and the chariot's wheel s sparked fire and rolled
over men and women indiscriminately.

From within it came ahumming sound as Cime's sword swept to and fro and Askelon looked nothing at
al like the kind, compassionate dream lord from Niko's rest-place.

The sight of those two killing stopped Niko in histracks, so that Tempus had to pull him out of the
chariot'sway asit thundered toward the dais and the horses climbed it.

Then, with the tent crashing about them in fragments and men screaming "Run! Run! Save yourselves!™
Niko saw Askelon vault down from his car and get between Roxane, who seemed to be ddlirius with
ecstasy, toying with her prey, and Abekithis.

Thelittle emperor was senseless, his soul dready gone, hiseyesdl white, as undeads usudly were.

But the dream lord, it seemed, wanted the emperor for himsdlf.



Thewitch launched herself a Askelon and there was banshee howling that made every man il fighting
turn and Stare asthe two of them, locked inimmorta combat, rolled upon the dais, which cracked and
smoked and then began to spin and spark and sink down into the earth.

"Come on, Niko—Riddler! Move! Thiswhole tent's going to come down on top of usany minute,”
bellowed Strat, come from nowhere. Crit grabbed Niko by the cuirass and threw him bodily through a
burned-out hole.

He rolled upon the ground, and by the time he/d gained his knees, Tempus, Crit, and Strat came running
out asthe whole grest tent settled, mgestically flaming, to the ground.

"Where's Bashir? Sauni?* Niko demanded, yelling over the screams from the unfortunates caught under
the burning celebration tent.

"Right here," Sync said laconically from behind him.

And there they were, Sauni sooty but unharmed, Bashir with some superficial wounds that said held done
his share of fighting, with Kamaaongsde.

"Where'sthe chariot?' Kamademanded. The tent was too flat to contain that hell-wheeled chariot, or
even standing horses. "And Aunt Cime? And the witch—were they redlly working with us on this?'

"Don't say that—to anyone, ever,” Tempus snapped, cleaning his blade on hisleopardskin mantle. "The
witch was, yes, since Niko'sword was at stake. But Askelon and Cime..." Tempus put on his most
innocent look and shrugged and if mystified, which made Strat roar with laughter and elbow Crit, who'd
taken awound in hisarm and didn't appreciate the gesture.

Then, from behind Niko, Randd said, "If you'll allow asuppaosition or two from alowly Stepson, Kama,
I'll answer that."

"Go ahead, Randd," Sync said before Kama could reply.

"The Riddler sent meto tell Askelon and the Rankan mageguild not to interfere—which meant, of course,
they'd never stay out of it. Y ou know how Hazards are..." Randa beamed. ""Asfor wherethey are
now—don't worry. That was just alittle hierarchic quarrel between archmages— Roxane overstepped
hersalf, making an undead out of an emperor, no matter how bad an emperor he was."

"How can you be so sure, witchy-ears—that is, how can you be so sure, Randall" Strat amended,
rubbing his big face with his hands. "That |ooked pretty seriousto me."

"You'll see" Randd said mysterioudy, and turned to Niko. " Stedlth, are you sure you don't want this
panoply back? I've got my kris; it'sal | need. Take the sword, at least..."

So Niko took back the dream-forged sword that Randal held out, because one look at Randal's freckled
face told him that it was a peacemaking gift between them, and Niko was feding ready for alittle peace,
with hisdead family at last avenged and his unit safe around him.

"But not the armor, Randal—you keep it. If we ever pair again, you'll need it."
The smile on Randal's face grew even broader, so that it seemed hisjaw might crack.

As Niko buckled on the sword with its scabbard of raised demons and its thunderbolts, Bashir nodded
approvingly, then said, "Don't look now, but here comes Theron with fresh troops, a clutch of priests,
and too innocent an expression. Wed all better get our stories straight—no one expected this much



carnage.”

"Hrmph," Strat said to the war party generdly as Bashir strode forth to greet hisfellow priestsand the
new Lion of Empire. "If Theron didn't expect this sort of thing, he doesn't know the Riddler.”

"That may be, but onething'ssure," Crit said, fingering hiscynica amile. "The sooner we get the Stepsons
and the 3rd together and ride out of here, the better. What say, Sync. Timeto form the units up?’

"Time," Sync agreed, and then Niko and the rest were busy following their orders.
Sauni was | eft with the Riddler, watching Bashir and Theron greet each other like equals.

"lan't it wonderful ?* Sauni sighed. "WEell even have an embassy in Ranke, if things keep up likethis. And
templesof Enlil."

"Wonderful," Tempus said, as he went to join the man he'd put on Ranke's throne and the warlord of
Free Nisibisto make sure that Sauni wasright, and things would be as wonderful as now they seemed.

*9*

It wasn't as easy to get out of Ranke as Tempus had hoped it might be: affadavits had to be sworn,
storiestold that agreed in every particular, respects had to be paid to Abakithiss corpse.

But with Bashir and Sauni, priest and priestess of Enlil, VVashankas brother god, affirming the tale that the
witch and the dream lord went to war and Abakithis smply got caught in the middle and perished
because his priests weren't holy enough to have protected him or foretold the dire event, it wasn't as
difficult asit might have been.

Heads rolled among the Rankan hierarchy, true, but those heads were overdue for rolling, and most of
theworst of Abakithissincompetent brood had died in the combat or fried in the tent.

Theron was as good as hisword, and by the time the Band, the 3rd, and Bashir's Successors rode north
together, Tempus's two units were specia forces in good standing with the Rankan empire once again.

And Bashir was the recogni zed ruler of Free Nisibis, aman who was welcome at Theron's court and
who would soon have aflag of his own and embassies throughout the land. Even amodest trade in pulcis
and atransshipping agreement had been worked out between the two monarchs which would enrich
both.

The only shadow over dl thisgood fortune, if there was one, was that Free Nisibis and Ranke were
sworn to fight each others battles, which meant fighting Mygdoniathis summer, like as not.

But Bashir's men had been fighters so long that asummer of planting crops and listening to women
chatter wasn't what any of them did best, so Bashir said that first night they encamped dong the generd's
route, when the fires blazed and men relaxed with drink and drug and tales of individual heroics.

"Y ou're welcome to defect to Free Nisibis, anytime, Riddler, and bring your Stepsons and your
Commando with you," Bashir offered magnanimoudy. "Asamatter of fact, snce you're landholders of
my country, then dud citizenship issurely yours—I'll just have to write alaw decreeing it." Bashir
sretched out in the firdight and crossed hislegs.

"My thanks, Bashir. It'sgood to have aplaceto cal homethat isn't Ranke. But | think I'll rather missthe
dayswhen you'd put on your wolf-skin and dink through the night, howling."



"Hell howl again,” Niko put in as he came back from escorting Sauni to bed: thiskind of talk wasn't for
women, except for Kama, who the Stepsons and the 3rd didn't think of as awoman—except for Crit,
and perhaps the 3rd's colonel, Sync.

"Aswill wedl," Tempus agreed. "Nothing lastsforever, especidly peace and empires.” Not when
Roxane was abroad in the land with her Nisibis power globe, Tempus thought but did not say.

Just then Tempus's daughter appeared, flushed in the torchlight, and since neither Crit nor Sync was
present, Bashir wagered with Niko under his bresth as to which had put the color in her cheeks.

"Tempus," Kamasaid, "therésaboy out at the perimeter, one we caught snesking into camp. He says he
knows you and he's got an urgent message.”

"Doesthis boy have aname?' Tempus asked, suspicious.

"Hewouldn't give it without persuasion, and the sentry thought held better ask before starting any of that.
He said only that he'sfrom Sanctuary and that the messageis, too.”

Strat groaned elaborately and got up on hisknees. "Oh, please, Commander, please—anything but that!
Don't send your poor fighters back to the empire'sanus! I'll muck stables, take awife— anything but
thet!"

Niko grinned his quick canny grin and teased: "But what about the vampire woman, your one true love,
Strat? She'swaiting for you down by the White Fod River, I'll bet, in one of Sanctuary's more
commodious dums. She's surely never found another to replace you..."

"Sanctuary?' Sync quipped. "What'sto be afraid of, Strat? Except your reputation—the Stepsons il in
Sanctuary are the laughingstock of empire.” That brought Strat up on hisfeet. "Sync, I've had about
enough of your durs upon our unit's good name. It'stime we settled this, man to man, now that the 3rd
can do without itsleaeder if it hasto, while you're recuperating.”

"I didn't mean to offend. Where do you think that we got the idea you Stepsonswere al panses,
impotent and vain? From the scuttlebutt, that's where, and what news has come up from Sanctuary,
which, | admit, probably isn't true, the way Sanctuary can't possibly be as bad as everybody says.”

"Let'shopeyou don't find out how bad it is," Strat glowered, mallified to some extent but not entirely.

Tempus eyed Niko. "Stay here and stop any trouble from these two before it occurs, Stedlth. Kama,
take meto thisboy."

As Tempus waked with his daughter through the soft cool night of anewborn spring, he broke alengthy
dlence: "You did well in Ranke, daughter. Better than I'd hoped.” He hadn't meant to call her that; he
didn't liketo think of her that way, or wonder who her mother was, or what she thought to gain from
following him around.

But the way she said, "Thank you... father,” he knew she was deeply pleased and deeply touched.

"Just don't call me that where the men can hear you,” he warned. Then: "What do you plan to do? Stay
on? st it time you had a hushand? Crit is—"

"That's over. Oh, hed probably marry meif you asked him to, but I'm making my own way well enough.
| want to be taken at face value, that's al, given the chance you'd give any manjack among your
Stepsons. That's what everyone in the 3rd wants. .. not to be a second-class unit, loved less than the
Stepsons no matter how we try to earn your respect.”



"Isthat it? What the 3rd wants?' Held never thought of it that way—never redly thought about the 3rd,
beyond their history and their reputation as the hardest-fighting commandos in the empire. "They'll have
their chance, then, and so will you."

"Is Niko going to marry that priestess... what's her name?

"Sauni? She'swed to the god, Kama. Hell sniff around her until the child is born, then redlize he's not
respongblefor it or her, and go on to other girls. Stealth's a Stepson—"

"Right, | know," Kamasaid bitterly. "To the death with honor, shoulder to shoulder, and no one gets
closer to a Stepson than his partner.”

Sinceit was Crit she was talking about, that Niko, Tempus et his silence answer.

And when at last they reached the perimeter ation, adesignated rock where a sentry detained aboy, he
was glad to send Kama back to the campfire done.

Then he said to Gayle, the sentry on duty, "I'll take care of this, Gayle. Go about your busness.”
"Y ou're sure, Commander? He's a porking nasty little porker."
"I'msurel can handle him.”

"Yessr, Commander." And Gayle removed his blade's point from the throat of the youth he was holding
againg therock.

In the dark, Tempus didn't recognize the boy until the youngster said, with just atrace of aNisbis
accent, "Remember me, Tempus? I'm the one that brought your Nikodemos out to the Stepsons
barracks in Sactuary with his dead partner that day | found them both in the middle of the road.”

Then Tempus did remember, though he couldn't recall the dumhawk's name. The boy had been an agent
of Niko's, under Grit's control, when Crit had been running covert operationsin Sanctuary.

"| paid you for that service a the time. What do you want, boy?'

The moon was waning, but Tempus could see the dark lipstwidt. "I've got amessage from. ..
somebody... in Sanctuary. They didn't want to be named, figured you'd know who sent it. There's
trouble there they need your help with—bad trouble, and that's the truth. The town'sin the control of the
fish-eyed invaders, the princeisin deep trouble... and those Stepsonsthat you left there—" the youth
cowered, expecting this newsto bring ablow "—can't fight their way out of an outhouse."

When the blow didn't come and Tempus didn't answer, the youth, breathing hard, said, "They said you'd
give me somethin' for my trouble, but 1'd just like to walk out of here, no problem.”

"Not sofadt,” said Tempus, hitching himsdlf up on theflat rock, intrigued and abit disquieted.
"Tdl memore™

He interrogated the youth for awhile, then said, decided, "If you're going back that way, you can ride
aong with some men of minewholl beleaving in the morning.”

"Me? Ride with fighters?' The youth spat and said, "Naw... I'll just handle my own troubles and not buy
myself anybody esgs.” Then he seemed to change hismind. "Wel, maybe just alittieway..."

Tempus called Gayle's name and the Stepson's head popped up from cover not ten yards away. "Y ou



heard dl that, Gayle. Get thisfellow abed and amount.”
"Yessr, Commander. Come on, porker. Oh, Commander?’
"Yes, Gayle?'

"If you're sending a strike force down to Sanctuary, 1'd like to volunteer—I've never been there. | might
be useful. And the Stepsons who served therelord it over those of uswho havent.”

"Done," Tempus said.

And Gayle, who'd joined the Stepsonsin Tyse and was usudly the most controlled of men, let out a
whoop of pleasure that Tempus found, when he got back to his campfire, had carried all that way.

"What's up, Commander?' Crit had come back from checking horse lines. "We heard somebody yell like
the god had made him king of heaven.”

"Crit, you'rejust the man | want to see.”

Taking Critias asde, Tempus explained the mission and said, "But | can't spareyou. Youll haveto stay
with the Nigbis, with Niko and me, for atime, at least until | seeif Niko is serious aout going to
Bandara—in which case, I'd like you to come with usto theidands.”

"To Bandara? Where they teach what Niko knows? I'm honored that you'd— Oh, | see: Strat. And a
commander for the strike force..." Crit bent down and picked up a stick, asure sign that soon hed start
scratching aplaninthedirt, eveniif it wastoo dark to seeit.

"All right, g, let's see: Strat will bein charge of the mission, of the Stepsons, and welll send Sync dong
to act as his rightman—ad hoc, of course. And Gayle, who wantsto go.” Crit stopped, looked up,
peering a Tempus through the dark. "Oh, | know who I'd like to send there..."

"[t's up to you. Anyone you want."

"Randa—they'll need magica assstance in Sanctuary. And—" Crit scratched his head, then said with a
grin that flashed in the meager moonlight: "—and Kama, if it's agreeable to you."

When Tempus didn't answer, Crit rushed on. "It's nothing personal, not because of us. shesasgood a
covert actor as|'ve ever seen; Strat's used to working with that sort of help. And awoman can do things
in Sanctuary that aman never could, especialy among the fish-folk, who're ruled by women.”

"Y ou don't have to explain yourself to me. It's settled, then. Let'sgo tell them.”
Tempus himsdf told Strat and Randdl, leaving the rest for Crit.

Strat screwed up hisface and glared at the wizard. "Well, witchy-ears, what say? Can we do without
Niko and Critias, prove oursaves sufficient on our own? There's achance for adventure herelike you've
never had, if you've the somach for it."

"Only if you'l stop cdling me ‘witchy-ears."
" sniffed themage.

"Good man, Randd," Tempus said. "Without you | wouldn't chance it—someone has to be there who
can keep me informed of what's afoot. Don't hesitate to use the mageguild network or come home by
cloud-conveyance: someone a Hidden Vadley will dwaysknow wherel am.”



"Yessr, Commander,” Randd said, his chest puffed out, his shoulders straight. "I'd just like to say
farewd| to Niko—" The Hazard bit hislip.

"Weveadl got partnersto wish lifeand glory, Randd," said Strat, putting abig hand on Ran-dd'sarm.
"Comeon, I'll walk you over—this sort of thing's never easy on afighter.”

Weatching the little mage and the huge Stepson walk back toward the campfire where Niko and Crit were
waiting with the best of his officers, Tempusfdt just alittle bit wistful, but he had a right-side partner and
obligationsto the larger force. He couldn't just go flouncing off on anew adventure at the drop of a hat.

*10*

When the hell-wheedled chariot drove into camp, decked out like amarriage-wagon, three days before
the mixed militiaarrived in Tyse, Niko couldn't believe his eyes.

Hed sad farewell to Randd with amixture of melancholy and rdlief: if Randd proved himsdlf in
Sanctuary, perhaps he'd outgrow his hero-worship, which made Nikodemos uncomfortable. And
Sanctuary was just the place to make the mage a man.

But held thought he'd seen the last of sorcery for awhile when held seen Randal on hisway. Hed even
gotten misty-eyed as the dight, long-necked mageling rode off with Strat into the south.

Cime and Askelon were so bedecked in gleaming armor and the hell-forged chariot car shone so brightly
that Niko, thefirgt to seethem riding acrossthe hilly sward, didn't at once redlize that they had othersin
the chariot with them.

The three-man chariot was ardatively new invention—men argued that what was gained by the extra
man aboard was |ogt in maneuverability and speed.

Niko rubbed his eyes at the spectacle approaching, then called out for the Riddler without moving,
mesmerized by the oncoming apparition from the land of dreams.

By the time Tempus had been found and a crowd of Stepsons had gathered, well back from the
bloodthirsty Askelonian chariot team of mare and stalion, Niko was sure of the identity of the dream
lord's extra passengers. one was the supernd sprite, Jihan, golden-eyed and feminine in an overpowered
way; the other was a boy, thirteen or so, called Shamshi, whose father had been an archmage and whose
mother was a Mygdonian noblewoman.

Askelon raised ahand in greeting and beckoned.

Only then did Niko redize that Tempuswas right beside him. The Riddler said under his breath, "Well,
go on, Niko, it'syou hewantsto see."

"Me?" Niko glanced a Tempus, who looked positively nonplussed. "I think it'syou, with al respect,
Commander.”

Tempus Sghed rattlingly, his eyes on Jhan, the Froth Daughter. "WEell go together, then, rightman, and
face this as best we can.”

For thefirst time, Niko wasn't convinced of the honor of being Tempuss right-side partner.

But go they did, up to that chariot where Cime and Askelon waited, leaning on its bracers, smiling likea
pair of calswho'd just upset amilk pail.



By then the Froth Daughter and the wizard's son had scrambled out of the car and Shamshi was racing
toward Niko, cdling out, "Niko! Niko! Wait till | tell where I've been and al the adventures we've had!™

Skidding to a hdlt, the tow-headed boy hugged Niko like along-lost brother. ™Y ou've grown, pud,” Niko
sad, not taking his eyes from the dream lord who watched everything with satisfaction.

And Tempus, beside him, took the chariot horses by their guide-rein, stroking the stallion's arched crest.
"What isit now, Ash?'

"What, indeed,” Askdon said as, from the horses far sde, Jhan approached the Riddler hesitantly.
"Weve cometo invite you to our wedding feast, and give giftsto the only living relaive of my new bride."

Niko, hushing the boy who was chattering on about how glad he wasto be back among the living and
how Niko had been the Stepson he'd missed most of dl, saw Jihan touch the Riddler's arm amost
pleadingly and stand on tiptoe to whisper in hisear.

Tempussaid, "Cime, isthis marriage agreeable to you?'

The Riddler'ssster sat sdeways on the chariot'srim. "Come now, brother, would | be hereif it were
not? And who would you recommend for me, if not the lord of dreams? Don't tell me you're not pleased
to have your woman-toy back, or that this chariot,” she dipped off itsside, "isn't to your liking, or that a
breeding pair of horses such as these doesn't warm even your wizened heart.”

Niko heard Tempuswhisper "Damn," and then saw Jhan's fingers twine with his: the Froth Daughter
loved the Riddler ill.

"And what about Jhan's father? What kind of trick isthis?' Tempus growled.

Then Jhan spoke doud. "My father has relented. He's given me leave to come back and be with you,
poor londly, deepless man—eterndly.”

Niko thought he heard his | eft-side leader groan, but it might have been the chariot's axle or the very
earth as Askelon dismounted his car and stepped upon it. Jihan was more than morta, yet possessed of a
child's soul. When she'd been among the Stepsons, the Riddler had gone to great lengthsto avoid her.

And yet, to rgject her might be to consign her once more to languish in the archipelago of dreams. Niko
looked a Tempus, his hand on Shamshi's golden heed: the boy hugging him tightly knew that hisfuture
was at dake, that if Tempus refused these "gifts’ he might end up back in Askelon'simmeaterial domain.

"We could take Shamshi to Bandara, Commander. I1t'swhere he belongs. It would be no trouble..."
Niko offered.

A glarefrom the Riddler hushed him as Askelon held out the chariot horses reins.

All the men were gathered now, well back, muttering among themsalves. These giftsthe dream lord
offered—a chariot of fiery magnificence, another pair of sables, amare and stud, which would make the
breeding program at Hidden Valey second to none—wererich indeed.

"All this, for doing me afavor and taking my sister off my hands?' Tempus said so low that only those
close by heard him.

Askelon smirked sheepishly. "Wed hopeto rid you of Death's Queen, the Nisibis witch. But—"
Askelon spread his hands "— some matters belong to fate and not even | can change them. She'sloose
and in possession of the power globe—although not Datan's. | told you, | come bearing gifts. Randal’s,



which I will ddiver through his dreams, is Datan's globe. Roxane has her own—amaiter, you'l
remember, over which Death's Queen and | had adight dtercation. So, though Randa'sis benign and a
counterweight, Nisibis power globes are loose upon thisland. Surely your new god'stold you what that
means”

"So what? Things aren't any different than they've ever been, that's al. And what do you expect from a
god of war—not peace, that'ssure. | told him | wasn't interested in chasing after Roxane. I'm telling you
the same. Stay out of thingsthat aren't your business, Ash. | didn't want you for an enemy; | don't want
you for afriend.”

"But you've got mefor abrother-in-law, notwithstanding what you want."

Cime had come up close and now she sidled in between Jhan and Tempus, raised her hand to her
brother's cheek, and stroked it. "Don't be jealous, dear. It could never have worked with us. Gods
know, | tried. Just accept thiswith what good grace you can muster. Forever is such avery long time."

He shook his head and stepped back from her, his chagrin and fury ill-controlled. "Fine. I'll take the
horses, the chariot—I'll even throw awedding for you two, if that's why you've come. But you'll both be
on your best behavior, not disturb any—" here he looked significantly a Niko "—of my men or try to
upset what balance remainsamong us."

Jhan, huge eyes glowing red, tugged on hisarm like aschoolgirl and in her husky voice said, "And the
boy and 1?7 Riddler, tell himwe can say. | shal make you happy; well spend athousand deepless nights
seeking infinitely better pleasures than we've ever sought before..."

Then Tempus's shoulders dumped and he rubbed his brow. "Jihan..." He stopped, stroked the lead
horse who was nuzzling hisarm, then said, "Thistime, you'll have to comport yoursdlf like either awoman
or a tepson, not like aspoiled immortal brat."

"I promise,”" she said passionatdly, beginning to raise her amsto heaven, about to swear in her father's
name. And as she did, the sky began to boil and to darken and, behind, two dozen Stepsons hit the dirt.

Tempus grabed her wrists and pinned them to her sides. "That'swhat | mean—~no more of that. Lifeis
complex enough without your al-powerful parent'sintervention. Just promise, don't swear in the name of

anything or anybody. All right?"
Jihan promised softly, her fierce eyeslovesck asamare's.
Then Ash said, "Fine. It's sitled, then.”

Cimesad, "Findly, brother, you're showing somefaint glimmer of intelligence. Accepting the inevitable
may make aman of you, yet."

Shamshi sad, "Bandara? Redlly, Niko, you promise? Tell medl about it."

And the sable gtallion raised his muzzle to heaven and trumpeted avictory clarion before heturned in his
traces and bit his mare upon the neck.

*11*

Crit was glad to get hometo Tyse, settle back into his Lanes safe haven, and take care of business as
usual. He missed Strat, but his guess was that either the strike force would be home soon, or they'd dll
end up in Sanctuary by and by.



There was, however, one residual matter he felt honor-bound to expedite.

Heinvited the Riddler and Niko into town one night for dinner at Madame Bomba'sto discussit. And
there, in aback room the Madame reserved for guests who needed privacy, they ate duck and oranges
and drank Machadi wine and smoked pulcis, now in good supply thanksto Niko's unclein Caronne.

"Werein good financia shape,” Crit said, though he was running out of small talk, "thanks mostly to
Niko's uncle and the profit-sharing arrangement with Madame Bomba, but in part also to the stud at
Hidden Valey." Thiswastrue—Crit had just finished going over the books; the Stepsons pension fund
had fattened while they were gone.

"But no thanksto Theron?" Word had come up from Ranke that certain priests, led by Brachis, il
inssted that the death of Abakithiswasthe 3rd Commando's fault. Tempus continued: " Theron will do
the best he can, both in the matter of hogtile-fire pay, when he can safely send it up, retroactive to our
arrival at the Festival, and in clearing the 3rd's good name.”

"It's not the financia part which bothersme," Crit continued, watching Niko, who'd been very quiet and
had hardly touched hiswine. "It'salittle matter of revenge. Niko, tdll the Riddler whose name you heard
mentioned when Abakithiss priestsinterrogated you in Ranke."

Niko tipped his chair back on its legs and gazed ruminatively at his plate. Then he said, ™Y ou know, Crit,
| reglly don't remember. Painful things are quickly forgotten.”

Tempus said, "Crit has a point, Niko. Don't hesitate on my account. We dl know who Crit means.”
"Then, for the record,” Niko said, his chair coming down on al four legswith athump, "1 did hear Grillo's
name. But Grillo'sagood friend of yours, Riddler, and of Bashir's. 'mwillingto let it goif you are..." He
looked between the two. "And personaly, I've lost my thirst for vengeance." Before Tempus could agree
with Niko, Crit said, "Wdll, I'm not willing to let it go. And it's not vengeance, it's security: ours. If he's
whispering in Rankan ears, he's no friend of ours—or of Bashir's." "What do you propose, Crit?' The
Riddler's gaze was steady, clear.

Though everyone at Hidden Vdley talked of his marathon nights with Jhan, Tempus seemed nonethe
worse for wear. Perhaps she was what he needed, an immortal, indestructable sprite for aman
somewhat more than human, but Crit had expected to see some sign of dissipation—dark circles around
his eyes, hollow cheeks... something different. But the Riddler, as aways, was unchanging, just the same.

"I'dliketo give him," Crit suggested, "just exactly what Niko got from his Rankan cohorts.” Niko said, "l
wouldn't wish that on any man.”

But Tempuswas dmost smiling. "If you fed it necessary, Crit, go ahead. But, since we know he's
whispering in the empire's ear, and that empire, right now, isn't our enemy, why don't we leave him where
heis, so that we can make use of him later if we choose?!

And since thiswas exactly Critiass sort of solution, the one held have put forth himsdlf if Niko hadn't
suffered so because of Grillo, Crit agreed: alive double agent was more useful than adead man, to Grit's
way of thinking.

*12*

One night soon &fter, the night that spring'sfirst breeze blew over the Nisibis border into Hidden Valley
and down aong Peace River where Parthawas in mourning for hisdain son, Grippa, Niko paid the
bereaved man acal.



Partha's heavy features were drawn with grief; hewas sitting in hisgreet hall, done, bundied upina
bearskin robe before a man-high fireplace.

"Hello, son, it'sgood to seeyou,” Parthasaid."Sit, Sit.”

Niko sat, not in one of the carved chairs, but on the raised hearth, facing Partha, with thefire at his back.
When the day had come to break the newsto Grippas father, Bashir had done most of the talking,
couching everything in religious terms while Sauni and Niko had supported Partha as he staggered from
the blow.

None of what Bashir had said, Niko knew, had brought this old man the right sort of comfort.

Not even the fact that his daughter was a priestess elevated above dl other priestesses, who would soon
bear the god's child, could do that.

So now Niko said softly, "I'd like to tell you about Grippa—there are things you ought to know." The old
man sgueezed his eyes shut, then, asif bracing for ablow, said, "Go on.”

"Grippawon both hegats of hisfootrace with the best times of any athlete from any nation.”

"He did?' The old man smiled and | et the bear rug fal from one shoulder. "That's good. Good news. He
was dways afad little snipe. Too bad he never grew to manhood..." "But he did.”

"Hedid?' Partha's voice was thick, armored, yet hopeful.

"Hedid. And dl of my fellow Stepsons acknowledged him as ayoung hero. | told you there were things
you don't know." Niko, seeing the pain in Partha's face, told himself that this had to be done. Then he
began twigting the truth about a dead boy to save aliving soul from unnecessary grief. " Grippabecame a
Stepson, was accepted into the brotherhood as a rightman.”

"Ah," Parthanodded again and the bear rug dipped from his other shoulder. "That's very good. Good
newsindeed."

"'So much was Grippa beloved among the Stepsons that when he died we held specia gamesin his
honor, afull day of games, with wondrous prizes, and Tempus himsdlf presided over therites.” Partha sat
up Straight, the bear rug faling away. He sat forward. "That's true? The gods are good to an old man.”
Heleaned forward, and it might have been thefirdight, but Niko thought he saw the old fierce gleam
return to Parthas eyes.

"And why do you think we held ahero'sfunera? Why did |, mysdf, though | was sorely wounded at the
time, enter the javein throwing, win it for Grippa's sake, then break my prize-javelin and dedicateit to
young Grippas pyre?' "Why?' Parthas eyeswere locked on Niko asif on hisimmorta soul’'s salvation.
"Why?" he demanded again in vigorous, eager voice.

"Because Grippadied atrue hero—fighting witchcraft. Not just any witcheraft, but the Nisibis witch,
Roxane, Death's Queen. He fought her bravely, he fought her to the death and with full understanding.”
"My son, my son," Parthamurmured, hedlthy tears streaking down hisface: tears of pride, not tears of

anguish.

"And therésmore," Niko said. He didn't like this sort of duty, didn't like to draw things out or twist the
truth, but men who take lives must also save them: Sauni was sure her father was going to grieve himsdlf
to death. And Partha, who'd given Niko shelter when it seemed everyone was againgt him, deserved
better.



"More? Therés more?' Partha put his elbows on hiskneesand hischinin hisfists. "My boy—my man
—son, the hero—did more than that?*

"More. That'swhy we praised him so extensvely when he went up to heaven. Grippagave hislifefor
me—protecting me from the witch when | was wounded and weak in my sickbed. He sat outside my
door and when the witch came for me, hetried to drive her off."

Parthajumped to hisfedt, thrust hisfist high inthe air, and gave awhoop that shook the rafters. "Grippa,
wherever you are, | loveyou!" Then, to Niko, he said in hisold, commanding way, "Well, boy, get up.
What are you sitting there for like awhipped pup? Thisis no time for mourning, but atime for joy! Weve
a celebration to arrange, acommemorative day for my son, Grippathe Witch-fighter, the hero!™

Niko had to bite hislip to keep from smiling as Partha dragged him by the arm through his hdls, waking
servants from their lethargy to arrange for " Grippas Day."

He hoped the witch would forgive him for misrepresenting the facts to Partha, but compassion was
something he aone knew that Roxane understood.

That night, in Niko's dreams, she came to him from beyond the veil—not to lie with him or ensorce him,
but to smile on him and touch hisface and tdll him, "Niko, | will dwaysloveyou, but | will not haunt you.
When you're ready, come to mein Sanctuary and well have areunion which will offend neither god nor

And there was something in the witch, some sense of poignancy, sacrifice—of apure and nearly human
sort—which made Niko know that he had nothing to fear from her, now to ever.

Hewoke up amiling, glad that she was safe.
* 13 *
Tempus had to make an appearance at the Grippas Day fete, the first of what wasto be an annua event.

And as he escorted Jihan, in her tri-colored scale armor, onto Partha's grounds, he heard arumbling in
his head and told her, "Go find Niko and young Shamshi. Keep an eye on the boy, keep him out of
witch— out of mischief."

She kissed him passionately, saying, "Yes, of course. But don't worry: Shamshi's had hisfill of mages
after histime with Askelon. He wants to be a secular adept, like Niko, not awizard like hisfather.”

And off shewent, her high rump gleaming in the sunlight. He didn't really mind having the Froth Daughter
around, except when she wrestled him to adraw or took it in her head to rape him, which wasn't often.
She was on her best behavior, trying to act like awoman, aware that she was a Stepson—or
Stepdaughter—on probation, asfar as he was concerned.

Tempus was till watching her when Niko emerged from acrowd of soldiers, in full dresshelmet and long
mantle, to greet her, with Shamshi beside him and the sorrel mare'sfoa on atether. Thefoa wasto be
the Stepsons gift to Parthafor fathering such a hero as Niko had made Grippa out to be.

It wasdl coming out very nicely, or at least aswell as Tempus had expected, hetold himsdf ashe
climbed ahillock and sat down there, waiting for the god to speak.

Overhead, the clouds were fluffy, white horse-shapes drawing chariots across an endless field of sky.
Spring was upon the high peaks, and they gleamed in the distance, proud and snow-capped asif they
knew that they were free.



Soon enough he'd venture west, with Niko and the Mygdonian-born Shamshi, to make the boy an
gpprentice in the idands where the elder gods gtill held sway and men studied the old ways and older
mysteries.

Tempus had taken Abarsis there, when the Slaughter Priest was just a child. Perhapsif someone had
consigned the Riddler to the secular adepts, when he was young and foolish, things would have turned
out better—he might have a purer sort of soul, not be the avatar of chaos he'd become.

Niko was sure that the masters of Bandara could help Shamshi overcome his blood and become an
initiate of spiritua sgnificance: Niko had the right to demand that they accept the child, despite his
wizard's blood. Tempus was sure only that it was worth atry. Shamshi didn't want to go back to
Mygdoniaand he couldn't stay with the Stepsons, not until he'd been purified from the taint of magic and
become aman.

Sitting on acarpet of old dead grass and new green grass, Tempus ran his hands through it, thinking
about nature's habit of cycling struggle into rebirth. Springtime aways made him fedl reborn. Once, in
another world and another life, when nature itself was young, held been a philosopher and then héld said:
Thisworld order, the samefor al, neither god or men have made, but it dwayswas and isand shall be
an everliving fire, with measures of it kindling, and mesasures going out.

Some day held liketo dip hisbonds and dide back acrossthat border in eternities over which agod had
long ago thrust him, back to that world and those smpler men, and see what dterationstimes everliving
fire had made.

But for now he was content with the upcoming trip to Bandara and even with the news coming back from
Sanctuary, though he might ride down to the empire's anus and see for himsdlf, if the war with Mygdonia
didn't demand his personal supervison.

Helay back on the hilltop and stared at the clouds, at one cloud in particular which looked like amighty
warrior in achariot even more splendid than the one Askelon had given him on Cime's wedding day, a
cloud-chariot drawn by slver-gray horses whose manes stroked the heavens and whose mighty hooves
seemed about to strike the top of Wizardwall's highest peaks.

He hadn't had much time for this sort of luxury lately, for lying under the heavens and letting the
magnificence of the world renew his spirit.

The curse had darkened his sight for eons; now that he was free of it, he knew that the lonelinessand
bitterness with which held lived so long weren't necessary, but optiona: lifeis such agift, and men so
unheedful of it, that too often they forget.

Remembering, now, he was sure that those thoughts he thought and those deeds he'd done were right
enough, in the greater order of the universe, and that the legacy held bequeathed his Stepsons was the
rightest thing of dl.

Life and everlagting glory was the potentia of every soul, if only each one held the thought and lived with
honor. The rest, as Niko said, was lend-lease, borrowed for the moment, meaninglessin the end.

So as hewaited for Father Enlil to come and grumblein his ear about Nisibis power globes and warsto
come and blood to spill, he didn't mind: it was hislot.

He was content.



