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Prologue

ou do me wrong, milords! [ am no beggar. In my time [ have been
many things, from lowly tinker to royal tyrant—once, even, [ was a
godl—but I would never stoop to begging. | am by avocation a
trader of tales, and this humble garb is my normal wear.

[ travel this desolate trail from choice, honored sirs. Distant places have a
fascination for me. In my time I have visited almost every town or city this
side of the Rainbow. Name it and I can speak of it.

No, my only purpose in accosting you was to suggest we might exchange
stories upon the way, to shorten the road and ease the burden of sunlight.
Tales of love and war? Tales of glory and failure? Tales of wonders? No, | do
not mind waiting while you eat . . .

Well, that is most generous of you, milords. I admit your stew pot smells
enticing. Certainly | can speak and chew at the same time . . .

Being a god? It was a most unpleasant experience, and not one | should
ever care to repeat.

But [ do not mind telling you of it, although it is a lengthy tale, which may
well stretch even to the next meal stop, or beyond. It happened long ago,
when first | dreamed of Zanadon, fairest city of the plains . . .
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The Reaver Road

s it had been prophesied, | came down from the hills and walked

over the sunbaked plain. Very soon I noticed fresh horse drop-

pings on the baked red ruts of the road, the first | had seen for

many weeks. | saw also that the way was empty of the stragglers
who had kept me company all that time. Sensing the danger, they had
taken cover.

[ walked on, feeling odd in my sudden loneliness, but knowing that a care-
ful scan of the hedges and hayfields would reveal the missing wayfarers cow-
ering in the foliage. Soon one man, bolder than the rest, rose and called a
warning, | acknowledged with a wave and continued on my way, whistling as
before, confident of my destiny.

The sky was very huge and blue, and the heat wearisome. | wondered if
the faint shadows to the north could be the famed Kulthiar Range, or merely
some trick of the haze. The east was still streaked by the smokes of yesterday.
Every morning the smokes were closer.

To be out of the endless olive groves was a relief, for | was not yet des-
perate enough to eat untreated olives, but | missed the shade. The plains' fer-
tile fields and orchards that | had been hoping might offer some nourishment
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had been picked clean by the army of locusts preceding me. A whole day and
a night had gone by since I licked the crumbs from my provender bag.

I never pester the gods with complaints. They are well aware that a min-
imum sustenance is necessary if | am to perform my duties. Gauntness has a
certain appeal. Possibly | had created a miscalculation by sharing the last of
my victuals with little Bulla. If so, I did not regret the act, for her breasts were
as rosebuds and her tiny hands restless as summer butterflies.

Since the night Dom Wilth burned, | had met no one coming from the
west. [ had traveled faster than most, for there had been few able-bodied men
upon that road of sorrows. Children and cripples and old women yoked to
carts had been my companions. Penniless, homeless, and dressed in rags, they
had yet been kindly and uncomplaining in their misfortune. Despair clears
away pettiness. Many had been alarmed at first by my outlandish garb and
appearance—it is part of my trade to be visibly a stranger—but once | had
assured the refugees that | was not a Vorkan, they had been content enough
to talk, while I lingered awhile at their slower pace.

Thus I would gather a tale or two. Soon, though, aware of the urgency
of my mission, | would bid my companions good fortune, and they would
call down blessings from the gods upon my back as | strode ahead to the
next group.

Now | walked alone through a deserted land, hearing only my own
whistling and the rumbling of my belly.

[ arrived without warning at the wide glare of a river and a ford, and they
seemed familiar to me. Although the river was too large to be any other than
the great Jolipi, | saw no boats at all. Admittedly the water was low at that
time of mellow summer, a tress of silver braids winding among shoals of
golden sand.

Charred ruins showed where a ferryman’s house had stood, but weeds
sprouted within the blackened timbers, and there could have been no ferry
there for many years. A legacy of a garden remained in the form of six green
willows and a tulip tree flaming scarlet. I had no recollection at all of house
or ford, but [ recognized the tulip tree.

Sprawled on the black carpets of shadow in the grove, a squad of soldiers
was taking rest while keeping careful watch on their chomping ponies and
also on a group of near-naked men crouching in the sunlit water. These
bathers were splashing listlessly and making none of the cheerful noises that
such activities normally provoke.

As | approached, soldiers turned their heads. | knew how hot they must
be in their bronze hats and metaled corselets, their greaves and vambraces, for
[ have worn such absurdities in my time, although never willingly, | knew also
that their unfortunate mounts would never rise above a trot when so bur-
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dened. These stalwart warriors might be competent at intimidating peasants,
but the Vorkans would ride gavottes around them.

Their leader was easily identified by a crested helm and a bronze cuirass.
Even sprawled on the grass, he was a man of authority, thick chested and nar-
row eyed. He leaned on one elbow, and his calm was a symbol of power in
itself. His beard of black ringlets hung almost to his waist, lush even by the
standards of the Spice Lands. Indeed, he had a magnificent head, which might
well have graced a marble bust, or a golden coin. It would have looked splen-
did on a pike, too.

| headed in his direction. Some of the nearer soldiers sat up, reaching
hands to sword hilts and regarding me with distrust. My hair and skin are
lighter than is common in the Spice Lands, and my eyes are gray. | wore my
beard close-trimmed in those days. Even without my foreign garb, I would
have been visibly a stranger to these warriors, and warriors' violent instincts
always rise to the surface at the sight of strangers.

[ smiled back guilelessly at them and was allowed to pass unchallenged.
Arriving at the leader, | dropped my staff, swung my bindle from my shoul-
der, and then sank down cross-legged.

"May your life amuse the gods, Captain,” I said cheerfully.

He raised one bushy black eyebrow. “That is not greeting | have
encountered before.”

[ pointed out that it was a worthy one, and asked if he would prefer the
hazards of boring them.

“Indeed, when you express the matter like that, then see the wisdom in it.
[ hope you also will provide amusement.”

[ smiled to set his mind at ease. "Such is always my aim, for | am a trader
of tales, and amusement is my business. Sir, my name is Omar."

The captain's large hand stroked his apron of beard “And | am Publian
Fotius, captain in the army of Zanadon.”

“Ah! Then you may be able to assist me. Is not the city of which you speak
that same Zanadon of renown and glory, the Zanadon whose fighting men are
so furnished with valor and hardihood that it is known throughout all the
Spice Lands as Unvanquished Zanadon?”

The soldier studied me with care and then nodded solemnly. “Such indeed
is the case, thanks be to the Holy Maiana and Immortal Balor.”

“Thanks indeed. | am indeed honored to meet one of its outstanding
citizens. But my geography is hazy, noble Captain. | have been following
the Reaver Road toward Shirdle and Thang these past many days. Dare |
believe that this rolling flood | see before me is the celebrated Jolipi River
of ancient story, and that therefore I am within a day or less of
Unvanquished Zanadon itself?”
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“You are overly modest, Trader of Tales Omar," the captain said in his
sonorous voice, “for you have stated the situation exactly. But an hour's stroll
up the river will bring you within sight of the granite wails and many shining
towers of Zanadon the Unvanquished.”

[ ran a thumb thoughtfully over my own trim beard. “In these times of
troubles, when the flagitious hordes of Vorkans ravage the land, defiling the
very plausibility of the gods with pillage and slaughter—when mighty cities
such as Forbin and Polrain and Dom Wilth have gone down to destruction—
then surely Zanadon the Never Vanquished must stand forth as a sure refuge
against the marauders.”

“We shall resist them with all vigor and, if Holy Maiana wills it, grind
them beneath our heels.”

“Spoken like a brave soldier, a noble citizen, and a faithful servant of the
Holy, er, Maiana,” | said with enthusiasm. “But . . . you will pardon my pre-
sumption if [ seek to pose a further question, or even two, perhaps?”

The captain turned his noble head to study the men in the river. "I must
needs be on my way shortly, but pray continue, for I am rarely regaled by con-
versation so learned and inspiring.”

"Your kindness illuminates your greatness, Captain. This, then, is the mat-
ter that now troubles me. Many are the refugees | have observed upon the
road, fleeing the fury of the Vorkan horde. Many mark out my way ahead and
many | have overtaken. Great though Unvanquished Zanadon may be—how-
ever renowned her mercy and hospitality—there surely must be limits to the
number of unfortunates she can succor in her bosom?”

"Alas! You speak of a matter that sorrows us greatly.”

I sighed. “Then were | to make this trifling journey up the river that
you mentioned, might it not be that | should be turned away, and my
petition denied?”

Publian Fotius sat up. As if that was a signal, the troop began struggling
to their feet with sounds of clanking bronze and creaking leather. I noted that
some needed help to rise, they were so loaded.

"Be of good cheer, Trader Omar. | ween that the gods have guided you to
the very man who can assist you in your ambition to enter into the sanctuary
of Mighty Zanadon, the Unvanquished.”

"Then may the gods be praised for their mercy!”

He regarded me with sudden chill. “And may I inquire what business you
have within the city?’

"] have been ordered to proceed there,” I explained.

"Ordered by whom?”

"By the gods, Captain. | am not certain which gods, or god, although |
suspect that the mighty Krazath, or Balor as you term him, is at the heart
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of the matter. You understand, therefore, my joy at having encountered
one who can win me admittance? It is a curious tale, with which I shall be
happy to enlighten you. It begins some two years ago, when I was first sent
a dream, which—"

"The matter is not quite certain.” The captain braced his hairy knuckles
on the grass, drew up his boots, and sprang easily erect. His bulk darkened
the glade.

[ clambered to my feet, also, feeling like a willow by an oak. “I beg of you,
honored sir, to inform me what impediment may lie in my chosen path, and
how [ may seek to circumvent it."

Publian looked me up and down. He waved a wordless signal to his men.
Some hurried to attend the ponies, others went over to the water and began
summoning the bathers, addressing them in crude and peremptory terms. The
captain continued to consider me, stroking his flowing beard.

"Your wisest course in my estimation, Trader, would be to remove your
clothing immediately—all of it.”

| frowned in mild surprise. “Sir> | have received such instructions from
common vagabonds and cutthroats in my time, and | confess that similar sen-
timents have been conveyed to me on other occasions by members of the
opposite sex, usually more by way of insinuation. But I am at a loss to under-
stand how such an immodest act now could benefit my chances of favorable
consideration by the civic authorities of Unvanquished Zanadon.”

“Then consider the corporal here,” said Publian Fotius with an expan-
sive gesture. "His name is Gramian Fotius, the son of my youngest brother.
Is he not a fine, strapping lad and a credit to the army we both have the
honor to serve?’

“Indeed,” I said, looking up at the giant so indicated, "if I may make
allowances for his comparative youth, I can truthfully say that I have never
observed a warrior to match him in either quantity nor the awe-inspiring qual-
ity of his demeanor.”

“Then you will understand the wisdom of my advice when I explain that,
should you delay further in implementing the course of action I recom-
mended, Corporal Fotius will rip off your right ear with his bare hands.”

I admitted that this insight clarified the advisability of compliance,
and proceeded to strip off my hat, shirt, breeches, and sandals without
further delay.

“Search his bedroll,” Publian said. “Turn around, prisoner. No brands? Nor
do I see even marks of the lash. You have been as yet deprived of the salutary
experience of being flogged?”

“I fear so, sir. My audiences do not invariably greet my narratives with
enthusiasm, but | have yet to provoke negative response as drastic as you
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describe.” | completed my turn, and waited, enduring the captain’s continuing
inspection with untroubled good humor. No one who has spent as many years
as | did among the Bushmen of Gathoil will ever be troubled by nudity.

"And no weapon scars! You were never a soldier?’

[ admitted that [ had been, once or twice, but assured him that Mighty
Krazath had always smiled upon me and turned his terrible frown upon
my opponents.

“Praise to the god,” Publian said, “although he is unfamiliar to me by that
name. | fear | must conclude that you are a spy, stranger. What gold?"’

The soldier who had been ripping my bindle to shreds now rose and
sheathed his sword. “None, sir.”

“Try his clothes. Trader, I do not see your knife. How does any man sur-
vive without a knife>”

"With a fuller belly, for the first few hours.”

“The tales you trade have so depreciated that you must deal your very
knife away?"’

“Alas," | admitted, "my tales have not depreciated, but the value of food
has risen to levels hitherto unprophesied. It was a good knife, with a handle
of carved bone in the form of warring demons.”

The captain nodded reassuringly. “I suspect you are better off without
it, then.”

[ watched with sadness as my breeches were shredded—the fine
breeches that dark-eyed Illina had made for me, fashioned from soft
brown camel leather and stitched with scarlet thread. They had covered
my knees comfortably and left my shanks bare for the heat of the day. My
sandals had been the price of a night's entertainment at the Seven Gods,
in Wailman, and they, too, were now disassembled. And so, finally, was
my shin—a garment of strong linen, and still good, a gift from a caravan
leader down near the coast, for shirts are unknown in the Spice Lands.
The road dust of a continent obscured its pastel dye, dark sweat had
mapped oceans upon it, but | was sorry to see it so ruthlessly treated. My
hat I had made myself, of yellow straw, and | did not mind that being
returned to its component pans.

But no gold was thus revealed, and Publian smiled for the first time, glint-
ing teeth as shiny amber as cats’ eyes amid the midnight of his beard.

“You are fortunate indeed in your poverty, Traveler, for | cannot envi-
sion a spy without either gold or weapon. You are also either fortunate or
clear-thinking in approaching me to relieve your prospect of imminent
starvation. As you so acutely postulated, Never-vanquished Zanadon has
regretfully closed its gates to the rabble that the Vorkans drive before
them. Were they to be admitted, they would undoubtedly congest the
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streets, pollute the air, and disturb the nights with strident ululation. One
small exception only is permitted.”

"l pray you to disclose it," I said.

The captain waved a paw at the clinking line of unfortunates now emerg-
ing from the water.

“My men and | were dispatched in search of able-bodied volunteers of
good character to aid our citizens in their arduous labor of raising the
walls. And, while you hardly measure up to Corporal Fotius as a paradigm
of manhood—nor would you ever be chosen to pose for a statue of
Immortal Balor in the temple—I descry that you are healthy, acceptably
thewed, and may be worthy of the daily gruel with which our civic leaders
will reward your willing service.”

Paying no heed to the smirking soldiers closing in around me, | stooped
and selected the largest remaining fragment of my linen shirt. [ knotted it
expertly around my loins. It was less than adequate, but [ would still be one
of the better-dressed members of the company.

"l am at your service, Captain.”

"That much was evident from the first,” Publian said.
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The end of a Tether

have been part of a slave gang often enough. Having just been washed in the

river, this one was considerably more pleasant than most in my experience,

and [ marched willingly over to the end of the line, cooperating as the bronze
collar was locked around my neck. I noted a few surprising points, though.

The pickings had been poor. There were thirteen men in the coffle, and
only one of them looked capable of surviving very long in the stone quarry
that was our most probable destination. That one was as stalwart as the hulk-
ing Corporal Fotius—more imposing, even, as more of him was visible. A
ragged poorly healed scar angled down from his collarbone to his hip, and an
arrow wound in his calf made him limp. Furthermore, his back bore an assort-
ment of red and purple welts.

This titan had been placed at the rear of the line, and burdened with the
unused length of chain. When [ was locked in behind him, he shot a furious
glare at me under brows as imposing as battlements, baring teeth in his sod-
den jungle of beard. His black hair hung in wet tangles to his shoulders.

Correct procedure would have been to put this most dangerous specimen
near the middle, and to load the leftover chain on a pony, so that the gang would
be tethered at both ends. Captain Publian Fotius was being curiously inefficient.
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However—as | once remarked to Vlad the Opprobrious, or possibly his
grandfather—the only thing that ever surprises me is the expected. | did not,
therefore, seek to advise the captain on the finer points of his trade, and I shoul-
dered the weighty, corroded burden without complaint, although I could see
from abrasions on my predecessor's shoulders that it was going to be onerous.
When the escort mounted up and the coffle lurched off along the towpath, I
quietly redistributed the load so that a few stray loops hung down my back, for
the two young lads equipped with whips looked unpleasantly enthusiastic.

Of late my feet had grown accustomed to sandals, and the chain grew
excruciatingly hot in the fierce sun, but | ambled along cheerfully at the requi-
site pace, whistling softly through my teeth. My main concern was that
Unvanquished Zanadon might feed its slaves in the mornings and not the
evenings. Had | been a praying man, [ might have mentioned that worry to the
gods. The most interesting activity in my field of view was the tortuous paths
the sweat beads found down the battered back of the hairy giant in front of me.

The chain clinked, the ponies’ hooves thumped, and my belly rumbled.
As we departed the Reaver Road, though, we began to see more settled coun-
try, secured by the might of the city—we passed several troops of armored
men. The fields here had not yet been looted, nor the hamlets burned.
Peasants bent to their toil without looking up as we trudged by.

Captain Fotius had stated literal truth when he said that an hour's
walk would bring us within sight of Zanadon. Truly its granite walls and
beetling towers are an inspiring sight, and [ was stirred by seeing at last
what | had viewed so often in my dreams. Regrettably, the great city
stands at the top of a solitary and imposing mesa. It is visible a long way
out across the plain.

Soon we began to see traders and mounted caravans and women carrying
bundles on their heads. Among these, inhabitants of the city itself could be
recognized by their grander attire.

The climate of the Spice Lands is benign, and only in the hills is clothing
ever needed for warmth. Even the winter rains are usually warm enough to
ignore. In the villages men tie a cloth around their loins and leave it at that.
In the cities that most basic of garments has been expanded into an ornate
swath, whose detail comes close to being a cult, rigidly regulated. The law-
makers fuss endlessly over the colors, the patterns, the fineness of the cloth,
and the number of times it has been wound around. The height of the lower
hem is even more critical. Slaves and the very lowly must leave both knees in
view, but increasing status is indicated by covering first one knee, then two,
and so on, until the wealthy and important drape both legs to the ankle.

To the initiated, a swath reveals the wearer's rank or trade, his fortune and
family and patron god, and how many children he has sired—they work those

9
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loincloths harder than the king of Klulith's ox! Moreover, the swath must be
held by a single pin, located just below the navel—this is obligatory. The
ornamentation permitted on the pin is a study in itself.

The cities' sumptuary laws usually allow cloaks to some groups—the rich,
the royal, and the religious—but most men rarely wear anything above the
waist except pot-shaped hats and square black beards. In some cities a man
may not marry until his beard reaches down to his nipples, which is why in
Urgalon pretty girls are known as "neck-benders.”

Women seem to wear anything they please.

As evening fell, we drew near to the base of the ramp, and the soldiers
halted to rest their mounts and eat a brief snack. They allowed us to lie down
in a cool, reedy ditch after the ponies had been watered. Strict penalties were
announced for anyone who spoke, and one of the whip-bearers patrolled up
and down the line to compel obedience.

[ arranged my face close to the back of my neighbor’s head, and waited
until the guard was at the far end of the line.

"Omar," | said without moving my lips.

"Thorian,” came the whisper.

| remarked that we were going to be worked to death or slain when the
siege began, to conserve food.

The nod was barely perceptible, but quick. I was encouraged to surmise
that this Thorian had more than bone inside his thatch, not counting the lice.
| closed my eyes until the guard had come and gone, and then asked if he
could break the chain without my help.

He shrugged. He must think he had a chance, though, or he would not
have been so annoyed at losing the hindmost place.

"If you need me, stoop,” | said, “so I can reach over you.”

Another nod.

"I'll tell you when the time is right. And let me lead when we run, for I can
take us to safe haven.”

The guard returned and departed.

“I may need your help carrying this load,” | admitted reluctantly. A com-
panion who could snap one chain could probably snap two and depart alone.

"Quarry?” he muttered. "They won't take us into the city tonight.”

"Yes they will. I am certain.”

Cracks and screams from farther up the line ended our attempts at con-
versation. That was just as well, I thought. Thorian might next inquire how
well | knew Zanadon.

10
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The great gate

s we began to ascend the ramp, the soldiers dismounted and pro-

ceeded on foot, leading their ponies. The incline is so long and the

ascent so high that the army has standing orders for all returning

patrols to proceed on foot, lest they overstrain tired mounts. Most
officers have more sense than to antagonize their men for the sake of a
footling regulation, but Captain Publian Fotius was an exception.

The burly Gramian Fotius appeared near the rear of the line, and he was
not in a jovial mood. A vexed expression marred the customary tranquility of
his countenance. He was leading his pony with one hand, and in the other he
bore a whip of plaited oxhide.

He paced along for a while beside Thorian, eyeing him as a strong man
may seek to take the measure of another, for they were of comparable stature.
The slave, despite the other's social and strategic advantage, matched him
scowl for scowl.

The soldier opened the conversation.

“Want some more pain, Slave?” he inquired jocularly. “Want me to do your
back again?”

“No."

11
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"Didn't hear that. Speak up.”

"Please don't flog me anymore,” Thorian growled.

Fotius grunted in disappointment and thought for a while.

"You got a wound,” he remarked at last, pointing at the half-healed scar
that transected the other’s torso. “Where did you get that wound, Slave?’

"Fighting Vorkan scum.”

Fotius then pointed out that in future Slave Thorian would be required to
fight nothing more than blocks of stone, and that those were undoubtedly
more suited to his abilities and prowess.

The other indicated that he was entirely satisfied to leave the Vorkan
problem in the hands of the capable Corporal Fotius, and had every confi-
dence that the blood-drenched reavers of Dom Wilth, razers of Forbin, and
rapists of Polrain would suspend their advance, cease their ravaging, and
flee in terror immediately upon learning the identity of their new opponent.
In cultured and measured discourse, Thorian further implied that, wound or
no wound, he would be happy to take on the corporal at any contest or
form of competition known to man or god, and would thereupon employ
his person to clean dog droppings from the gutter. And furthermore, he was
at a loss to know why the corporal was perspiring so copiously at the
moment, on this trifling hill.

I concluded that he was a man of spirit.

Fotius might reasonably have pointed out the unfairness of Thorian's
final observation, in that he was struggling with a skittish pony in a crowd
and was personally encased in almost half his own weight of bronze-uphol-
stered bullhide, while the slave wore only a metal collar and a small rag. He
did not do so, but who among us has not at some time overlooked a possi-
ble witty rejoinder and only thought of it much later, when the debate was
over and the opportunity missed?

The earlier challenge having escaped his notice altogether, due to the
careful phrasing employed, the corporal decided to drop back and taunt me
instead. | could sympathize with his frustration—there could be little satis-
faction in flogging a chained captive, and in any case the press of the crowd
would inhibit the limber arm motion needed for satisfactory results.

In most realms [ have known, it is decreed that travelers when passing
must veer to one side of the way, the choice being specified. On the great
ramp of Unvanquished Zanadon, the law explicitly requires those
approaching to walk in the middle and those descending to stay on the
outside. | do not know the reason for this, but I do know that the result is
to add greatly to the confusion of traffic when the ramp is, as it then was,
crowded to overflowing. The parapets are low and in places the drop from
the sides is considerable.

12
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Gramian Fotins eyed me with a puzzled expression. | was the madman
who had walked up to his Uncle Publian and just asked to be made a slave. |
had not been ridden down and clubbed like the others. He could tell I was
crazy just from my smile.

"Teller of tales, huh?" he said.

"Trader of tales. I tell you one, you tell me one. Fair trade.”

Bronze jangled as the corporal shrugged. “You start.”

A descending camel train caused a momentary delay. Fotius's pony reacted
in the way ponies always do to camels. The corporal eventually settled the
matter by striking the beast with his fist, half stunning it. Then he was ready
to listen, and I could begin.

"Ever since | came to the Spice Lands—"

"You weren't born here?”

“No," I said. "l was born on the Isle of Evermist, in the far north. My father
was a carver of ivory and my mother a professional wrestler. You want to hear
a tale of Evermist or of the Spice Lands>”

"Spice Lands, of course.”

It did not matter to me. “"Well, then. Often since I came to the Spice
Lands, | have been told tales of the mischievous god Nusk.”

“Never heard of him."

"He is the god of doorways and beginnings.”

"Oh, Nask, you mean.”

“Perchance he is known here as Nask. He is said also to be the god of ado-
lescence, frequently associated with virgins. Many tales depict him in that
wise, as a comely youth of spirit. It is told among the Wailmanians, for exam-
ple, how Sky, the Father of Gods, discovered Nusk among the rushes of the
Nathipi River, philandering with a group of mortal maidens. Being most
exceedingly wroth at his wilful son's behavior, Sky ordered him to complete
a great work for each of the maidens he had thus dishonored so that mortals
would evermore be reminded of his shame.”

"What was he doing with the maidens?>”

I sighed. "The details were not specified, but I fancy much what you your-
self do, Corporal, when a group of the lovely creatures besets you in a
secluded place. The works that Nusk was thus constrained to attempt were to
be monuments so mighty that no mortal could have achieved them.”

"How many maidens?” he demanded, showing genuine interest.

“Your perception has penetrated to the nub of the heart of the center of
the mystery! By establishing how many works the god completed, we may
know how many maidens he had used so shamefully. The estimates vary,
depending on the teller of the tale. In all regions west of the Nathipi, though,
it is agreed that this great granite ramp of Zanadon, rising so straight and
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direct from the plain to the giddy height we have now achieved, level with
the clifftop, must be considered first among all the wonders of the god. You
will not argue with that?”

Gramian Fotius considered the question, crunching up his forehead
under the brow of his helmet. Before he could reply, the parade stumbled
to a halt, jammed in the press before the gates of the city. Grunting angrily,
he went shouldering forward to see what the delay was, dragging his pony
behind him.

Thus I never did hear his conclusions.

Relieved of the obligation to entertain the corporal, | thankfully slid my
burden of bronze chain to the ground. Flexing my aching shoulders and rub-
bing my scrapes, | appraised the marvels before me.

Truly, all the legends of the world do not do justice to the great gateway
of Unvanquished Zanadon.

The gates themselves are mighty and many layered, each twice as thick
as a man is tall, wrought of thick oaks from the forest of Ghill, and bound in
bronze. Teams of plodding oxen turn the windlasses that move them, but so
long is the ramp leading up from the plain and so high the watchtowers above
them that no marauder has ever managed to charge the portal fast enough to
prevent their closing.

The gates themselves are therefore generally assessed as the second of the
wonders of Nusk.

And the granite walls that enclose the city are assuredly a third. They
stretch off out of view on either hand, topping the sheer cliffs of the mount.
[ have seen more city walls than other men, [ suppose, but never any to match
those of Zanadon. Why the elders should seek to raise them farther was an
enigma to puzzle a god.

But then I decided, as most visitors do, that the two figures flanking the
arch are greater marvels still. My dreams had never shown me those. Carved
in high relief from the warm brown stone of the walls, they shine like living
flesh. Their eyes are inset in ivory and jet, so cunningly fashioned by ancient
craft that no viewer can evade their fearsome gaze. They watch each traveler
arriving, from the time he first sets foot on the apron of the ramp, far out on
the plain, until he passes between them. No mortal may enter Zanadon unno-
ticed by its gods.

On the left stands Holy Maiana and on the right Immortal Balor—eter-
nal lovers, parents, and preservers of Zanadon, twin children of Father Sky
and Mother Earth.

Maiana is crowned by her crescent, inset in silver, and the horns alone are
four times the height of a man. Her nipples are inlaid with a man's weight of
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precious rubies; the hair of her head is set in diamonds and that of her groin
in sapphires. Immortal Balor is even larger. His sword and armor are of solid
gold, his beard of darkest hematite.

My enchantment was broken as a passing mule attempted to nip my knee.
[ stepped back hurriedly, almost tripping over the heap of chain at my feet
and jarring the tether that bound my neck to Thorian's. The big man choked
and grunted angrily.

[ apologized, and aimed a kick at the hindquarters of the departing mule.
The mule retaliated, narrowly missing two yellow-cloaked priests and a laden
porter, and they were all swept away down the ramp by the press of the crowd.

The guards had vanished in the throng, so it was safe to talk.

"It seems to me,” | remarked, “that the Vorkans have small need to van-
quish Zanadon itself. Even if they cannot penetrate the gates, they can loot
those two figures. They will thereby gain more riches than may be culled
from a total pillage of all other cities in the Spice Lands.”

Thorian chuckled into his matted beard. His eyes gleamed black under
the sweaty tangle of his hair. “Then you have not heard the story of Susian,
O Trader of Tales?”

[ admitted that [ knew of him as Great King of Thereby, and something
of the wonders of cruelty and conquest he achieved, but I recalled no narra-
tive relating him to Unvanquished Zanadon.

"Then hear it now,"” said the giant, “for it was where you stand that Susian
met the fate he so eminently deserved. Having conquered all the nations
between the Kulthiar Range and the sea, and all peoples from Forbin to the
Edge of the Sown, Susian of Thereby came in his might to challenge
Zanadon, and his hordes darkened the plain.”

"Hordes always darken plains,” I observed.

"“Darker than usual,” said Thorian. “The gates were slammed in his beard,
of course. He marched three times around the city, promising mercy if it sur-
rendered, and the priests hurled cats at him from the walls.”

"Why cats?"

"That is not recorded. Apparently it was an insult.”

"Doubtless.” | apologized for my interruption.

"Then Susian, thinking as you do, that to strip the riches from the
guardian god and goddess would amply repay his efforts, began construction
of a scaffold. Two scaffolds, | estimate, one on either hand.”

"A noble ambition,” | admitted. “The cliffs fall sheer a hundred spans
beneath the holy feet."

"Exactly. And the citizens spitefully dropped rocks upon him, wreck-
ing serious hurt upon his workers and damage to their morale. And thus
was he foiled.”
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“Your conclusion lacks a certain artistic finality. Did the mighty Susian
merely march off in a huff, then?”

Thorian pushed back his bush of hair with fingers like the handles of
trowels. "Far from it. He contrived a ram of enormous length, purposing to
bring the whole might of his army against those very gates you observe. And
such was the multitude of his legions that he filled the entire ramp with
armored men, from the fevered paddies of the plain even to where we stand
below the towers."

"Ah! The image bears intimations of impending disaster.”

“Verily. Before the gates could be forced, they were flung open, and the
army of Zanadon swept out with Immortal Balor himself at their head.”

"Great was the slaughter?”

"Great was the slaughter.”

"They ran like vermin?”

“Not so. Susian himself was smitten by Balor in person, of course.”

"Of course. But some must have escaped. The ramp is narrow when we
consider the magnitude of the forces involved.”

"They all perished! The van was struck down by Balor and his cohorts in
conventional fashion, I admit, but so great was the torrent of blood that
flowed down the ramp that the rearguard drowned in it and was swept away
into the Jolipi! Not a man survived to bear the story home to Thereby.”

“It has scope,” | admitted. "It conjures an epic vision. [ am grateful to you
for this, Thorian."

"You are most welcome. But now | observe that we are free of the atten-
tions of our guards, and I feel ready to hazard the strength of my arm against
these insolent bonds. There is a link here that seems inferior to its fellows.”

“Let your manifest virility be curbed by patience,” I said. “There is no
sanctuary there.” | gestured to the ramp, running down forever, straight and
steep, crowded with refugees and camels and mule trains. “Two fugitives may
evade pursuit in this tumult, I grant you, but we need refuge. The Vorkans are
coming, and we must enter the city.”

“We shall have no better opportunity,” the big man said, scowling sus-
piciously at me.

"Yes we shalll” I insisted. "Did I not assure you that they would bring us
to the gate, and not to some distant quarry? Trust me. More important—
trust the gods! Tonight we shall sleep in freedom within Unvanquished
Zanadon, | promise.”

Thorian stared hard at me and then shrugged his great shoulders. “You
have much faith in the power of prayer!”

“I never pray,” | snapped. "It is the worst of errors. Now hush, for [ think
our captors return.”
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[ had no reason to say so; | wished only to contemplate my surround-
ings, for this was an experience worth savoring. One leaf of the gates stood
closed, and the remainder of the passage was packed with a screaming,
struggling multitude:

Soldiers in bronze armor, shining bloodred in the sunset, raised empty
hands to show they came as suppliants, clamoring of their prowess and the
battles they had fought . . .

Bulky merchants in their many-colored swaths, howling that their permits
were still valid and fumbling for bribes as they were evicted from the city . . .

Smug, black-bearded citizens showing their passes calmly and being
bowed in through the throng . . .

Pack beasts, and wagons, and slaves bearing carrying chairs . . .

An ambassador and his entourage in cloth of gold, spluttering purple out-
rage at the indignity being heaped upon his monarch—and being turned
away regardless . . .

Noble ladies in silks and gems, seeking to sell their bodies on any terms
to anyone who could win them residency . . .

Rich men sobbing as they offered their all . . .

The Vorkans were coming.

[ sighed, hungry for all the tales | saw there and would never hear, and for
the irony, also. Because, when the evening chaos was settled, then fourteen
near-naked men would be admitted before the gate was closed—admitted
merely for a spell, of course, until they completed their labor or it killed them.
That was the intent. | have a weakness for irony.

Far below the plain was shadowed now, and the lights of fires showed a
litter of campsites as far as the eye could see. There were the richer refugees,
leaders with many followers—petty kings who had abandoned their cities,
defeated generals with the remains of their armies, displaced tribes of the
uplands, all come to offer allegiance to Unvanquished Zanadon and pay the
price of entry with the blood and muscle of their young men. Eventually the
young men would choose to enter as slaves—for a spell—and the leaders
would starve outside. The Vorkans would loot their bones. Or the
Zanadonians might. It would depend on timing, I decided.

Oh, the tales to be gathered on that plain! The threads of ten thousand
lives . . . love and death, rape and sacrifice, hate and friendship. Could I but
stretch one evening to a mortal life span, | could not gather all those stories,
and I must shun them all, for the sake of what awaited me within the walls of
Zanadon the Never Vanquished.

As the sun dipped into the plain, a whip cracked, and we were driven for-
ward through the gates, into the city.
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Escape

he vista disclosed to the traveler as he first enters ancient Zanadon
has been praised since the dawn of tourism and lauded by poets
unnumbered. I was thus unfortunate in that I could see nothing
except Thorian's wide back.

I do not complain, though, because | regard complaint as a paramount sin.
[ was steadfastly disregarding my weariness and the weakness of hunger, and
doing my best to ignore my burden of chain. In truth, | was very glad to
escape from the minatory scrutiny of the sentinel gods, whose obvious suspi-
cion was worrisome.

But I did want to see the view.

Progress was slow and frequently blocked altogether. At those times [ could
stand on tiptoe and peer over the big man's shoulder at the fabled splendor of
the jeweled city. | saw it through a forest of pot-shaped hats, but I saw it.

"It is impressive,” he muttered. "I deplore untoward ostentation as a rule,
but there is a point at which sheer excess can raise vulgarity itself to the
stature of an art.”

"They say no true count of the shining towers has ever been made, and
the domes are without number,” | countered.
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"But they have only one temple. I call that paltry.”

“Narrow-minded, perhaps.”

"I am at a loss for further comparisons.”

| informed him that the poet Fimloo had praised the king of Urgalon's
new palace by deeming it "Fit to be a slum in Zanadon," and the king had
rewarded his flattery with gold.

Thorian twisted his head around in his metal collar and regarded me skep-
tically out of the corner of his eye. “"Monarchs rarely appreciate such subtlety
of metaphor!”

“Melted gold,” | admitted. “"He washed out Fimloo's mouth with it. But all
witnesses agree that this street is without peer.”

The Great Way, to which I referred, is paved in whitest marble and wide
enough to march an army fifty men abreast. It is flanked by mansions and
palaces, ornamented with statues and fountains, and shaded by enough great
trees to furnish a small jungle. Seen from the perspective of the gate, it nar-
rows like an arrowhead, whose point rests at the entry pillars of the temple on
the highest point of the mount, far away and high above.

The ziggurat itself is no mean edifice, and it is capped by the House of
the Goddess, although all that could be detected of it at that distance was the
gleam of its golden dome. Yet the pyramid is quite overshadowed by the two
statues that flank it, Maiana and Balor. In design they match the figures guard-
ing the portal, but are free-standing and greater in size. Eagles fly around their
heads like gnats, and they overlook everything.

Thus | found myself again under the foreboding gaze of the twin deities.
They could obviously see me peering at them over Thorian's shoulder, and |
found their frowns worrisome.

“Truly,” I murmured, “no city is better guarded by its gods than Zanadon
the Unvanquished.”

"That sounds like a prayer,” said Thorian.

"It was intended as a statement of principle.”

Conversation was interrupted when our bridles yanked us forward
again. The area of the Great Way just inside the gate was crammed to
bursting with citizens and soldiers. Slaves brandished flaming torches
before their masters. Odors of people and livestock and evening meals
warred in the air. Wagons of provisions rolling in jostled empty wagons
hurrying out, ponies and mules and camels pushed through the tumult, and
everyone seemed to be cracking whips and shouting oaths and orders all at
once. The weeping rich who had bought their way in were being method-
ically stripped to the garb of paupers, so they could be evicted the follow-
ing dawn, as the law required. The fair women were being led off to
whatever vile servitude they had accepted.
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The coffle halted again. Again [ rose on tiptoe to admire the view. Maiana
and Balor still stood at the top of their city, shining red in the sunset as if
enraged by this unseemly pandemonium. They were still staring right at me.

For some time Captain Fotius and his men struggled to clear a way
through the crowds. They were tired and eager to complete their task and
return to their homes. They bullied and shoved and shouted themselves
hoarse in the din, but so great was the press that they made little progress,
while the sky overhead darkened to slate and the smoky torches flamed
ever brighter.

Had I not been watching for the opportunity I expected, it would have
killed me. A binding failed on a wagon, and great barrels of wine went rum-
bling off. The horses of the following wagon shied and reared.

“Now!" | yelled, and threw myself against Thorian's back, grabbing with
both hands for the chain between us. Thorian seized his own tether with
intent to snap it, but he had no chance then. The runaway team plowed
through the crowd and into the chain gang.

The other twelve slaves died instantly, of broken necks. Many of the
guards and bystanders were less fortunate. | was yanked forward inside my
load of chains and then whipped bodily into a party of jugglers and acro-
bats being deported as undesirables. | thought my bronze wrappings had
crushed me, but they granted me some protection as | was dragged through
the carnage.

When | came to a stop, | was under the wagon, with my nose touching
one of the rear wheels, so close had it come to rolling over my head. I sur-
mised from the incredible amount of noise | could hear that I was still alive,
and | forced my fists to relax their death grip on the tether. By twisting my
head, I could see Thorian's familiar back, although at an unusual angle. It rip-
pled, strained, and then said, "Ha!"

Having thus freed himself from the corpse ahead of him, Thorian rolled
over. His hair and beard were spattered with blood. “You are profligate with
your powers, Sorcerer!” he said angrily.

I made incoherent noises through a bruised larynx and a broken neck.

"Can your magic sever this tether?” Thorian demanded.

[ shook my head. I licked my lips and tasted blood, although probably
not my own.

Thorian wrapped the chain around his fists. The muscles of his arms
bulged like melons, and veins swelled in his forehead. | joined in, and we
heaved together. The chain stretched but did not come apart. We relaxed
with simultaneous gasps.

"Pity," the big man said. "As | postulated, there was a defective link in the
other. Nevertheless, | am minded now to view the sights of the city, includ-
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ing all points of historic and artistic interest, and | propose to drag you along
in the hope of furthering your education.”

[ made no demur.

We wriggled out from under the wagon and then struggled to our feet.
Onlookers were attempting to aid the wounded, while shouting descriptions
of their own narrow escapes over the screams. Flaming torches waved in the
gloom. Amid the confusion, we two slaves were barely noticed.

"Heavy!" | croaked, indicating the chain still looped about my neck.
Despite Thorian's wounded leg, he could probably manage the additional
burden better than I.

"Permit me this indignity,” the giant said, and scooped me up bodily.
"Look damaged, if you can.”

"That I can manage,” | groaned.

Shouting for a medic, Thorian bulled through the crowd, using me as a
battering ram. As we reached the outskirts, however, we came face to face
with the towering mass of Corporal Gramian Fotius.

Clearly, although the names might escape him, the faces were familiar. He
said, "Hey!" and then, "Huh?" and went down before Thorian's charge in a
crash of metal. Thorian stepped on his face and kept on running. Shouts went
up behind us. Pedestrians stepped hurriedly out of the way, and we disap-
peared into the darkness of an alley.

Limping harder as he tried to make speed, Thorian rounded a corner, into
an even narrower alley, flanked by high walls and roofed by the last glow of
twilight. It was familiar. [ said, “Stop here!”

Thorian stopped and set me down, panting loudly. “"More magic now?"

“No magic.” | hauled off my burden of chain. “There are spikes atop this gate.”

“A regrettable display of inhospitability,” the giant said, accepting the
chain. He arranged the loops as best he could in the dark, swung them to and
fro a few times, and then hurled. The snake seemed to hiss as it unwound
upward, and so great was the violence of the throw that my collar almost
yanked my head off. Then the string crumpled and fell back to earth, rum-
bling against the far side of the gate.

"Awrk!" I said, having to rise on my toes to breathe.

Thorian tugged on the dangling end. "It would appear to have caught on
one of the spikes,” he said resignedly. “No magic?’

"You should have retained some slack,” I gasped.

“I shall keep that procedure in mind for next time.” The big man cupped
his hands for my foot and hoisted me as high as he could—which was not
very high, because our necks could not be located much more than a cubit
apart. | leaned a knee on his shoulder until | managed to locate one of the
metal collars. [ put a foot in that for support.
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Thorian spurned such aids. Using the chain as a rope, he went up it hand
over hand, bracing his feet against the planks. [ preferred to utilize the empty
collars as ladder rungs. The procedure was awkward and noisy, for the tether
joining us restricted our freedom. The chain rattled on the gate, the gate
clamored against its hinges, | was repeatedly banged against it, and Thorian
swore a string of resonant oaths. Soon half the city must come running to
investigate. | tried very hard not to think what would happen to my neck if |
fell, especially if the big man came down on top of me.

We were both half choked when we came level with the top and peered
over. The space below was obviously a kitchen yard for some great mansion,
enclosed by storage sheds and the side of the house itself. An alarming
amount of light was streaming from the windows, but as yet no one had come
to investigate the racket.

My companion had noted the silence. "No dogs, even?”

"Mayhap we have stumbled upon a holy hospice for the chronically deaf,”
[ suggested.

Thorian began hauling himself up to a precarious perch between the
closely spaced spikes. Had he slipped and toppled over, of course, | should
have been shredded on the spikes as he dragged me after him. I tried not to
think about that, either.

When he was safely over, hanging on to the top, I followed, and I also
succeeded in passing the spikes without impaling myself. Anyone coming
along the alley was going to have a clear view of these two foolhardy burglars
performing acrobatics, backlit by the bright windows of the mansion. The
occupants should be able to hear us, or see us, just by glancing out a window.

The only really surprising thing is the expected.

Side by side, we clung on the far side, while Thorian struggled to free the
chain, for the lucky link had been well jammed onto its anchoring spike. Just
as | concluded that my arms must come loose first—and Thorian was hang-
ing on with one hand only—he solved the problem by ripping the spike from
the wood. “On three,” he said. “One. Two. Three."

With two thuds and a jangle, we were down. For a moment we just sat
there, sweating and panting, side by side.

Angry shouts and a patter of sandals went past in the alley.

“Your mastery of timing is the mark of a true professional,” Thorian said.
"You must have done this hundreds of times.”

"The true artist never repeats himself," | replied modestly. “The followers
of the Ineffable Hasmarn eschew the eating of fowl. Have you religious objec-
tions to consuming the flesh of birds?"

“Your interest in my beliefs has been provoked by that large goose
cooling on the windowsill?"
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[ said [ believed he could reach it.

"l am sure you are mistaken, but let us investigate.”

We rose to our feet simultaneously. | gathered up the excess chain. Like
Siamese twins, we walked together across the yard. Thorian could not reach
the goose, but I cupped hands for him to step on—to show that I was capa-
ble of the feat, even if only briefly. With that advantage, he grabbed the prize.
He jumped down.

"Ouch! This brute is hot!"

"I detest people who complain all the time. Let us see what these elegant
amphorae contain.”

The gate we had come over was large enough to admit wagons, and a
platform alongside the house was obviously intended for unloading them.
Several large clay ewers were standing on it. | sniffed at the seals.

“Not olive oil, to be sure.”

"That is encouraging.”

"Wine, | think. Have you any religious obj—"

“None whatsoever. Now produce a safe place to drink it, Sorcerer.”

[ glanced around. There would be somewhere safe to hide, of course. The
white-painted storage sheds were generously barred and padlocked. They
probably contained not only household supplies but the stock in trade of a
family business. The doors had obviously been designed not only to resist
burglars, but also to reveal any attempt at tampering.

Another door led into the house itself, and the windows were attainable,
if my friend could remove the gratings. Even as | considered the prospect, |
heard laughing voices within. People were coming. | knew there would be
somewhere . . . | took a harder look at the loading dock.

"Consider these steps,” | said. “They are well made, you agree? Good
fieldstone, smoothly finished but unmortared. If you were to leave off your
disgusting gnawing for a moment, | believe you could lift one edge of this
topmost tread?”

Thorian dropped the bird and gripped the slab. Again his muscles bulged,
and the great stone slowly tilted upward. I slipped the wine jug into the gap as a
prop. | dropped the loose chain inside and clambered in feet first. The space was
not high enough to stand erect and was restricted to the area of the steps—it did
not extend under the dock itself. No matter that it seemed to be paved with bro-
ken glass, nothing had bitten me or stung me. Thorian followed with the goose,
then braced his shoulders against the lid so I could remove the amphora.

With a gentle grating noise the slab settled back into position, and we sat
down together in the dark.

For some time thereafter, the only sounds were those of chewing
and swallowing.
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The tale of Omar

you wish to try another gnaw?"’
“Certainly! I do not give up so easily. More wine?"
“I think not. It is a worthy vintage, but I might become drowsy.”

There was a sound of bones crunching. “You promised me,” Thorian
said with his mouth full, “that we should sleep as free men in Zanadon.
At the risk of seeming ungrateful, I concede that | had hoped for more
expansive quarters.”

"These are temporary. | chose them on the grounds of privacy and quiet.
The ventilation is barely acceptable, | agree.”

"And my left knee is in my right ear. Furthermore, the long-dead artisans
who constructed this place—may Morphith cherish their souls—seem to
have used it to dump all the leftover fragments of masonry. They are exces-
sively sharp on the soles of the feet and other surfaces.”

"This is an advantage. Having sated my hunger, | now propose to saw
through our tether with one of these shards.”

Thorian grunted approvingly. “Weaken a link and [ can do the rest. The
collars are too thick, though.”

l l I do not believe there is anything left on this carcass,” | remarked. “Do
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"] fear so.” Having located a suitable fragment, I set to work filing the
tether under my chin.

The bolt hole was certainly unpleasantly stuffy. It stank of wine and goose
and the blood that had soaked us. It would have been cramped for two even
had the second occupant been of more standard size than Thorian.

“If you detect my hands upon your person, friend Omar, [ hope you will not
think badly of me. I purport to locate your other chain, so I may assist you."

"Your kindness is beyond belief,” | said quickly, “but I think one at a time
will be adequate. After all, we have hours to kill yet before the city quietens
down, and my neck can take only so much scraping and bruising.”

"Of course. Forgive my stupidity.”

For a while he crunched bone as loudly as [ rasped on metal. Then he con-
tinued in the same diffident tone. “Your resources impress me, Trader of Tales.
Will you permit a personal question?”

"Ask and I will answer.”

“Then outline for me the limits of your magic. Why should so puissant a
sorcerer choose to bloody his fingers rasping at a chain with a fragment of
flint like a savage from the Huli Desert> Why did you suffer the humiliation
and discomfort of the slave train? [ am perplexed by this inconsistency.”

"By my oath and honor, this is truth, friend Thorian: | am no sorcerer! |
have no powers such as you postulate.”

"Oh? You have demonstrated an ability to foretell the future, and you cre-
ated demonic havoc upon many denizens of this great city. You contrived to
skewer a tiny loop of chain upon a spike—and not just any spike. Most of
them were rotted and corroded. A few had been replaced, and it was upon one
of those that you secured our escape. Food and drink and a place of conceal-
ment were waiting for us, and our entry escaped notice both within and with-
out the wall.”

"Pure luck.”

Thorian growled low, a sound such as might indicate frustration in a very
large predator. It then occurred to me that my companion was a proven car-
nivore of remarkable size, and certainly capable of violence. To provoke him
might be unwise under any circumstances, and all the more so when sharing
very intimate confinement with him.

"l am neither seer nor mage,” | insisted. "I have faith in the gods, is all.”

"Yet you spurn to pray, you said.”

"Pray? Prayer is whining or complaint or boasting. | do not bore the gods
by telling them what they already know, nor do | presume to advise them. |
accept whatever they care to send, pain or pleasure.”

I continued scraping uninterrupted for a while, occasionally striking
sparks like shooting stars in the darkness. Evidently the big man was consid-
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ering my words carefully. I could guess at the skeptical expression on his
rough-hewn face.

"You do not give thanks for their blessings?”

“If I am to thank the gods when my life is sweet, then to be consistent |
should curse them when | am sick or hungry or injured or hankering for a
woman. Or mourning a lost friend,” | added, thinking of dark-eyed Illina mostly.

“You never seek their aid in distress? | fear they may test your resolve
some day.”

“They have done so, a time or two,"” | said. “I endure without reproach.
They know they made me mortal, and breakable. One day they will kill me.
No man can refuse death. | accept life, also, as it comes.”

"Then you ignore the gods and deem them irrelevant?”

"Far from it! I seek always to amuse them.” I chuckled. "Friend Thorian—
and [ am proud to address you so—you gifted me with the tale of Susian of
Thereby, and I am richer for it. If you wish, I shall repay my debt with a tale
of my own, the tale of my origins.”

"] promise not to go away.”

"Good.” For a moment | gathered my thoughts. [ had told stories in the
dark before—for | have done almost everything before, at one time or
another—but it is always a strange experience. The same story is never spo-
ken twice the same. A tale must be molded to its listeners as a glove is cut to
a hand, and in the dark [ have no way to judge the reactions of my audience.

Moreover, I had not yet appraised this cryptic giant. In appearance he
was brutish, although that was partly due to his unkempt condition and a
natural reaction to the surroundings in which I had found him. He could
be gentle in his movements, and subtle of speech. He had claimed to have
battled with the Vorkans, and few survived to make that boast. The wound
that disfigured his torso had come within a finger's width of gutting him.
He was an interesting specimen.

“I was born," I began, “some forty years ago, in the great maritime city of
Quairth, on the Peacock Coast of Leilan. It lies far to the east, across the rac-
ing seas, but you may have heard tell of its exquisite porcelain finger bowls,
or even of the Quairth Grater, an amusing local device for the execution of
criminals. My parents were keepers of a wayside hostelry, the Gilded Lily, not
far from the docks. They were hardworking folk, and honest.”

"Honest>"

“Relatively speaking. Of course they might extend to a solitary traveler of
obvious means certain unadvertised services, but they were careful not to
overindulge, and they always saw to it that the remains were buried with rev-
erence. A too-strict following of the letter of the law would make it impossi-
ble for a working man to pay his taxes—so my father always said, and with
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good reason. Apart from that, they found a reputation for civility and fair
value to be the surest stimulus to trade.

“As | mentioned, their establishment was located near the harbor, and
much patronized by mariners and dealers in exotic merchandise. My earliest
memories are of crawling around under the tables, searching for lost coins and
licking up the beer spills.”

"It must have been a happy time for you."

“Indeed it was. But I look back with even greater joy to my later child-
hood, when [ would spend long hours spellbound by the tales the sailors told,
of far lands and fabled cities. It was then, of course, harkening to their stories
of peoples and gods unknown in Leilan, that [ acquired my lifelong interest in
anecdote as an art form.”

"You epitomize that artistry, if [ may say so.”

“You are too kind. In time, also, I began to build a repertoire of such sailor
yarns, and took to retelling them, entertaining the clientele and polishing my
delivery. I confess that in my childish innocence, I fell at times into the folly
of embellishing my material, but I am happy to relate that I outgrew that
foible and learned never to stray from the stringent truth.

“] omitted to mention that [ was an only son. My parents were blessed also
with three comely daughters, older than I, and at busy times I would keep the
customers amused while they waited for my sisters. It was good for business,
and the family encouraged my efforts.”

“They must have been very proud of you,” Thorian said. “Is that chain
weak enough yet for me to heave on it a little?”

"If you can do so without dashing my brains out in this confined space,
then I should be happy to profit yet again from your enviable brawn.”

Thorian grasped the collar in one giant hand and snapped the chain with
a sharp yank of the other.

"l am obliged to you,” I said hoarsely, rubbing my throat.

“My pleasure. Now let me relieve you of the other end, while you con-
tinue your epic tale.” He fumbled for a sharp rock and began sawing at
another link.

"There is little more to tell. Business had been poor and taxes were due—
possibly my mother had been a trifle careless. One unusually well-dressed
guest was traced by his heirs as far as the Gilded Lily and no farther. These
ill-motivated persons began spreading rumors and eventually incited a riot.
That night—actually it was closer to morning—I returned from visiting a
friend to discover the hostel in flames and my dear parents dangling side by
side from the sign bracket above the door.

"It was a shock, of course, to a tender lad of fifteen, and a lamentable end
to a fine family business. I never discovered how my sisters fared, but I was
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told they had escaped, and am confident that they were all possessed of a for-
titude and resilience that would have enabled them to prosper. Their skills
were widely praised among the maritime community, although of course |
never experienced them at firsthand.

“So there | was, orphaned and penniless, having no trade and no talent
except a certain glibness of tongue. Forgive me if that remark sounds boast-
ful, but I am looking back at my early life from a great distance of years and
seeking to be impartial.”

“l am sure your judgment of your own youthful potential is justified by
the fruits evidenced in your manhood,” Thorian said politely.

[ thanked him sincerely. "Of course my woolly head was packed tight
with dreams of romance and heroism, wonders and epic valor. There was
nothing | could do to secure my parents’ welfare, nor my sisters’, either. |
therefore slipped away and enlisted on a merchantman, the Perfumed Violet,
trading to the Cinnabar Islands.”

[ felt around in the dark to locate the wine jug. [ washed the dryness from
my mouth and then continued.

“All of us, | suppose, sooner or later lose our youthful illusions and
learn to face the hard realities of adult life. In my case, | discovered that a
sailor’s existence lacked the romance and adventure | had been led to antic-
ipate. | found instead only monotony and hardship and heartbreaking toil.
Towered cities were almost as rare as firmbreasted maidens breathing
words of desire while they shed silks and showered jewels. Bad food and
sour water were my daily lot.

“Oh, I admit that there was the odd sea monster and a few skirmishes
with pirates where I acquitted myself reasonably well, I think. And the rav-
ishing maidens were not entirely absent. But to dwell on those exceptional
events would give you an entirely false impression of the few brief weeks |
spent on shipboard.

"“When the Perfumed Violet was wrecked on the Dauntless Rocks during a
typhoon—with great loss of life, I am afraid, although I contrived to rescue
several of my mates—I seized the opportunity to take up another profession,
and eventually settled upon that of professional storyteller.”

"A very sound decision,” Thorian said.

"One thing | had learned, though. All those sailor stories | heard in my
childhood had been entertaining enough, and no one can doubt that the
events they relate actually happened, but I now saw that the stories were
repeated over and over, while the events themselves had only happened once.
A man might have a hundred tales to tell, but ninety-nine of them would be
hearsay and only one of them sifted from his own experience. This was a shat-
tering revelation to me!
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“Stories, in short, were faint shadows of reality. Having seen that, |
reached my paramount conclusion, a principle which has ever after been the
guiding star of my existence.”

“I believe the chain is about ready to snap,” Thorian said. “Well, perhaps
just a little more.”

"Whenever you are ready. My belief, my article of faith if you will, is
this: The stories are entertainment for mortals, but the events themselves
are entertainment for gods.”

"Expressed like that, the truth is self-evident, but | cannot recall ever
hearing it stated.”

“Nor I. But I saw then that the true vocation of a trader of tales must be
to witness epic events at firsthand, so that his narratives may be buttressed by
the finality of truth. I decided that I would go wherever the gods sent me and
see whatever the gods allowed me to see. They know me for a reliable wit-
ness. | do not pester them with pleas or imprecations or arguments. | accept
hardship and luxury with equal serenity of mind, allowing neither to sway me
from my duty.

"And thus,"” I concluded, “the gods often allow me to be present on impor-
tant occasions. | observe and record. They make my presence possible, some-
times, by arranging minor incidents to advantage—as you saw happen this
evening. After all, what seemed to you to be wonders were all in themselves
mere trifles, of no significance. The chain you threw so expertly had to come
down somewhere, so why not on a spike?”

"In total, though, such trifles add up.”

"The whole world is made of grains of sand. Who but the gods can
count them or decree their motion? It cost them very little to arrange my
presence here.”

“Tust to observe?”

"And later, | hope, to recount. Oh, once in a while they trust me to par-
ticipate in great events in a small way, because they know I will cooperate
without demur. How is that link>"

"Finished,” Thorian said, and he snapped the chain without adding a
bruise to my neck. “Your narrative has moved me deeply.”
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The tale of Thorian

bottle again.
"A couple of points obtrude, though. You will not mind if | query?>”
“Not at all. Ask for any clarification you desire.”

“At the beginning you stated your age as near to forty. When I observed
you this evening, | assessed you at little more than half that.”

“You flatter me,"” I said cautiously. “Or | may have overestimated the rav-
ages of recent hardship on my countenance.”

“More likely. And the second thing that troubles me is that this fascinating
narrative does not agree at all with what you told Corporal Fotius on the ramp.”

“I had not realized you heard. Besides, to honor a thug like that with any-
thing approaching authentic truth would seriously conflict with my profes-
sional sensibilities.”

“I agree with you there,” Thorian said, and there was a sound of wine
being gulped. "Ah! Good stuff, er, noble vintage, I mean. Yea, | have suffered
great insolence from that Corporal Fotius these past three days. Despite this
wound on my belly, which still troubles me, | should dearly love to meet with
him again, on even terms, man to man.”

ll I am honored by your praise,” | said, reaching for the wine
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“The contest would be an interesting one!” | said, contemplating the artis-
tic possibilities. “Action, drama, balance . . . valor rewarded or ultimate
pathos? It would have to be to the death, of course.”

"If the match is even close to fair [ will accept the stakes gladly.”

“Then be of good cheer. That is exactly the sort of encounter the gods
would find entertaining. While I do not presume to advise them on such mat-
ters, | judge it conceivable that they will arrange it."

“Your words hearten me greatly! | shall spend some thought in planning
how best | may reduce the scurvy lout to a small heap of canapés.” The big
man chuckled ominously.

“And now,"” he added, “are we ready to essay our departure from these for-
tuitous but cramped surroundings?”

“Not yet, | fear. We need the streets deserted if we are to parade around
in bronze collars. After midnight.”

He groaned faintly and rearranged his great limbs in the tiny space. "Have
we far to go?"’

[ admitted that | had no idea.

After a significant silence, he said, “When we first spoke, you told me of
a safe refuge awaiting you within the city. [ am already more grateful to you
than words can express, Trader of Tales, and if your friends here will aid me
also, then [—"

"l have no friends here," I said. “"Not yet. | did not say | knew of a safe
refuge. [ said [ could lead us to one. | already have—here. | should have been
more humble, of course, and specified that it was the gods who would lead
me and that you could follow, but I wished to discourage lengthy debate
under the circumstances. Forgive me this trifling misunderstanding.”

Thorian grunted. It was the sort of grunt that might drift over the plain
at twilight to stampede the shy gazelle into sharp-clawed ambush, and it
made my scalp prickle. “And where do you go from here?”

[ explained patiently that [ would go wherever the gods led me, that they
had wanted me in Zanadon and would not suffer me to be thrown out until |
had recorded whatever it was that was about to happen. | even mentioned my
suspicions that Krazath himself was involved.

Thorian drew breath. “Sztatch? Balor?”

"Or Phail. He is known by all those names.”

“Have you ever considered the possibility that you may be a ward of
Foofang, Trader?"

"Are not the mazed held blessed of all the gods?” | asked patiently. I have
debated this matter many times, and it never leads to profitable resolution. “If
my wits are scrambled at the moment it is because of the air in here. Would you
care to lift that lid just a fraction so that | may slip a pebble under the edge?”
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"Excellent thinking,” he agreed, and so it was done. A welcome draft of
cool fresh air caressed our fevered skins. Faint light along the slit showed that
lamps still burned in the windows beyond.

"We might hazard further discourse,” | said, “provided we keep our voices
low. It is your turn now. What is the tale of Thorian?"

There was a pause, and then a sigh that seemed to last for several minutes,
the product of an unusual lung capacity. “Alas! It is nothing. The tale of
Thorian will compare with yours as the mud of the paddy field below the
glory of the lotus. Not only has my brief existence been totally bereft of inci-
dent, but I lack your felicity of phrase and facility of pharynx. You come from
far and exotic lands, overflowing with wonders. You have viewed the deeds of
heroes and the wrath of gods. Besides your peacock splendor | am the mag-
got in the filth of the chicken run.”

"That is an inspiring opening!” | declared, impressed. "Pray proceed.”

"So kind! My exact age is uncertain, but my mother has told me often that
[ was born a year or two after the Great Eclipse that was in Thang—some-
times she says one and sometimes the other. | am therefore twenty-three or
twenty-four, as [ reckoned last.”

He fell silent for a space and then said, “Better make that twenty-four
or twenty-five."

"Your dedication to absolute accuracy is commendable.”

"It is a peccadillo of mine. | was named, of course, for the Thorian who
is worshipped as god of truth down in Pulst—a minor deity, to be sure, but
perhaps worthy of wider observance. On the sixteenth anniversary of my
naming day | swore to be deserving of his patronage and, with excess of
juvenile fervor, covenanted to strike a tooth from my mouth for every false
word that [ might thenceforth utter. The light is poor in here, but if you
wish to run a finger—"

[ assured him that [ had already observed the excellence of his dentition.

“Very well. | was born in a small town not three days' journey from here.”

| refrained from commenting upon his Polrainian accent, which was
quite marked.

"Sessmarsh is its name. It is a humble place, whose walls are of turf and
sun-dried brick. Its protector, Urckl, is a kindly god, but so old and enfeebled
that he could not put peas straight in a pod, as they say. In cold fact,
Sessmarsh is a vassal state to Mighty Zanadon, and remits taxes of gold and
youth to the city of Maiana and Balor.

"My father . . ." His voice broke momentarily—an effect | normally
eschew, although he did it well. “This is not easy for me to tell, Omar.”

[ urged him not to distress himself, as | had no wish to pry into matters
he would rather leave covered. Naturally he did not take me at my word.
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"But you were so open with your own history that | should be shamed to
withhold one eyelash of mine own. Let me leave my father until later. Know
that my mother was the fourth of seven sisters. My grandfather, being a man
both versed in lore and educated beyond his wit, determined to name all his
children after stars. My mother's name was Pulcherrima. My aunts were
Aldebaran, Sirius, Polaris, Algol, Betelgeuse, and Alpha Draconis.”

"Immaterial detail always adds verisimilitude,” [ murmured respectfully.

"l noticed that earlier. Poor Aunt Alfie finished my grandmother, who
died upon her very naming day. My grandfather followed in due course.
Thereafter his seven daughters continued to dwell in the expansive residence
he had built in the center of Sessmarsh, earning their livelihood by embroi-
dering kerchiefs and inscribing helpful mottoes on coffee goblets, which they
then sold from a window to passersby.

“Their existence was peaceful and solitary, if seven maidens may be
collectively described as solitary. They employed no servants, purchased
their victuals at the door from street hawkers, and found their own mutual
companionship adequate.”

“It is a touching picture,” | said, “and fraught with potential for romantic
intrusion. They were all beautiful, of course?”

"Not especially. Polly had buck teeth and Sirius was cursed with a
heavy mustache.”

"Oh? If you will pardon a minor comment from an old hand, I feel you
would be wise to play down that point in future tellings. It does little to
enhance suspense.”

"l am indebted to you for the advice. My father, now. My father was a
mere vagabond, a rogue and wastrel. He was—and you will understand my
hesitation in mentioning the matter—a vagrant storyteller.”

| beamed in the darkness and said nothing.

“One day this glib ne'er-do-well stopped by the window where the ladies
sold their crafts and engaged my mother in conversation. Had any of her sis-
ters then been present, 1 feel sure that the outcome would have been differ-
ent. As it was, being alone, she was overcome by his blandishments, and
invited him to step inside out of the heat and partake of her homemade
marshmallow cookies.”

"I have never visited fair Sessmarsh,” I said, “although such has long been
one of my ambitions.”

"I cannot imagine why. As to the incident | was describing,” Thorian con-
tinued, "I shall not speculate on the details. | do know that my parents' life
together was a very happy one, although it could not have lasted for upward
of twenty-five minutes. Thirty at the outside.”

"It has its romantic aspects.”
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"Depending on the point of view. My aunts were understanding and did
not censure my mother unduly. They did not blame me, either, when I
arrived. Indeed, they were all very kind to me, and in my youth I frequently
forgot which of the ladies | should address as ‘mother’ and which as ‘aunt.”

"It must have been an eerie childhood, though.”

“Doubtless it seems so to you, who had the advantage of a more cos-
mopolitan upbringing. Never having known any other, | accepted it as nor-
mal. I see now that my diet was overly heavy in starches. At the time [ knew
no better. | never went outside or played with other children, but the house
was roomy, and possessed of a large flat roof, where we slept when the
weather was hot. During the day I would sit up there for hours, watching the
sleepy life of the little town going by in the streets. | was content.”

"How long did this last?" | inquired, awed by the tragedy so casually unfolded.

“l am coming to that. | have mentioned that Sessmarsh pays tribute to the
city of Zanadon, and has done so for centuries. The rationale is that it thereby
gains protection from other enemies, although one may question what greater
hardship such enemies might inflict. The monetary taxes are not onerous, for
Zanadon has small need of gold, but the young men of the town are required
to serve a portion of their most virile years in the army of the city, and this
impost is greatly resented.

“The citizens of Sessmarsh, therefore, conceal their sons from the asses-
sors to the greatest extent possible. When small, boys are commonly dressed
as girls, and treated as such. On reaching maturity they are smuggled away to
outlying relatives. It is a lamentable deception.”

"Heart-rending.”

“My mother was therefore merely following local tradition when she
dressed me in girls' clothing and taught my to regard myself as female dur-
ing my formative years. My aunts concurred, of course. Together, they
brought me up to believe myself a girl, and to behave in all ways as a mem-
ber of the gentle sex.”

He slurped a mouthful of wine, belched loudly, and continued.

"l was taught needlework and the culinary arts. When a boy should be
learning skill with sword and bow, the use of plow and mattock, the ways of
pony and ox, | was wielding brooms and dusters. | worked loom and spindle
and became proficient upon the dulcimer. Indeed, | believed implicitly that |
was female, just a younger version of my mother and her sisters.”

"But surely when you reached maturity—"

“Not even then, alas,” he said sadly. "My mother and aunts had no rural
relatives to whom | could be sent for concealment when the impressment
agents came to town. As | never met strangers, the deception continued unde-
tected, least of all by me.”
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"But when your beard began to—"

“Did I not mention that my Aunt Sirius had a growth of facial hair? | was
led to believe that my own was merely a disfigurement of the same nature,
only greater. | bathed and slept alone—how could | know that there were
other anomalies concealed beneath my petticoat? Even my pectoral develop-
ment is not insignificant, as you may have noticed. Convinced that [ was
cursed with a besetting ugliness, | soon forbore even to show myself upon the
roof. I stayed indoors and spent my days in delicate embroidery and gourmet
cooking, knowing no company except that of my mother and my aunts.”

He sighed deeply. "How long this might have continued, | hesitate to
wonder. | suppose | should be grateful to the Vorkan horde. The flood of
refugees sweeping through the Spice Lands ahead of those savages caused
great alarm within the gates of Unvanquished Zanadon. The elders decreed
an increase in the armed forces. However, instead of sending out their own
recruiters as formerly, they assigned quotas of strong youths to each of their
tributary towns, and by that trivial change in procedure, they unwittingly dis-
rupted the serene flow of my existence.

"The puppet rulers of Sessmarsh, being required to provide a certain num-
ber of mobile young males, were thereby inspired to scour their constituency
and root out all the hitherto concealed sons, for it was only then that they
could hope to withhold their own offspring. Thus it was they lent ear to cer-
tain rumors. Thus it was that municipal officials came to call at our residence.”

"It must have been a terrifying awakening for you.”

"Oh, I knew nothing of it—I was in the kitchen baking cupcakes at the
time. The men were brusquely dispatched by my Aunt Sirius, whose staunch
demeanor I have described to you.

“Nevertheless,” he continued sadly, “it was evident to my mother and my
aunts that the milk was spilled, if you will pardon the colloquialism. That
evening my Aunt Betelgeuse, having drawn the short straw, took me to her
room and revealed to me certain anatomical distinctions that had hitherto
been withheld from my attention. | was shaken then, I admit. [ sobbed, for |
had been brought up to believe that such was the correct reaction to distress.
[ sobbed even harder when my aunt explained that the bailiffs would certainly
return on the morrow with intent to search the house, and that | must flee,
out into a world where | had never set foot . . ."

[ was overcome.

"You mock my shame with laughter, small man?”

“No, no, no!" I cried hastily. “I am chagrined by the pathos of it. The
sounds you hear are suppressed tears.”

"l apologize for distressing you. But my tale is done. That very night |
stitched together some masculine garments, packed myself a small provision
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of cucumber sandwiches and cupcakes, and departed from my birthplace for
the first time in my life.”

So deeply moved by this narrative that | could barely keep a tremor from
my voice, | inquired tentatively, "How long ago did this occur?”

“Four days since,” he said sadly. “The following morning I was accosted
by the villainous Corporal Fotius on a pony. Believing that he wished to pass
the time of day in amicable discourse, | hailed him cheerily, and was taken
completely by surprise when his oaken staff smote me behind the ear. The
next thing | knew, | was chained like a beast, as you saw.”

“Your outrage is understandable. But you have failed to explain that half-
healed scar upon your person. It minds me of the fearful wounds inflicted
sometimes by those overlong Vorkan blades—perchance upon an audacious
warrior who, having been dismounted and lost his shield, but yet preferring
death to surrender, dared to close with a mounted opponent.”

"Oh, that?" Thorian laughed. "You must have regarded it very superfi-
cially, Friend Omar. No, I left my mother's house by sliding down a drainpipe.
[ had never practiced such unruly pursuits as a normal boy would have done.
In my inexperience and nervous haste, | snagged a nail, and | was scratched.
That is all.”

"And the arrow wound on your calf?”

" stepped on a sleeping cat. It bit me.”

"Incredible!”

"You doubt my word?>"

“No, truly.” I reached for the wine jug, but discovered that only lees
remained. I assured him that | had rarely heard such a tale, and if he and I left
Zanadon alive, then | should be more than happy to take him on as an
apprentice. His native talent warmed my heart.

“It was nothing,” he protested. "A trivial anecdote of domestic tragedy
with no redeeming moral. And while I am deeply moved by your gener-
ous offer, and have no wish to slight you or seem ungrateful, I do feel that
my future lies along other avenues, where my skills may aid me in shaping
a career.”

"May [ inquire?”

“I thought of seeking employment in domestic service. [ have a knack for
flower arranging.”

"What about Corporal Fotius, then?”

"I mean after I rip out his gizzard, of course.”
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The tale of Balor

ll urely we now can be upon our way?" Thorian said after a
long silence.

"Patience! Only when [ am sure the city sleeps will | venture

out clad in a bronze collar and hope to escape censorious glances.”

He chuckled. "In my case, it will be a bronze collar and nothing
but a bronze collar, as | lost my cloth somewhere. Your gods will pro-
vide, | suppose?”

“They brought me here for a reason, so I expect they will keep me alive;
but [ may serve their needs just as well in chains. We shall see.”

There are worse experiences than being a slave, for masters feed slaves.
Begging is another interesting trade, and not stressful unless the police are
honest—in my experience beggars usually sleep more soundly than mer-
chants. | have almost starved to death in a royal palace, knowing that any
crumb I dared to nibble would probably be poisoned. I have lived like a king
in a desert, where my wives could miraculously garner a sufficiency of mouth-
watering sustenance from a tract of hot sand.

Escaped slaves, though, are another matter. They come trailing trouble as
a wounded antelope brings hyenas. Every door is closed to them, from the
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palace to the gutter. Some of my experiences as an escaped slave . . . but |
wander from my tale.

The collars were certainly a problem. [ had observed no form of dress that
concealed the neck. My companion must have been thinking the same
thoughts, for he suddenly remarked, "Perchance we should have cut off the
collars themselves, not the chains.”

"It would have taken us days.”

"True. Of course,” he added in a satisfied tone, “only the back of mine is
visible. Why do you maltreat your beard so? It looks like brown moss.”

"It is part of my trade to be a stranger.”

He snorted with disgust. “Whence do we go?”

[ scratched myself and tried to find a more comfortable position. The con-
finement was irksome, even if | would not admit it, and must be much worse
for Thorian. I did not know the answer to his question. By coming to Zanadon,
[ had fulfilled all my instructions. Perhaps the next time [ slept I would be
vouchsafed guidance. "l have arrived penniless in a strange city a thousand
times, and never died of it yet. In this case, I think I shall go to the temple.”

After a long silence, be growled, "Why the temple?’

“Well," | said in my cheeriest tones, "there can be no question of ever
enslaving priests. If we volunteer to enter the priesthood, they will remove
our collars for us.”

“Your wits are as addled as a butter churn! Did you not observe those
flabby, beardless priests at the gates? | know not Maiana herself, but the
horned goddess goes by many names. Always the Passionate One demands
the ultimate dedication from the men in her service. Before they relieved us
of our collars, Trader, they would relieve us of other things more precious.”

"l suppose you would especially regret that—having only so recently
learned their function.”

The carnivore growled in the forest again, and | realized | had strayed
beyond the limits of a young man's humor.

“Perhaps that proposal needs more careful consideration,” I agreed. "But |
still am minded to head to the temple."

"Explain!”

“Not so loud. The reason is simple. You know the legend of Balor?’

"Such fables are myriad as the leaves of the forest.”

"I need tell you, though. One more story, and then we can go seek some
action after all this preparatory exposition.”

"Make it brief."

"I shall try, of course.”

[ was now almost certain that this young giant was to play a role of some
importance in the stirring days to come, although I could not guess what. |
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had sought out his company in planning my escape from the slave train
mainly because | dislike solitary adventure—dialogue is more absorbing than
unbroken narrative—but the gods had then arranged matters to throw us
together whether [ wanted a companion or not.

So I told him the story of Balor, which first I heard two years before,
when | was gathering up tales in the lands of the Nathipi delta, south of the
Pearls of the Sky. The Silver Shores, they are called sometimes. The cities
there are old beyond imagining, and dying of it, their lore being scattered
and their legends lost.

It was some pearl-fisher friends in Wraime who first told me, years and
years ago, how much the sea gods dislike timber. When [ scoffed, they began
by showing me dock pilings speckled with barnacles, then took me down to
recent shipwrecks encrusted with them, and finally—wilfully disregarding the
risk of drowning me completely—they sank me to older, darker, deeper
wrecks smothered in heavy coats of shell and coral. There all the wood was
gone, and entire vessels had been turned to stone.

[ was reminded of this transformation when I came to the Silver Shores.
In places the sea has risen to drink down the villages. Waves run between
deserted cabins, and fish school by the hearthstones where once the children
played. The barnacles and the mussels are hard at their work of petrifaction.
The coral cannot be far behind, and the villages will sink away into deeper
water as their own stony monuments.

Conversely, jungle seems to abhor stone, for it has crept imperceptibly
into some of the old cities, tree by tree, advancing like an army of night
wraiths. Sometimes people yet remain, a cowed few creeping about their busi-
ness in the shadow of the forest giants, ignoring the enemy already within the
streets, as if it may wander away of its own accord if they do not encourage
it. But the cause is hopeless, and in many cases the people have vanished
already, long gone to unknown places. The buildings crumble under mosses
and vines, and eventually the jungle eats the cities whole. But I wander.

One night in my dreams | perceived an old woman in a bluish cloak, sit-
ting by a well near a banyan tree. Early the following morning [ found the
square, the tree, the well, and her, as prophesied. | knew her by her great age,
her cloak, and a prominent mole. There was no doubt. Indeed she peered up
at me with age-dulled eyes and shrunken face and said, “You come at last!”

[ sat with her for many hours, while the shadows crept around the square,
and we traded many tales. She was originally of Zanadon, and had been . . . but
her own history is immaterial now. [ shall enlighten you with that another day.

She told me wonders without number—why the gods of Dol Fark went
mad, and where the people went when they fled from Kishmair, and who
stole the Nipple of Xa-Vok—so many secrets that my head spun. And when
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the crows flew homeward in the dusk, I promised that [ would return upon the
morrow, and she sighed as if feeling blessed and said gently that she would
not, because her penance was complete. But that she did not explain.

As the stars appeared | wandered back to my lodgings without remem-
bering doing so and fell upon my pallet. All those wondrous narratives
buzzed in my brain, and | did not know which one to think of first. I slept
at last and in my dreams | saw a towered city on a hill, entered only by a
great ramp from the plain below. | recognized Zanadon from her words and
knew that [ was summoned.

Among all the other marvels, the old woman had described Zanadon and
had told me how it alone of all the cities of the Spice Lands had never been
conquered. It was the will of Balor, she said, and she apprised me of Balor in
this wise: Of the many gods that Father Sky sired upon Mother Earth, only
Maiana and Balor were twins.

“Oh, come!” Thorian protested. "What of Ashfer and Bin Dos, or
Sailmok and—"

"Desist!" | said sharply, and he fell silent. “Truly the tales men tell of the
gods are unnumbered, and our lives are short. To make a whole of them is
beyond our mortal wit. Some may be false or incomplete, and many that seem
contradictory to us may make sense to the gods themselves. Let us fix upon
this one story as it is told in Zanadon, for while we are within its ancient
walls, we must honor its gods.

"Cities come and cities go. Empires rise and fall, but only Zanadon bears
the name of the Unvanquished. This is acknowledged fact throughout all the
Spice Lands and all the world.

"It is told in Zanadon, then, that Maiana and Balor were twins. And when
the gods went forth to raise up the races of humankind, then Maiana and
Balor, being twins, founded Zanadon together and decreed it to be eternal.
They made it great, and dwelt within it, as was the way of the gods in the
Golden Days. And Zanadon prospered mightily under their rule.

“You know how the Golden Days ended, and how Sky summoned all the
gods to his dwelling Beyond the Rainbow, and held Great Council, and how
he there delegated certain gods and goddesses to bear thenceforth certain
attributes and fulfill certain duties. All men admit the truth of this. Balor,
protesting, was ordained the god of war."

Thorian made a noise as if about to complain and then fell silent.

"Of course the Fickle One has other names,” | admitted. "Krazath, and
Gar Grunn, and Phail. In Polrain they call him Sztatch, do they not?’

"So | have heard tell.”

[ wondered why he would not admit that he was from Polrain, first victim
of the Vorkan invasion. There had been so few survivors that [ still had not
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heard a good firsthand account of the disaster and was most anxious to do so.
"And some who give those names to the god of war recognize Balor, also, but
assign other attributes to him. As I said, we can debate theology another time.

"Thus Balor departed with lamentation to take up the duties the Father
had decreed. Maiana remained behind, mourning, and ruled alone in
Zanadon from that day forward.

"The legend continues. As god of war, Balor remains impartial. If he favors
a people in one century, he must turn from their children in another. Thus
Father Sky commanded, so that justice may be shared over the world, and
truly we see that Balor plays no favorite for long. He raises up and he casts
down. He inspires the weak to madness and glory, the powerful he unmans
and exterminates. In Urgalon they claim that he is blind.

“The exception is always Zanadon. In Zanadon they say that in his agony
at the awful burden placed upon him at the Great Council, Balor cried out
until he won the pity of all the other gods, and they added their pleas to his.
But Father Sky was adamant, until even Earth herself added her voice, and
then the First One made a single concession—that Balor need never bring
destruction upon the city he himself had founded.

“And so it has been. When an enemy comes to the gates of Zanadon, then
Maiana makes special appeal to her brother. She reminds him of their twin-
ship and the happy days they shared here, ruling jointly. She reminds him
that he fathered the people and they are his children. She summons him again
to be her consort and lover, as he was of yore. And because of the especial
love that Balor has for Maiana, he remembers his debt to his former city and
his sister. Then Balor takes on mortal form and comes to Zanadon, and leads
its army forth in person. And with Balor himself at its head, that army must
always triumph over its enemies.”

The morning after the old woman told me all this, [ went searching for her
again. All day [ hunted, but she was nowhere to be found, and none knew of
whom [ spoke. So at evening | kissed Roathina with many tears, and | walked
down through the noisy bazaars to the banks of the great Nathipi, and boarded
a craft heading upriver, through the gorges of the Pearls of the Sky. | came to
the Spice Lands. Two years | had been journeying, and now | had arrived.

"So you came to Zanadon?” Thorian said. “And landed in a war.”

"I knew I would land in a war. The gods lead me always to great events,
to witness epic deeds and high romance. Love and sacrifice | have seen
aplenty. Also storm and famine, earthquake and war. But | have never seen a
god, Thorian! Not yet.

“"Now the Vorkans are at the gate.

“Now Balor will return in wrath and save his city!”

My tale was done, but all Thorian said was "] hope you are right.”
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Maiden in distress

uttering gratefully, we crawled out from under the slab. Thorian
stretched and rubbed his back.
I was already peering around the darkened court. No lights
showed in the windows, and the city was silent. The moon was
not due until just before dawn, but in the Spice Lands then the stars were
brighter and more numerous than they have ever been at other times or in
other places, and the sky was a golden glory. I tried not to look at it, because
stars distract me.

Our needs were simple, but not few: water to remove our bloodstains,
cloth to cover our nudity, tools to remove the collars, and a place to rest. The
gods must know them as well as .

First we must escape from the yard itself. The sheds at one end were
likely to be storage; those at the other seemed stables and a carriage
house. My brawny assistant and | could boost each other up to their
roofs easily enough, but in summer they would certainly be paved with
slumbering servants. The roof of the house itself was higher and out of
reach. The windows were barred. All the doors and gates would be

locked and bolted.
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Thorian took the weight of the slab again; | removed the amphora. The
rock settled back into position with a grating sound that seemed to echo
across the city, but was in truth almost inaudible. Only then did | remember
the chain, left inside. We would need the chain to climb over the gate—but
then what? Naked, wearing metal collars . . .

[ did not need to outline our predicament for my companion.

"Well?" he demanded in a menacing whisper. "Have we merely exchanged
one sort of captivity for another?’

"The gods will provide.”

"They had better do it soon!”

Something rattled at the street side of the court.

[ dived for a corner and squeezed myself into it, trying to look like a water
pipe. Only then did | search for Thorian, who had vanished with a speed
incredible in a man so enormous.

We had come in over the big wagon gate, but it was the smaller postern
at its side that now creaked open. Thorian was flattened against the wall
behind it. A pale swath glittered in starlight as a man entered and turned to
lock the gate behind him. Thorian's great hands closed around the new-
comer's neck, then lowered the limp body to the ground.

[ hurried over. "Don't kill him!"

Thorian was kneeling over his victim, one great paw on his throat. The
look he gave me had the power to intimidate even in starlight.

"Sorry!" | whispered. He had never warned me that he was a warrior. | was
supposed to guess. Warriors are tricky companions, quick to take offense and
even quicker to seek retribution.

“Just fingertips on the arteries,” he whispered. “From the smell of him, he's
two-thirds drunk anyway. He'll have a sore head, but he won't even remem-
ber my touch.”

Truly, for a self-proclaimed baker of cupcakes, my associate had some sur-
prising talents. He nodded at the gate. “Be gone. I'll follow.”

"Wait!"

Our victim was a largish young man with an enviable square black
pillow of beard. His swath was an elaborate thing of pale silks, covering
his legs to the ankle, and the brooch that held it was fist size, fiery with
gems. Obviously he was no mere flunky, and | wondered why he would
travel unescorted and enter by the trade entrance. The hour was late and
the city silent.

[ took up the ring of keys he had dropped. There were about a dozen of
them. [ selected the smallest and bent over my companion. Too small . . . the
next produced a satisfying click. It was pure coincidence, of course, but | do
not believe in coincidence.
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Locksmiths tend to be as lazy as other men, and most use the same molds
over and over.

[ unfastened my own collar also, with much relief.

Thorian chuckled. "Now?"

“No." I hurried across to the door of the house. It took me a few moments
and a ewerful of sweat to find the right key. The hinges squeaked painfully. |
hurried back across the yard, pushed the gate shut, then knelt to replace the
ring in the folds of the sleeping man's swath. Thorian's broad shoulders were
shaking with silent laughter.

Two seconds later we were inside the mansion.

Starlight gleamed through a barred window, offering us a choice of
steps down, steps up, or a door. | chose the door, and found a closet full of
brooms and jars and shelves, reeking of wax and lye. There was barely
room for both of us; | had one foot in a bucket. But I also had one eye to
a convenient knothole.

A few moments after that, our victim staggered hard against the outer
door, then a bell jangled somewhere in the cellars. The response was too slow,
evidently, for the man outside began clattering keys in the lock.

As he did so, light advanced up the stair from the servants’ quarters. An
elderly man climbed slowly into view, carrying a lantern. He raised it when
he reached the door, revealing a key hung on a nail above the lintel.

The action now became complicated. The man outside and the man
inside were both trying to unlock the door, neither realizing that there was no
need. The lock clicked to and fro several times. Eventually the hinges
squeaked again, and the newcomer staggered forward into the light.

“Milord!" the servant exclaimed, steadying him with his free hand. “Is
something wrong?”

"Just some bad wine, Hasmar,” the young man muttered, his voice blurred.
“Banged my head.” Both he and his costly swath were smeared with dirt.
"Sorry to drag you upstairs like this . . ."

"The master has been asking for you, milord.”

The answer was an indistinct obscenity.

“If you wish to lean on my shoulder, milord>” The watchman was likely a
slave, for he bore no weapon. His swath came barely to his knees. He was slight,
stooped, and gray. He did not look capable of supporting the other’s weight.

“Shnot neshessh . . ." The lordling straightened himself and took several
deep breaths. “lt—is—not—necessary. No, you keep the light. | can manage.”
He moved carefully up the steps, placing each foot deliberately, and disap-
peared. With a shrug, the slave closed and locked the door, replacing the key.
Then he headed back down to his kennel in the basement.
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[ removed my leg from the bucket and emerged from the closet. Thorian
followed. We climbed the steps the younger man had taken and soon
observed him ahead of us in silhouette, weaving along a corridor toward light.

The great house was built to a plan common in those lands, an open rec-
tangle. The central atrium was garnished with trees and flowers and an altar
to the household gods. Torches burned there, scenting the air with tarry
fumes. A staircase led up one side, to a gallery on the upper story. The large
open space and fine furnishings bespoke impressive wealth.

We stopped in the shadows. The returning resident had crossed this cen-
tral court and was poised at the bottom of the staircase. Another figure
stepped out of the darkness behind him.

"Good evening, Jaxian.”

| sensed the unspoken imprecation. Steadying himself carefully against
the banister, the young man turned.

"G-g-good evening, Father."

"Did Hasmar not report that I wanted to see you as soon as you
returned?” The older man was middle aged and stocky, but he seemed to
be composed more of hard gristle than muscle or fat. His nose was promi-
nent and hooked like a claw. In the ways of the Spice Lands, he pro-
claimed his exalted rank with his raiment, a rainbow cloak—scarlet, piped
and embroidered and pleated in turquoise and peacock blue—but he also
wore six or seven gold ribbons looped across his chest, gleaming in the
torches' unsteady light. His graying hair was thin, his white-streaked
beard comparatively short.

“l was g-g-going upstairs to wash first,” Jaxian explained. He sounded
much less drunk than before. Fathers can be very sobering people, of course,
but Jaxian seemed somewhat old to be reacting that way, probably in his early
thirties. He was surprisingly large, almost as big as Thorian—apparently [ was
destined to be surrounded by giants in this Zanadon affair—but size is a reli-
able indicator of wealth. The children of the poor eat sparingly.

Glaring up at him, his father made a sound of disgust or contempt.
"Pah! Drunkard!”

The younger man was much larger, yet he cringed like an errant child. “Just
a few friends after the militia d-d-drill. The wine was a bit off, I susp-p-pect.”

"Male friends, I suppose?”’

Jaxian hiccuped. “Yesh.” He edged a couple of steps up the stair, and the
shift in position moved his face out of shadow, for he had been under a palm.
[ saw that he had the same curved-blade nose as his father. In the father’s case
it conveyed arrogance. On the unassertive son it seemed inappropriate.

"l could forgive the whorehouse more easily than the taverns,” his
father snarled.
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"There is nothing to forgive, Father." The big young man hung his head
but failed to conceal his blushes.

"] wanted to talk to you about bread. Last night we agreed to raise the
price another two mites per loaf, did we not?”

"Well, you d-d-d . . . You d-d-d . . ." The words would not come.

“Yes. | listened to your arguments, very patiently, but in the end we
agreed, did we not? Two mites more. And | discovered this afternoon that you
never issued the order!”

"The others hadn't! The P-p-p-pomaniuk b-b-b-bak-eries—"

"Fool! They were waiting for us. They would have followed instantly!”

"But the p-p-people—"

“The people be damned!” the older man roared. “They can find the
money or they can starve—that is not our concern. Have you any idea
where prices will go once the siege begins? No, you haven't. Imbecile! And
here you are, giving away our precious grain! Well, as of tomorrow, the price
goes up by four mites. | did your work for you and sent out the orders. Do
you understand?”

The reply was almost inaudible. "Yesh, Father.”

"I wonder if you really do? If the others do not follow, then they can waste
their supplies at whatever price they want, and we shall have all the more left
for later. Got that?”

"Yes, Father.”

"Go to bed, you drunken slob.”

"Yes, Father.”

The charming scene of domestic tranquility was ended. Sent to his room
like a toddler, Jaxian trudged up the stairs. The seventh and the twelfth treads
creaked. His father stood and watched his progress.

At the top, the big young man started to turn to the left. Then he glanced
down and saw that he was still being observed. That seemed to change his
mind, for he staggered and veered to the right, vanishing through the third
door. It closed with a thump.

Shaking his head angrily, the older man stalked across the court and dis-
appeared into the shadows. Another door shut.

"Filthy profiteer!” Thorian muttered angrily.

"Astute businessman,” | replied. "Come along.”

"Where to?"

"Upstairs. Find a bathroom.”

"Idiot! There are probably people asleep in half those rooms!”

[ was about to repeat my lecture about trusting the gods, when a bell
jangled down in the bowels of the house. Someone would come to answer
that summons.
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Thorian and I rushed in barefoot silence to the stairs and raced up them,
avoiding the seventh and the twelfth treads. | chose a door at random, and of
course it was the bathroom. | waited before closing the door. I saw old
Hasmar hobble across the court with his lantern, and in a few moments |
heard voices . . . More arrivals? At this time of night? Interesting!

The fittings were impressive—marble and fine porcelain, and downy soft
towels, which I recognized as produce of the Silver Shores cotton fields. A
golden spigot dispensed water from some hidden cistern that was doubtless
filled from the roof by winter rains. There was even a drain to carry the dis-
carded water down to lower levels for other uses.

To risk a light would have been foolhardy—trusting the gods is not the
same as tempting them. We completed our toilet as best we could, inspect-
ing each other by starlight under the window. The bathtub would be left
stained with blood, there were two abandoned slave collars down in the
broom closet, food and wine had disappeared. Hasmar would have some
explaining to do in the morning, but probably other watchmen would
relieve him during the night. If the owner of the residence flogged several
men for the sins of one, his injustice would make all his servants resentful
and uncooperative.

“Your magic continues to serve you well,” Thorian remarked softly. He
was anointing his long limbs with copious quantities of fragrant oil. "How
about clothing?”

“Wait here!" | slipped out the door to the gallery. Standing well back from
the railing, | scanned the court below until [ was sure it was deserted.

Staying close to the wall lest the floor squeak, | worked my way along to
the next door. I listened, then opened it gently. Still hearing no breathing, I
peered in and then entered.

Starlight flooded through large windows, revealing high writing desks
and many shelves laden with rolls of vellum. Obviously this was the master's
counting room, and not the sort of place | would normally look for clothes.
One wall, though, was draped with weavings, depicting flowers and birds.
The colors were much paler than | would have chosen for nighttime skulking,
but they would suffice—perhaps they would even avert suspicion. | yanked
down two of them and looked around for something to represent the obliga-
tory belly pins. I found some ribbons bearing wax seals and took those, also.
Then I returned to the bathroom.

Thorian was standing on a tall ewer, attempting to peer out the high win-
dow. He stepped nimbly down, and we began to fashion swaths for ourselves.
He was no more practiced than I was, and mine kept falling off completely.
He grew angry; | had to fight a powerful desire to laugh. Eventually we
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decided that we would pass muster—at a fair distance, in pitch darkness. We
had settled on midcalf as being a reasonable status indicator.

“No shoes?"

“No. Nor hats.”

Now where? | had already discarded the window as a potential exit. |
might just squeeze through, but never Thorian. | had heard a few troops of
ponies going by in the street below, and also voices. There must be a better
way out.

Doubtless | amused the gods when I opened the bathroom door again. A
flood of light sent me leaping back into my accomplice so hard that the big
man staggered.

Then it had passed . . . | put my eye to the chink and peered. Two women
were already descending the stairway. The one in front was bearing a torch
and was obviously a servant, which was why there had been no conversation
to warn me.

[ felt a familiar tingling of presentiment. Something unholy was happen-
ing in this minor palace in the middle of the night. The bell had indicated vis-
itors. Now a woman had been summoned from her bedchamber. | scented
intrigue. A tale was being enacted for the gods’ amusement, and [ had been
brought there to witness.

A deep voice rumbled on the lower level. "Go to bed now. Your mistress
will not require you further. Hasmar, you will stay by the street portal.” A
door closed as the two slaves bowed.

Finding myself being squashed, | turned my head. Thorian was leaning on
me, peering over my shoulder, eyes bright in the darkness.

"Did you see that second one?” he whispered with awe.

"Of course. About time.”

"What do you mean, ‘About time"? She's incredible!”

[ resisted a desire to ask if she was prettier than the legendary Aunt Sirius.
His enthusiasm was understandable, and also a most promising development.

"l mean that every good story needs a beautiful heroine. Now we have
one. Shall we investigate?’

The big man nodded and followed me. Nothing would have prevented
him from following. He was bewitched.

The female servant had gone off to the servants’ end of the house and the
male in the opposite direction, leaving the atrium unguarded—also leaving no
sharp ears at keyholes, of course . . . Yet! Finding the seventh and the twelfth
treads was slightly harder when descending, but we moved in stealthy silence
back to ground level and took refuge behind some ornamental shrubbery.

In the light of the sputtering torches, | took stock of my fellow burglar.
Combed and washed, Thorian was an impressive sight, far from the savage
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brute he had seemed in the coffle. With his size and imperious glare, he might
even wear an arras and get away with it, in normal times. Times were not nor-
mal, and the city guard would not let him pass unquestioned. The square-cut
edge of his raven-black beard hung halfway down his chest, but it could cover
only part of the great sword wound. His shoulders and arms were bright with
scrapes and bruises, and his back would rouse the guards' suspicions like a
Vorkan banner.

However insignificant | might feel beside the giant, | knew [ was a little
less conspicuous. The rough chain had grated my back and shoulders raw. For
a moment we exchanged smiles, like mischievous children on a prank. It was
the first time we had seen each other properly, and Thorian had apparently
accepted that the gods were guiding us; or else he had reverted to his faith in
my sorcery.

And now what?> Well, a trader of tales could not scurry out into the night
and leave an odd little mystery like this unexplored, but whatever was hap-
pening was happening behind a closed door. Light showed below it. [ felt dis-
inclined to throw it open and announce that the gods required me to
eavesdrop, carry on and pay no attention.

[ tiptoed to the adjoining door, which bore no telltale slit of light under-
neath, sensing Thorian hot on my heels—very hot, but that second woman
had been strikingly beautiful.

Heroines usually are.

The room we found was furnished with a wide table and many chairs, for
dining. Leaving my accomplice to close the door, | hurried across to the far
side, where arches led out into an enclosed garden. Truly that mansion was a
small palace! In my time, | have known many royal houses decorated with
poorer taste, too—Vlad's, for example, with its frieze of skulls.

Light streamed from the arches of the adjacent room, illuminating bushes
and waterless in an ornamental pool.

Voices, in the night . . .

".. . waited until tomorrow?” That was the woman.

A low rumble from the man—]Jaxian's father, of course.

[ slid out into the garden, with Thorian still close behind me, amazingly
silent for his size. Keeping shrubbery between me and the window, | began
working my way around the pool in a crouch until | could see the confronta-
tion in progress within.

As Thorian had so quickly marked, the woman was lovely. Beauty is the
gift of Ashfer; it has little to do with what a sculptor may mold or an artist
tint. A man or woman can be blessed with youth and classic features and
shapely limbs and yet fail utterly to have beauty. This woman had it in
bargeloads. As anyone seeing Thorian for the first time would automati-
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cally think big, so she bore beauty; she had an abudance of beauty. It made a
man's head swim.

She was tall and slender, a girl poised on the brink of womanhood, a but-
terfly stretching its wings for the first time on the lip of its cocoon. She wore
a cloak of royal blue, bound by a golden girdle just below her breasts and
falling from there in many pleats to her golden sandals. Clipped by a simple
gold band and shining like black water, her hair tumbled loose to her shoul-
ders. She had probably been summoned from bed and had had no time to
dress it. Her lips were pigeon-blood rubies set in ivory.

Her pallor raised my masculine fires. | wanted to rush to her rescue and
carry her off. | wanted to frame epic tales about her. Even more | wanted to
see invitation in her eyes, daring me to unfasten that cord and lift back the
silk and possess the flawless body within. My heart thundered. I heard
Thorian panting in the night.

The man was the one we had seen earlier, of course, Jaxian's father. He
waved his hands as he spoke, flashing the jewels on his fingers. He would do
very well for the villain of the story—old and sumptuous and obscene beside
the girl's youthful grace. His nose was a vulture’s beak.

"l accept that he is young and wealthy, Father,” the woman was saying.
"l agree that he is entertaining and witty. But his morals are notorious. You
can smell the corruption on him. His body is warty as a toad's with oozing
pustules. If you—"

“Absurd!” the man boomed, clearly audible for the first time. “Where do
you gather such slanders? Filthy women's gossip!”

“Jaxian told me, since you ask. He saw him at the baths, a week ago,
after the sword drill. Half the militia changed their minds and went home
to bathe, he said. He said they would rather share a pool with the entire
Vorkan horde than with Dithian Lius.” Her voice was tuneful as a chorus of
nightingales. She was being properly respectful to her noble parent, yet her
manner was firm; she was displaying astonishing poise for her age. As she
met his furious gaze, | noticed that she shared the family nose, although in
her it was a subtler curve, a sign of dignity that added hauteur without
reducing her beauty at all.

A sudden tap on my rump stopped my stealthy progress around the shrub-
bery. I glanced back and then looked where Thorian was pointing. We were
not the only eavesdroppers. Blurred in the dark, three robed figures stood
close by the arches, on the far side. Intent on the conversation, they seemed
unaware that the garden had just acquired additional population.

That explained who had arrived when the doorbell rang. And if the
owner of the house had not set the visitors there to spy on his interview
with the girl, then who had?
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This was turning out to be a very interesting night.

“I cannot believe you want your daughter infected with his foul diseases!”
the girl said. "Forget Lius, Father, | beg you!"

“You are being perversely obstinate!” The man shook his jeweled fist
in her face.

Thorian and I continued to creep around the bushes, and finally wriggled
under the foliage at the far end of the pool and lay prone. The water would
carry the sound, and we now had a much better observation post than those
three earlier arrivals had chosen. Probably their dignity would have balked at
the wriggling.

The father's next remark had been inaudible. He was pacing to and fro in
his anger. To my skilled eye, that anger seemed false, but the girl would prob-
ably not detect that.

“Now you confuse me,” she protested. "At first you said a merchant fam-
ily. You said it must be a mercantile compact. The Quairts are a military clan.”

"l am pandering to your ridiculous quibbles.”

She straightened her shoulders, withstanding her father's anger superbly—
holding her ground, keeping her voice level and her hands at her side. She was
nervous, yes. Of course she would be, but the man might be meeting firmer
resistance than he had expected. Where was her mother during all this?

“Very well. I do know Soshiak Quairt. He is a captain now, is he not> His
last wife died of a fractured skull. The one before bled to death; the story was
that she was pregnant and he kicked her. There was another before her, was-
n't there? We must all feel regret at the poor man's misfortunes, of course.
Would it be fair to expose him to the opportunity for further suffering? I
would hate to think of him having to bury yet another wife.”

Thorian shivered with fury. He wanted to rush to her defense. If a man
has any mettle at all, then innocence in peril will make his sword arm twitch,
and beauty does not reduce the effect. | could feel my own ire rising, although
[ always try to bridle my emotions when being a witness. All this might be a
minor subplot; it might have nothing at all to do with Balor and the main
drama of Zanadon. The girl might be only a floating leaf on the floods of his-
tory, but certainly my presence here had been arranged.

Her face was hauntingly familiar, too. | might have seen her in a dream,
or she might be merely a reflection of my personal ideal of beauty—I did not
know, but [ mourned her distress. In my time | have seen more disaster than
joy. | feared to hear the gods already weeping. Must | again witness tragedy
and carry word of it to mortals, so that generations unborn might also weep?

"This is intolerable!” the man snapped. “I have offered you the finest bach-
elors in the city, and you spurn them all with absurd slurs and inventions. It
confirms what I already knew and yet could not believe.”
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The girl put a hand to her lips. “I do not understand what you mean by
those words, Father."

"You are besotted with another man!”

She took a moment to find her breath. “Father, forgive me, but how could
that be possible? How could there be another man? I never go out, except
with yourself or Jaxian. | see no one without you present. What other man?”

Her father paused in his pacing close to her and glared in her face. He
spoke a name [ could not hear.

His answer was a flood of red in her features.

Thorian issued a faint moan of dismay, and | nudged him angrily to be quiet.

The girl shook her head in silent denial, but her face was scarlet. She clasped
her hands to her throat. Her resistance had collapsed, and she was vulnerable.

Her father moved closer, spoke louder. “I have seen how you look at him and
how he looks at you. You have bewitched him and driven him out of his wits."

She shook her head in terror. "Me? [t was he who . . . | don't know what
you are talking about!”

“Shameless slut! You will destroy us all. Me. Your brother. Your aunts and
cousins. All of us will be ruined by your evil wilfulness!”

She wheeled away from him and leaned on a chair back. He clasped her
thin shoulder and dragged her around to face him.

“Do not deny this! The only solution is to marry you off at once—now!
Before you bring down shame and ruin on the whole family. [ have named you
four fine men who would gladly be bound to the Tharpit clan. There is yet
time to save our reputation. Choose, or [ shall choose for you. Which will you
take: Dithian Lius, Fathmonian Waus, Soshiak Quairt, or Osian Pomaniak?>”

She closed her eyes. | wondered if she would faint, for her pallor had
returned as fast as it had gone.

Her father eyed her carefully, then spoke more gently. “Shalial, my dear
one! It is the only solution for us, for you. And especially for that unfortunate
dupe whose wits you have addled as much as your own.”

She shook her head without looking at him. “Father, oh, Father!”

“Do not presume to address me thus unless you will afford me a daugh-
ter's obedience. If you will not do what I ask out of respect for your father, or
for the sake of your dear mother—may Morphith cherish her soul—then do
it for his sake, and save him—now, while there is still time.”

"Time? Surely | may have time? Just till morning?”

“No. It must be decided. I cannot sleep for worrying. Which?"

Her voice was so low that | could not be certain; but I thought she said,
"They are all monsters!”

“Insolence! Your wilfulness is intolerable! It had best be Quairt. He
will tame you.”
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"Father! Choose again! Select some other men!”

“No. You must be married as soon as possible. [ see no other way out of this.”

To my vast experience that was an obvious prompt, but she would not
detect it. The whole burlesque had been very carefully planned, even to the
choice of an hour when a victim’s resistance is at lowest ebb. She was almost
in tears now, understandably.

"There is one,” she muttered. "One way out.”

She was not watching, she did not see the sly satisfaction settle on her
father's face.

"What?"

Her reply was another whisper.

"For why? To do penance?”

"To become a priestess.”

Thorian moaned again.

"You would do this?" her father demanded.

She nodded.

"Say it! If | truly believe, then I might permit it."

"I will become a priestess.”

The three cloaked watchers surged forward. Thorian tried to leap up
and [ grabbed his shoulder. | would have had more fortune slaying a bull
with a fly whisk. Yet he sank back on his belly again—not, | confess,
because of my superhuman strength, but because he had forgotten the
branch right over his head. He must have half stunned himself. For a
while he forgot his mad impulse to chivalry, and just lay and rubbed his
damaged skull.

The girl had turned in fright and dismay as the three men entered the
room. They were all priests. All were beardless and obese, and their heads
were shaven. Two wore yellow cloaks, and the leader crimson.

That flash of crimson in the night cried out that this private domestic
squabble did concern the matter of Balor. It was all one, somehow. The girl
had raised her chin in defiance, and the pose made my niggling sense of famil-
iarity burn hotter. If | had dreamed her, then I could recall nothing more of
the tale I had dreamed.

"You heard, Holiness?" the father said.

"We heard,” said Crimson Cloak. “It is customary to kneel to the high
priest, child.”

"That was a trap!” Thorian growled furiously.

"Of course. Be silent.”

The girl sank to her knees. The high priest was short, and odiously fat.
He laid a pudgy hand on her head in benediction and spoke in a eunuch'’s
falsetto. “Shalial Tharpit, you have stated of your own free will your desire to
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enter the service of Holy Maiana. The Great Mother welcomes you and will
forgive your sins. Go now with our blessing.” He sniggered.

It had been slickly done, I thought. She had even been maneuvered into
making the suggestion. | wondered who the unnamed lover was.

[ wondered what [ was supposed to do about all this, if anything.

Shalial offered no resistance. She held her head high, not looking at her
father as she went out the door with the two yellow cloaks. She knew she had
been tricked, and by whom. She must also know why, which I did not.

Tharpit was left alone with the high priest. They smiled in
mutual congratulation.

Very slickly done.

Even if Tharpit was one of the leaders of the city, as he must be, what
grade of intrigue brought the high priest of the city from his bed in the mid-
dle of the night just to ensnare a young woman into the clergy? Now he
watched impassively as his host turned and vanished out of my sight, soon
returning with two brimming goblets. He handed one over.

"May this house be blessed,” the priest said as a toast.

"] feel I need absolution more. | did not enjoy that, Holiness!” Tharpit
tossed off his wine in one gulp.

"Of course not. Such a horrid ordeal for you! But your motives are
ever so pure. You did no more than a father's duty. There is nothing to
forgive, my son.” The fat man sipped thoughtfully. “And there was no
truth in your allegations?>”

"Certainly not!”

Even at such a distance, | smelled a lie, and the priest obviously did. His
forehead wrinkled all the way to his shaven scalp. "Of course it is customary,”
he said in a voice like thin oil, “to make an endowment upon such occasions.”
He sniggered again and extended a soft pink hand. "Just a little token?”

The merchant scowled. Reluctantly he lifted one of the gold chains from
around his thick neck and hung it on the waiting fingers. The fingers stayed
where they were, waiting for more.

"The terms were agreed upon, Nagiak!”

"“Holiness' is the correct form of address, or ‘Father.” The fingers
lingered yet.

The merchant could more easily part with a daughter than with wealth.
He flushed furiously. “What need have you for gold> Why should a gelding
need gilding>"

The priest's eyes shrank to nothing amid the bulges of fat. “"Remember to
whom you speak, my son.” The high voice sounded shriller.

"And you! | lead the merchants of this city, Nagiak. We raised you up, we
can cast you down!”
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“No, I don't think so. Dear me, no. That is highly improbable!” The priest
had a smile to panic crocodiles, but he made the chain vanish into his cloak.

Tharpit continued to glare at him—seldom had [ seen a pair of conspira-
tors less amicably disposed.

"When> How soon?’

Nagiak shrugged his shoulders like down pillows. “Do not worry so, my
son! | do believe that War Lord Arksis is of the opinion that there is yet time.
[ think the sly fellow intends to let the Vorkans fatten on the rabble below our
gates." He giggled shrilly. “That way we can take it all when Balor leads us to
victory, can't we?”

The merchant turned away to pace the room, but now his agitation
seemed much more genuine than the posturing he had used on his daughter.
"It takes forty years to grow an olive tree! Have you seen the smoke in the
eastern sky? | am not alone in this, Nagiak! Half the families in the city are
being ruined while you shilly-shally!”

“Half of what families?” The priest puckered his lips. "Olive groves?
Vineyards> Herds> We must also consider the lives of our brave boys of
Zanadon, mustn't we?"

Tharpit turned on him furiously. “We have an agreement! When will that
mad hag do her duty?”

Nagiak spread his silken arms, opening like a great crimson rose. “When
Maiana wills, of course. At the new moon, or the next new moon.”

"Rumor says that she has had another stroke.”

“Do not believe bazaar gossip, my son! Do not distress yourself. Cultivate
serenity and faith! Tomorrow the heralds will proclaim your sacrifice for all to
hear. The populace will greatly marvel at your donation of an only daughter
to serve the Great Mother. Such devotion! They will applaud such dedica-
tion!" He simpered. "I do believe they may even overlook the current prices
in your stores—for a day or two. They will wonder also at the matching sac-
rifices being made by several other notable citizens.”

Seemingly vague, yet the threat was potent—it made the merchant
blanch. “We have an agreement!”

The high priest held out his hand again.

Purpling with fury, Tharpit lifted the remaining gold chains from his neck
and passed them over.

“Your dear sweet daughter will be the jewel in the crown of Maiana,”
Nagiak said, and the fat lips leered. “Your honor is unquestioned. Now kneel,
my dear Bedian, so | may give you my blessing.”
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A familiar face

l l o the temple!” I said.
"Most certainly.”
With Thorian at my heels, | sped around the pool. Bedian
Tharpit was bowing the high priest out the door of the room.
By the time they had crossed the atrium and were approaching the street
entrance, we had emerged from the dining room and were on our way back
to the kitchen quarters. | grabbed a torch from a sconce in passing.

"What's that for? You're crazy!" Thorian protested.

"You want to look like a burglar or something? Trust the gods!”

The servant had locked the back door when Jaxian Tharpit entered. |
raised my sputtering light and found the key on the nail. | locked the door
again from the outside, tucking the key in a fold of my swath. The gate | had
left unsecured, of course. Without hesitation, | hauled it open and stepped out
into the alley. Thorian hissed nervously but followed.

The priests would travel by coach, and we could not hope to
arrive at the temple before the gift did. But then I had no inkling of
what [ expected to achieve when I got there. Perhaps the walk would clear
my thinking.
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“I find it ever harder to credit your denials of magic, Trader of Tales.”
Thorian's long legs had no trouble matching my hurried pace. "How did you
know that there would be no watchers out here in the alley?’

“I wouldn't care overmuch if there were. We are clad now and beating a
light. Only the guard will question us.” Of course our swaths were makeshift
affairs that would not bear close inspection. We had no hats or shoes.
Discreetly not mentioning such petty details, [ swung round a corner and has-
tened along another narrow way. The air stank of camels, and the footing was
unpleasantly soft in places.

“In such troubled times guards pullulate everywhere,” Thorian said.

“Then we must avoid them. I think we can approach the temple without
using the Great Way."

For a little while we strode along in silence, always angling uphill. The
stars were a beach of jewels over our heads, lighting the back streets and
alleys [ was following. The summer night, warm and muggy, was patterned
with curious pockets of conflicting scents—ponies, kitchen odors, flowers
unknown to me.

The city was hauntingly familiar. | have seen so many cities that they blur
in my memories like trees on a foggy morning. | shall never forget the dia-
mond spires of Pael or the boat cities of Fallange, of course. There is timeless
Dasl, deserted by day but thronged by night with shadows that will not meet
the eye. There are the Silent Cities, where to speak is a crime. There are a few
others of which I will not tell. But, by and large, step aside from the aorta and
you will find the small veins in any city feel much the same.

My head jangled with a tumult of thoughts. Why had that lordly mer-
chant tricked his daughter into the priesthood> He could have used her to
make an advantageous alliance with some other prominent family. That was
what daughters were for, in his gold-walled world. And why had the high
priest himself connived and assisted? The two of them had admitted to hav-
ing a secret agreement, but | could not imagine what it might involve.

As I said, I try to keep my emotions in check when the gods call me to wit-
ness great events, but the woman's beauty had touched my soul, and her face
was a haunting ghost of a memory, or of a desire. And she was in great danger.

"Omar?” Thorian muttered.

[ grunted.

"You are so sure that the god will come?”

[ said [ was sure.

“Miracles are rare in these prosaic times. These are not the Golden Days.
How long since Balor last walked the earth?’

"Some centuries—I have no exact tally. I do not delve into chronicles or
converse with the learned. The common folk are my grist.”
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"And what happens after? It seems to my recollection that Zanadon has
several times gathered itself an empire.”

" believe so. Hardly surprising. Most cities have. The empires crumble,
and oftentimes the cities, also. What ails you?” | was forcing the pace, but it
was making me pant, and sweat streamed down my chest.

Thorian's deep voice was low, his breathing annoyingly untroubled. “And
what happens after> When the god has come to the world and smitten the
Vorkans—what then? Does he just return Beyond the Rainbow after the bat-
tle? Or does the war god himself continue to lead Mighty Zanadon? Half its
rivals are dust already. Does Balor found empires for his people?”

"I don't know!" I grunted. [ had not given the matter a thought.

“Does he age like a mortal and die> Does he sire sons to reign after him?"

"l don't know!" I shouted. “I don't care!”

"I do,” Thorian said quietly.

He was from Polrain, where the slaughter had started. I was sure of that
from his voice. He was a warrior, at the least.

After a moment, he began again. "The king of Pulst is known as
Mothin. The incumbent claims to be the forty-third of that name, but he
may be the fifty-ninth for all he really knows. All the kings of Pulst have
been called Mothin.”

"So?"

“Surely you see? Zanadon remains always unvanquished because it is
impregnable upon its hill, that is all. Apparently it has water and can with-
stand a siege. The only miracles are those cliffs and those walls. And when a
war leader arises, whether for defense or for conquest, he is hailed as Balor. As
Mothin means king in Pulst, so Balor means king in Zanadon!”

“Let's cut through here . . . That is not what the people believe. The
woman | spoke with on the Silver Shores was adamant. On the Reaver Road
| spoke with many natives returning, scurrying home to safety, and they all
expect the living god.”

"l put my trust in priestly subterfuge! It will be a trick.”

“I am distressed that you do not believe in the gods, Thorian, my friend.”

“I believe in the gods of my homeland. They stay in their places. I distrust
these strange, meddling gods of the plains.”

| stopped suddenly and faced him under the pungent, sputtering flame.
Two smaller flames burned in the darkness of his eyes.

"I have no call upon you,” | said angrily, “nor you on me. Go in peace.”

For a moment I thought he would do so. Then he said, "Answer me one
question, declaring that Morphith may know of it when he culls your soul.”

"What question?”

"Have you ever been in Zanadon before?’

58



Dave Duncan—The Reaver Road [e-reads]

[ hesitated.

"Well>" he growled. "You have a choice of two words; neither is exactly
hard to pronounce.”

But it was not so simple. “In dreams, yes."

"In the flesh?”

“I don't know," I said. "I have dreamed it so often in the last two years that
[ just do not know. When first | dreamed it, it seemed familiar, comforting.
But dreams are oft like that, are they not> Now I am here it seems familiar
from my dreams.” [ sighed, for | knew | was not making him content with such
words. "Friend, if I have walked these streets before, then it was so long ago
that my memories are blurred.”

He scowled, baring teeth in his beard. Indecision must be a rare
experience for him.

[ laughed. "I could have sworn this road led out to a square. They must
have changed it since my last dream! One city is like to another, and [ have
seen so many! Come, let us go this way.”

[ walked away, but in a moment he was pacing at my side again, under the
stars. Bats flitted overhead with their thin piping. Once a cat screamed, far
off. When he next spoke there was a colder note in his voice.

"There are two Reaver Roads, you know."

“No. Tell me of them.”

"For an army, there are but two ways into the Spice Lands. You cannot
ship a mounted horde up a river—it would be neither seemly nor logistically
feasible. Northward stands the Kulthiar Range, southward the Pearls of the
Sky. Invaders must always come from the east or the west, by Maidens Pass
or by the Edge of the Sown. Conquerors fall first upon Polrain or upon
Thang, and then they head for the other. They sweep the length of the land,
because they have no choice.”

"Which is why the route is called the Reaver Road,” I said breathlessly. |
was much afraid now that | was lost and would have to cut over to the Great
Way to catch my beatings. The buildings were higher, cutting off my view of
the stars, and | do not like to stare at the stars anyway, | paused, irresolute,
and the night was cool on my sweat now.

"And in the center stands Zanadon,” Thorian persisted.

“So0?" But I had not considered the geography so. The only landscape
that ever interests me is contained within the bounds of the horizon.
Thorian thought otherwise, but Thorian was a warrior, however much he
had joked about cupcakes. Warriors are trained to think in ways that story-
tellers do not.

And the geography of this Zanadon warren was bothering me enough by
itself then. | headed west.
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“So two Reaver Roads, and they meet on the Jolipi, at Zanadon.
Obviously, when the cities of the plain unite, it will be here that they make
their stand, always, whether it is against Vorkans or against the hosts of for-
mer times—Kulpians, or Waregs, or the Ocher Men, or any of the multitudes
who have flowed over the land in blood and tears. From east or west, here the
final battle is joined.”

[ could see the expanse of the Great Way ahead now. “So you think the
cities unite under Zanadon?”

“Under Zanadon possibly. At Zanadon certainly. And whoever is chosen
leader is hailed as Balor. It would be a clever move because—"

“They show no signs of doing so now. You saw, as | did, the emissaries
being turned away from the gate. Or do you think they will acclaim Corporal
Fotius war lord as you suggested?”

Had that only been the previous evening? It felt like a week ago. My
bones were crumbling from exhaustion, and the night barely old enough to
shave yet.

“Stop!" I said, and backed into a doorway, holding the torch at my back.
We were only a few paces from the Great Way. Thorian moved in beside me.

"What's wrong?"’

“I need a breather.” I twirled the torch against the stonework, dwindling
its flame to a flicker, “You may be right, of course. That may be what hap-
pened in ancient times, and today's lesser men have fallen into folly and
hubris, deceived by encrustations of exaggeration and mythification. If so,
then I shall witness the first sack of Zanadon, and that will be a memorable
story, also.”

After a moment he chuckled. "And perhaps a more satisfying one!”

A troop of soldiers went marching past the end of the alley, heading down
the Great Way. They did not see us.

Thorian uttered his lion growl. “You knew of them!"

“No. I needed a breathing spell. I told you.”

A single huge hand closed on my throat, lifting me up on my toes and
ending the breathing spell. “You knew they were coming!”

I choked, and the pressure was eased slightly, to let me speak. “I have told
you that trusting the gods is not the same as tempting them! They are keep-
ing us unobserved. It never hurts to make things as easy for them as possible.”

The hand was removed, but slowly, and with reluctance.

"When a man lies to me I kill him,” Thorian said softly.

"I suppose I shall learn that eventually. Now we can go. Those louts will
not look back.”

We emerged together onto the wide darkness of the Great Way, but |
could sense the distrust that now walked between us. The temple lay straight
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ahead, and so close that we might as well head straight for it. There were
lights there. Glancing behind me, I saw lights scattered all the way down the
slope to the gates: fireflies, or fallen stars. | hurried along, foolishly annoyed
at Thorian's easier pace. Being made to feel small is an unpleasant sensation
for me, for [ am as tall as most.

"Omar," he said, “this is madness! We shall be seen.”

"Who is looking? I told you—only the guard will question.”

The road was wide. Small groups were coming and going—groups of one
or two, mostly, each with a servant beating a torch. [ assumed they were sup-
pliants, visiting the temple or leaving it. Debts or sickness or a lack of chil-
dren—when a man goes to pray for important things, he prefers to go unseen,
in the quiet hours. He does not want his friends to see him praying to
Machus! Besides, the gods may be less busy than by day, and more able to
heed the petitions of mortals.

In these troubled times there would be more petitioners than usual: mer-
chants like Tharpit whose estates were being pillaged, wives whose husbands
journeyed in foreign lands, mothers whose sons had been inducted.

We went by them all at a distance, ignoring them, and they ignored us.
They would not notice our bare feet. We were not wearing the foolish pot
hats of the Spice Lands, but not everyone else was, either. Soon we reached
the colonnade that ends the Great Way. We stepped through the arches and
were at the temple.

The Courtyard of the Thousand Gods in Zanadon is the largest open
space | know of in any walled city, except perhaps the Grand Plaza in
Againro. | have seen larger in the cities of the Island Kingdoms, which rely
on their navies for defense, but only there. That night it struck me speechless.

It is approximately oval, enclosed on either hand by curves of high wall,
and at the rear by the great pyramid of the temple. The colonnade that ends
the Great Way continues in cloisters that curve around, abutting the walls.
The ziggurat rises in eighteen giant steps, each step three times the height of
a man, bat a flight of mortal-size stairs extends up the center of the nearest
face to the summit and the House of the Goddess, whose golden roof glitters
near the stars. Flanking the near comers of the pyramid and overtopping it
easily stand the great Maiana and Balor.

They dominate the Courtyard. I rolled my head back to look up at them,
dark against the starlight. Their heads touched the sky. They stared down at
me accusingly with eyes that seemed to glow, although that was likely just my
fancy embellishing again. Worried, | looked away.

Only the priesthood may walk within the cloisters or the temple itself,
but layfolk may enter the Courtyard to pray. While the back of the Courtyard
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is defined by the temple and the great statues, the front and sides are marked
out by the pillars of the cloisters and the colonnade. Before every pillar stands
a god or goddess.

The plaza was empty. Oh, there may have been a hundred people or so
there, but that space can hold the entire population of a city and would look
deserted were it occupied by four cohorts of cavalry practicing spear drill.
Perhaps two dozen lights glowed like lost stars in all the vacant blackness. In
the background, a few parties of priests or priestesses paced slowly within the
cloisters, as if two wheels mined in opposition; their torches blinked on and
off behind pillars. Three or four small squads of soldiers moved across the
central space, as did some suppliants arriving or departing.

At least half the lights were stationary, an irregular circle of specks defin-
ing the perimeter of the Courtyard like a string of beads. Each tiny flame rep-
resented a worshipper or two, pestering some god or other. The torches
showed the groveling suppliants on the ground, of course, but they also lit up
the god. Perhaps a dozen of the Thousand stood out in the darkness, listen-
ing to the whining at their feet. Each was flanked by a fainter neighbor on
either side, like supporters come to witness. The sight made my scalp prickle.

"Well?" Thorian rumbled. “The girl will be within the temple by now.
What are you planning to do, Trader of Tales? Take the temple of Maiana by
storm, perchance?”

"I don't know,” I said, and my mouth was dry. “And those guards are
heading this way. Let us go over to one of the gods and pretend to pray,
while we think.”

"You lead, then."

[ set off across the endless dark Courtyard as if | were a servant bearing a
light before my master. | picked the widest unlit expanse | could see, headed
for the middle of it, choosing a god at random.

Strictly counting, there are three hundred and forty-eight figures of gods
in the Courtyard at Zanadon—the Thousand is a poetic exaggeration. | exam-
ined them by daylight later; | have seen similar collections in other cities.
Wailman has over four hundred. Most are unnecessary repetitions, the same
deity represented under many names. Some are obscure protectors of minor
cities, or guardians of various lakes, streams, and so on. Some are so trivial
that no one remembers who they are. A few are other than human, with ani-
mal heads, or wings, and those are usually exotic imports from distant lands.

The great majority are merely representations of handsome men and
women, life size or slightly larger, standing on knee-high plinths. The
men are mostly clothed, the women not, although there are exceptions in
both cases. About half bear attributes, like wine jugs or sheaves or some-
times a child.
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When we had arrived before one of the holy figures, I knelt down as wor-
shippers do and touched my face to the ground. Thorian knelt at my side.

Silence. The night was warm and still, for the Zanadonians pray quietly,
unlike many peoples | have known.

[ felt strangely at a loss. To seek out the portal of the temple and blunder
in seemed madness. | wanted to find the beautiful Shalial, although [ was not
at all sure why—to warn her of her danger, perhaps. But her fate might be
ordained, and by now she would have been inducted into the priesthood, and
even to talk with her would be criminal sacrilege.

Were we to be arrested as vagrants by the city guard, we should be
soundly flogged and then evicted from the gates, or more likely chained up
as slaves again and send to work on the walls.

But were the priestesses of Maiana to catch us trespassing within the tem-
ple, then Thorian's prediction would come true. He was right—it did not bear
thinking about. We should be turned over to the city guard eventually, but
bereft of our manhood. | have heard tales of dull knives, red-hot metal to
staunch the blood, and even worse stories of fingernails . . . most men die of
the shock, and are glad to do so.

What was | supposed to do here? Why had | been shown that strange
scene in the night, a man giving away his daughter against her will? If [ could
not find a reason for being here, Thorian was going to laugh and call me
insane. | needed to sleep, and | needed to dream.

Thorian, for variety, reared back on his heels, raising both arms in the air.
"Hear my prayer, O Holy . . ." He paused and peered. “Rosh?" he muttered,
reading the name on the plinth. “The name of this god is Rosh. Who is Rosh?"

He went down, and [ went up, raising my arms. It keeps the blood circu-
lating, and it would look convincing.

"Rosh is the god of history, and tides, and sometimes memory.”

[ went down and he went up.

"Why should tides need a god?” he demanded. “A god, just to shove water
to and fro?”

"Do not mock,” I said sullenly.

Suddenly Thorian jumped to his feet. He drew in his breath with a hiss.
Then he grabbed the torch from my hand and thrust it in the god's face.

[ rose, also, peering up where he was staring. Carven of old weathered
granite, the god Rosh was a comely youth, naked and almost beardless, smil-
ing cryptically down at us from his plinth. In the flickering light, his lips
seemed to move, as though the smile widened. I could almost believe he was
about to raise his hands from his sides in greeting.

Thorian dropped back to the ground and made obeisance again. But this
time he was doing it to me.
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10

A familiar back

knelt also. Thorian kept his head on the tiles. [ rubbed my beard thoughtfully.
"It's only a coincidence,” I said. “Just a chance resemblance.”
He said nothing. | could hear his teeth chattering.
"l am a man. Omar, a Trader of Tales. Not Rosh the god.”

Slowly he raised himself to look at me. Again the two tiny lights shone in
his eyes like flames. Above his beard, his cheekbones were ashen.

"You swear this to me—that you are mortal?”

"As far as | know, [ am mortal. I can't be certain, because [ would have to
die to prove it."

"How old are you?”

"Ah. That's tricky. [ have lost count. Older than I look, yes. The gods
have preserved me well because | am useful to them, I think. But I
breathe and sweat and eat and piss like other men, and tell lies to
girls." | smiled as genuinely as | know how, for | was truly sorry for
him. "I fear and suffer and hate broccoli. It's only a vague likeness in a
poor light.”

"You swear this, that you are mortal?”
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“May Morphith spurn my soul if I lie to you.” That was not a totally con-
vincing oath, because Morphith would have no chance at me if | were the
immortal Thorian feared.

Thorian did not seem to notice the paradox; held out a hand, as if to
shake. I took it. He squeezed. He could have crushed bricks with that grip.
Soon sweat ran down my face and [ bit my lip to suppress the cry of agony |
dare not risk. At last I began to whimper. Only then did he release me.

"You misbegotten whelp of a poxed pig!" | sniffed, rubbing my hand. “If |
had thought to bring a thunderbolt with me, [ would toast your guts for that!”
[ wiped an arm over my mouth to remove the blood. | blinked away tears.

He snarled. “Did I not still believe that you have more than human pow-
ers, | would break you in pieces. What do you want of me?”’

"Friendship. No more and no less.”

His coal-black eyes burned in the torchlight, yet were cold as graves. "I
do not give friendship lightly. It carries mortal obligations.” He meant a war-
rior's friendship, of course. That was something that could never be extended
to encompass a mere trader of tales.

"Then let us merely agree to enjoy each other's company and deal fair.”

“I need no oath to make me deal fair, Trader. I suppose I find you amus-
ing, and apparently without guile. Friends on those terms, then. Now—why
tides and history? Why is the god of history shown as a boy?”

"History ebbs and flows, I suppose.” | looked up at the statue and then
grinned. "He's a little more than a boy, isn't he? He has whiskers on his chin,
too. | would certainly keep him away from my daughters, if I had any. As
History Rosh is generally depicted elderly, I think. As Memory he is young.”

"Why? It seems wrong.”

“Ask a priestess. Maybe because youthful memories are happiest; we all
remember our youth. Furthermore, as I recall the tale . . . in his aspect as god
of tides, Rosh ages like a mortal until he is old. Then he grows young again,
and so on forever.”

The big man scowled. “I do not find this intelligence comforting under
the circumstances.”

"Thorian, do not brood on it,” I said. "“Gods never pose for their own stat-
ues—mortals do! Some king or rich merchant, when pressed by the temple for
a tithe, may be moved to give the money to his nephew the sculptor instead.
Or he may wish to immortalize his mistress or lover or child. Here is Aunt
Hazard as the Goddess of Pestilence . . . So there is a resemblance? I have
never posed to have my likeness chiseled; | am not so proud of it. Some long-
forgotten citizen here bore my features centuries ago in his youth. The gods
reused them when they made me.”
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"Maybe." He did not sound convinced.

I chuckled. “It may even come in handy if | need to do some monumen-
tal lying. You know, | have carried off some strange pretenses in my day.
Many years ago | spent some time on Ahu Sawish. [ discovered by chance that
[ bore a striking resemblance to the queen's junior deputy husband and—"

“Not now, please. Tell me what we are doing here?”

"l have to go into the temple and find the woman, I think."

He stared hard at me, as if trying to measure sanity by looks. “You stretch
friendship hard already! The girl is very lovely and was snared tonight by dire
deceit. | think my courage will stand with any man’s, but you must tell me
what can we do to aid her that is worth the risk, for if the priests catch us, we
shall certainly be no use to her or any other woman in future.”

[ had no answer to his question, but fortunately the gods saved me
from having to respond. Footsteps were approaching in the cloister
behind the statues.

"Someone is coming!”

Thorian and I turned toward Rosh and touched foreheads to the paving.
[ felt no great anxiety, for all that would be visible of us would be two bare
backs. There was some danger that [ would go to sleep. The curled over pos-
ture was very relaxing after an unusually strenuous day.

Voices murmured as the newcomers went by, heading for the temple. One
was the soprano of a eunuch, and there were at least two others, a harsh bari-
tone and a guttural bass.

That one was familiar.

[ glanced sideways at my companion. | saw the white of his eye, and I also
saw bared teeth. | frowned caution at him.

"This is not the time," | whispered.

As soon as the strangers had passed, though, we scrambled forward on our
knees and peered around the column. Three men were walking abreast, head-
ing away from us. A torchbearer went before them, and they were outlined
against his light.

The one on the right was a soldier, and him I did not know.

The short, broad one waddling along in the middle was a priest, but his
cloak was purple, so it was not Nagiak himself. [ suspected that purple meant
someone important, though.

The giant on the left wore a drab-colored swath, and it left one calf bare,
so his civilian status was low. His hat floated two cubits higher than the
priest's shiny scalp; his back was as broad and muscular as Thorian’s. | had
noted earlier how well matched they were.

What was the brutish Corporal Fotius doing in this mystery, and out of
uniform at that? Again | twisted my head to smirk at Thorian. “We follow?"
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He nodded in grim silence.

The guards noticed nothing unusual in our move as we rose and headed
toward Balor's mighty feet. Dauntless, or trying to seem so to each other, we
stalked along as fast as was fitting in a holy place. To our right, our quarry fol-
lowed the curve of the cloisters, their torch flickering behind pillars. They
could only be going to the temple itself.

[ was thinking about Ahu Sawish. In a moment Thorian said, “Shouldn't |
kill the torch?”

In fact, the torch was guttering as if about to die a natural death. It had
lasted very well.

"I feel safer with it lit. | promise you we look a lot less suspicious! Let's pre-
tend we've decided to pray to some minor, forgotten god tucked away over
here in the corner. Ol-Ku-a-Rann, for example, who was patron of much-
lauded Pollidi. If he is present anywhere in this courtyard, it will be some-
where very insignificant. Pity the poor deity who let his city die—how the
others must laugh at him! Of course he will have plenty of time to listen to
us. The first rule of deception is to think like—"

"You babble!"

“Possibly,” I admitted. “I do that when I'm nervous. Remember, | am not
trained to courage like a warrior.”

[ was not alone in my fear. Whether or not he was a warrior, Thorian was
sweating so hard that his skin shone bright under the flame. Courage is accep-
tance of danger, not unawareness of it. Brave men are just as afraid as cowards.
The difference is that they do their duty.

He grabbed my shoulder and stopped me completely. “They must be
going to the temple. You do not propose to follow them inside?”

"] certainly do.”

"And pretend to be a priest, perhaps?’

No one was going to mistake us for priests; not with Thorian's beard and
chest visible, nor even my own humbler foliage.

“No. I shall trust the gods to keep me unobserved.”

"This is raving insanity!”

“You needn't come if you don't want to,” | said. Of course I hoped he
would come, to keep me company.

We were already fugitives. The instant we set foot beyond the pillars, we
would be trespassing, and liable for the fate worse than death. In the torchlight,
Thorian's face twisted in agony. "I will face steel in battle and I have spilled my
blood in a righteous c ause. | am not afraid to die! But that> Fingernails? Chained?"

[ shrugged his damp hand from my shoulder. "May Krazath guard you,
friend,” I said. | walked off and left him standing there with the torch. I felt
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a little disappointed, I must admit. | have heard and told so many heroic
tales that | tend to assume all heroes are heroic. | sometimes forget that
heroes are human. Thorian was fallible, as we all are. | admit [ even have a
few faults of my own. And of course | could make allowances for him—a
warrior is trained to trust naught but his eye, his arm, and his comrades. |
have had many years' practice in relying on the gods to distract attention
from me. His was the sensible response.

[ had not gone more than a few steps, though, when the torch he was
holding expired—I was still close enough to miss the light. [ turned around.

"Do you believe in signs?” [ asked.

He made a rumbling noise, very low in his throat. Then he came, and |
had my hero back.

We paced together around Balor's great feet. I think the little nudge from
the gods had merely speeded his decision. I think he would have come any-
way, because warriors are always loath to let other men outdo them in
courage. | have seen more warriors outwitted by a dare than by anything else.

“I'll tell you how the temple is arranged,” I said. “Roughly, at least. The
center of a pyramid . . . Something wrong?"’

Thorian hissed like a snake. “Never been to Zanadon before, you said!”

“I haven't. At least, not that | can be sure of. Remember earlier I said I'd
been to Ahu Sawish, where I looked so like the queen’s youngest—"

“Be quiet,” Thorian said, and the intensity of his emotion belied the soft-
ness of his diction. "I do not wish to hear any more of your maundering rub-
bishy fantasy. If we are apprehended, I shall gouge out your eyes with my
thumbs and manually preempt the amputatory privilege of the priestesses.
Now be quiet!”

[ decided to sulk in silence.

All I had been about to explain to my brusque companion was an extrap-
olation from my knowledge of the palace on Ahu Sawish. That also is built to
a step-pyramid design, although it has only eleven steps instead of eighteen.
Nor is it made of red-brown granite, but rather a white, very smooth lime-
stone. | suppose that point is irrelevant.

Regardless of color, a pyramid makes an imposing structure and seems to
enclose a vast amount of space. In fact, it cannot. However much it may look
like a square version of a dome, there is apparently no way to make the inside
hollow without having the walls collapse—or roof collapse, depending on
what you want to call the sides. And if you build internal walls to support
them, then how can you light or ventilate the central rooms? The core of a
pyramid is as useless as the core of a mango.

The palace on Ahu Sawish was originally a temple, a step pyramid of
solid masonry. It was so old that no one could remember which god it was
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supposed to honor. The queen decided to make a palace out of it because
her subjects were always revolting, and the Sawishians are devilishly good
archers. Her previous three palaces had been torched by flaming arrows in
the night, zong! through a window. She'd lost several husbands to master
bowmen, too.

What she did—or had done, as queens don't do such things themselves—
was to build a wall on the edge of every step, all the way around. The top of
each wall was level with the next step up.

Then she roofed over the bits she wanted.

She had created, you see, a series of walled alleys, each one going all the
way round in a square . . . can one go round in a square? This is hard to
describe without using my hands. These alleys were wide enough to divide
into rooms, usually with a corridor left alongside for traffic. Ahu Sawish is a
very dry island, and all the ventilation and lighting could be done with sky-
lights. Many rooms had almost no roof at all.

From the outside, the new palace was very impressive. It had no windows,
which meant there was nothing to shoot through. The master bowmen could-
n't see the skylights. Not knowing where to put their arrows, they were
reduced to shooting at random. It was quite sporting, in a bizarre sort of way.
Sometimes we would be lying in bed and hear an arrow go zouk/in the roof
overheard. Once a servant dropped dead at my feet as | walked along a cor-
ridor. Palace life is often boring, but not on Ahu Sawish.

The arsonists were equally baffled. The roofs were made of timber, but
the floors were stone. The worst a fiery arrow could do was burn down a room
or two. That was no more serious than losing a barn or a shed, because the
fire could not spread, and a few hours’ work would replace the room. Cuddles
enjoyed interior decorating, anyway.

Oh, I forgot one thing. The stairways had to be notched down into the
old pyramid structure. | expect you worked that out already.
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11

The upper Echelon

he cloister curved its way around behind Balor's gigantic heel and

ended at the base of the pyramid, at the midpoint of the eastern

face. Faint light spilled from the doorway. Thorian and | were per-

ilously close to our quarry then and could hear voices raised in
greeting. The priest ushered the two soldiers ahead of him, inside.

That was as expected, but they could have turned off there, through
a gate in the wall. I assumed that it led to the temple grounds. Even a
temple needs space for laundry and sanitation, and so on. | would have
guessed at vegetable gardens, also, and | would have been right, but only
a really fanatical horticulturist would come to inspect vegetables in the
middle of a moonless night, and that seemed out of character for
Corporal Fotius.

For a moment the voices continued, maddeningly indistinct. Then they
faded, and the light faded, also. Our prey had gone on, into the bowels of the
temple. If my guesses were correct, they would have had three directions to
choose from. | waited a few seconds—about a thousand heartbeats under the
circumstances—and then I stalked over to the door and peeked in. | was just
in time to see Fotius himself disappear up a stair, directly ahead. A glimmer of
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light from torches up ahead of him jiggled his shadow back down on the
floor. Corridors stretched off to right and left, but they were dark.

Thorian uttered a low moan and followed me, but I noted an absence of
vivacity in his demeanor.

[ was pleased to see that my predictions were working out so far. The stair
was directly opposite the entrance, and corridors led off to right and left. |
suspected there would be other staircases in a structure so large, perhaps one
for each face.

We peered cautiously up a narrow canyon, rising steeply to dangerous
heights. Light flickered on our quarry, already past the next floor and still
climbing. Their number had been increased by the two who had met them at
the door. A second torchbearer had been added in front, and I could see that
both were young priests in white cloaks. The man in armor was flanked by
two priests, Purple Cloak and a Green. Corporal Fotius was at the rear, where
he so richly deserved to be.

[ set a foot on the first step. Thorian grabbed my shoulder with a fist like
a lion's jaw.

"You are mad!" he said. "Foofang has eaten your brains. You are utterly,
completely, incurably insane!”

"It saves worry,” | retorted. “They won't see us, because nobody looks
behind him when he's climbing stairs. We're in the dark, anyway.” He had no
reply to that, and we set off up the stair.

Our quarry’s deliberate pace suggested that they were settling in for a
long climb. I was disappointed, because in a high building with no scenic view
from the top, the important people would live and work on the lower levels.
It would be juniors who were banished to the peak. At least, that had been the
way things were done in Ahu Sawish.

The longer the climb, the longer the strain on poor Thorian.

My guess about the design was confirmed. On every floor, a corridor
stretched out to right and left, but none ever led inward. The only route
toward the center was the staircase itself, and it rose steadily, never penetrat-
ing the solid granite core. In one respect the temple differed from Cuddles's
palace—all the roofs and interior walls were of stone. Eternal Zanadon had
built its temple to last.

The torches continued to ascend ahead of us, and we followed grimly. We
did not speak, and soon had no breath to speak anyway. Once | heard a dis-
tant chanting, and a few times even snoring, but in the main the temple was
as quiet and deserted as the city had been.

Most of the side corridors were dark, yielding an occasional glimpse of
the stars through open spaces in the roof. When the corridors were lit,
though, we advanced with caution, peering nervously along the floors before
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emerging from the stairwells. Usually the lights burned unattended in
sconces, but once we saw a small group of priestesses. | heard Thorian stifle a
cry as | emerged from the stairwell and strolled across to the next flight. Of
course the gods arranged that the women all had their backs to me at that
moment, but I did not linger to see what they were doing. In a moment
Thorian streaked after me, breathing hard.

My heart had been beating fast enough before we even started. It excelled
itself before we were halfway to the top. The stone was cold under my feet,
the air heavy with incense and other perfumes. My legs wobbled. My knees
burned. Even my hand ached from hauling on the hand-rail—my other hand
was still throbbing from Thorian's abuse of it. It had been a long, hard day.

Higher and higher the priests conducted their two visitors. We followed
like distant shadows. | was amazed at how well the fat priest in the purple
cloak was doing, but of course he must be used to this. My greatest fear was
they would all stop for a rest, for then they would instinctively look behind
them, to see how far they had climbed. Thorian and I might be visible
against the glimmer of the lights we had passed or the faint glow through
the skylights.

[ lost count of the stories. | kept thinking of being discovered and trying
to run down again with a swarm of angry priests after me. It did not bear think-
ing about, but [ thought about it anyway. | knew vaguely when we had come
close to the top and must end our ascent or learn to fly. Either Thorian had
kept accurate count or perhaps he detected a change in the light up ahead, or
the echo of the voices—I never thought to ask him. However he knew, he
grabbed my shoulder and hauled me back into a side corridor, which was for-
tunately deserted. The glimmer of light on the staffs dimmed and faded out.
I do not know if the soldiers and priests paused to look back at the way they
had come, but it would have been a very human thing to do. Thanks to my
warrior companion, they would have seen the stairway empty.

“Come!" | gasped. We put on a staggering spurt and reeled up the last two
flights, to where our prey had disappeared. We were at the top of the temple.
There were no more stairs.

Nor was there a corridor. The stairwell emerged in a squarish hallway, the
full width of the tier. To left and right stood imposing sets of double doors.
Those to our left emitted faint voices; they were not quite closed, and a streak
of light led enticingly across the floor to them.

For a moment | considered sneaking over and trying to listen. I decided
that even I could not be quite so fool-hardy—that would fall into the cate-
gory of tempting the gods. There was an excellent chance that those junior
priests with the torches would be sent away before the serious intrigue began,
and then they must emerge and find us.
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[ looked up at the ceiling. The stars shone through two wide spaces. | tot-
tered over to the nearer of the two, leaned a shoulder against the wall, and
cupped my hands. My legs were vibrating like the dancing girls of Sinishinstra.

Thorian muttered a faint version of his habitual grunt and then placed
a huge cold foot in the stirrup [ had made for him. My arms debated falling
out of their sockets, but decided not to at the last minute. He stepped up
on my shoulders, and then | was in grave danger of crumpling like a
squeezed orange.

"Can't reach,” he whispered.

[ very nearly broke my lifelong rule by uttering a prayer. Instead I
clenched my teeth and raised my hands to my shoulders, palms upward.

"You can't!” Thorian whispered.

"Get on with it!" [ replied. I was certain those torchbearers would be dis-
missed any minute now, and come blundering out of the chamber.

Steadying himself against the wall, Thorian put his feet on my hands. |
wobbled dangerously, and when I tried to lift him straight up nothing hap-
pened—I just did not have that sort of power available. However, | knew of
another way—I dropped, bending my legs and straightening my arms at the
same moment, leaving Thorian more or less where he was. Then I held my
arms rigid, straightened my legs again, and so pushed him up. It's a cute little
routine I learned when [ was touring the Valley of Gold with Pav Im'pha and
his troupe of acrobats. | had watched it done often enough, although I had
never tried it myself.

My accomplice found a grip on the roof and was gone. In a moment, one
end of his swath came dangling down. [ had to jump to reach it, but he hauled
me up beside him like an angler retrieving a minnow. Even as he did so, the
doors opened and light flooded out below my feet.

Apparently priests are no more inclined to look up than other men are,
and especially not when carrying torches above their heads. They did not
notice me, although they very nearly set my loincloth on fire. Then Thorian's
great hand closed on my arm and hauled me over the lip of the opening.

[ lay on my back on the roof, sweating, gasping, and was lost in the glory
of the stars.

The Tears of Sky are so many and so splendid that just to look at them
makes me feel like a god. In my mind I reach upward to embrace them as a
miser yearns for gold. They dance in glory in the night, cold and fiery like
purest jewels, uncaring of mortals crying out to them and weeping for their
beauty. They dance and swirl, cold, cold! But often instead—and this is the
worst, or mayhap the best, I cannot decide—often I start to feel that | am
looking down, instead of up, and when this mood comes upon me | fall and fall.
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[ fall free, rushing eternally downward to the stars. Then the stars themselves
are no longer cold but hot and burning, and the dark places between them are
secret with need and mystery and fulfillment like the dark places of a woman's
body, and they draw me homeward and excite me, soft, sweet! | am told then
that my breath becomes labored and my limbs thrash . . . but I will not talk
more of that now.

That time it was for a moment only. Thorian leaned over me, shutting off
my view of the sky even as he shook me to see what the matter was. [ heard
his harsh breath above me and quiet voices below, and | roused myself, and
pulled myself back from glory.

Below us, the two torchbearers were heading off down the staircase, side
by side, followed by four priestesses of various colors. The priest in the green
cloak had remained in the hallway, leaning back against the wall—keeping
guard, | supposed. The doors had been closed. So the juniors had been dis-
missed and the serious conspiring could now start.

On the roof, Thorian and [ had unlimited ability to spy. He had risen and
tied his swath on again. He set off to investigate what was being plotted at
this sinister hour of the night. | scrambled up and followed.

We were high upon a mountaintop, far above the city and the plain
beyond. A gentle wind played over my sweaty skin and brought me the
muddy odor of paddy fields. The world stretched out forever below us,
shrouded in night and domed by the starry heavens. | could see over the tow-
ers and spires of all Zanadon to where the Jolipi River shone like beaten sil-
ver in the distance. Far to the east | saw wrinkles of flame on the hills—olive
groves, perhaps, or villages | had passed in the last few days. There were the
Vorkans, close enough to make me shiver; closer than [ had expected.

Off to one side, and surprisingly far away, the great figure of Balor had his
back to us. High as we were, he was higher. We were about level with his
shoulder blades. Feeling a vague giddiness, | laid a hand on the wall beside
me, the final step of the pyramid. It blocked my view of the House of the
Goddess above me and Maiana herself, to the west.

[ directed my attention to what lay below. The first room was almost com-
pletely open to the sky, a small court for use in hot weather. It was furnished
with couches and a table, and also a contraption that puzzled me until I real-
ized that it was a carrying chair. A lantern burned on a wall, casting shadows
that seemed strangely distorted from our high vantage. At this time of year,
such a court might well serve as sleeping quarters for someone important.

Had it been completely unroofed, then Thorian and I could have
bypassed it only by walking along the top of the exterior wall, and then we
might have been observed from the ground—or from a lower tier, for surely
priests would prefer to sleep under the stars in summer like everyone else. We
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did not need to take that risk, for there was a covered walkway alongside the
interior wall, and that stretch, of roof was a catwalk for us. | followed Thorian
along it to reach the chamber beyond.

These doors had been closed, also, but three large openings in the roof
admitted light and air. [ expect they could be shrouded with awnings against
rain; on that muggy summer night they were open for ventilation. The ceil-
ing was so high that we could easily see any part of the room we chose, just
by moving to a suitable location. And we were in relative darkness. So long
as we stayed close to the dark granite wall of the uppermost tier, we should
not be noticed by anyone glancing up.

The room was large, extending almost to the forward corner of the tier.
It was sparsely furnished, and obviously a chapel, because a small altar stood
against the end wall, flanked by life-size figures of Maiana and Balor. In front
of those, five people were grouped around a high-backed chair.

The chair itself was a grand affair of gilded wood, draped with fine cloths
and tapestries, and fitted with wheels. | had noted all that before I realized
there was a sixth person present, sitting in the chair—I had overlooked her
despite the crimson cloak she wore. She was very small and very ancient. She
slouched in an awkward posture, as if her back were permanently twisted, a
washrag wrung out and thrown in a corner. She was asleep. Shreds of white
hair protruded from under a canted, ornate headdress; the hands resting on
her lap were knotted claws, and her face was a shrunken mask of extreme age.
| remembered Bedian Tharpit saying something about a mad hag.

On her flat chest, and grotesquely large for her, hung a jeweled pectoral
in the shape of a crescent. When I saw that, [ knew [ was looking at the high
priestess of Maiana, titular ruler of the temple and perhaps of the city, also.

On one side of her stood High Priest Nagiak, a smirking horror of crim-
son-draped obesity. | wondered if he had moved his soft mass to this great
height by himself, or had been brought up in that carrying chair | had seen
out in the court.

Alongside him stood the purple-cloaked priest who had escorted the
guests. He was taller and slightly younger, but a little less odious. Like Nagiak,
he was beardless and his head was shaven. He was still panting from his climb.

On the other side of the chair stood a sizable woman of middle years. Her
purple cloak and headcloth proclaimed her a priestess, and she bore a temple
pallor, yet her powerful frame belonged in the fields. She had fists like a man,
and a rugged jaw. She was scowling at the lay visitors as a peasant might con-
template two pigs strayed into her vegetable patch.

These four must be the senior clergy of Zanadon, the high priest and
priestess and their respective deputies. Before them knelt Gramian Fotius, and
the older man in armor.
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" .. your considered opinion, War Lord,” Nagiak was saying, "that the sit-
uation is hopeless?” His high-pitched voice whined deliberately overloud.

“Yes, Holiness.” The soldier's baritone would have crossed a parade
ground and echoed back again. "Hopeless by mortal standards.”

"The army will not fight without Balor?”

"Regrettably, that is so.”

They all waited for the high priestess to react. She dozed on unwitting.

"I told you!" the other priestess snapped. “It is useless.”

Nagiak flashed her a sneer of dislike and leaned close to the old crone in
the chair.

"Holy Mother! Your Holiness! Beloved of Maiana?>" He screeched right in
her ear, but he would have done better to address the statues by the altar.

"Try her name,” said the woman in purple. “That works sometimes."

"Squicalm!”

Older than the gods, lips and eyelids twitched . . . dry leaves in the wind.
Eyes opened uncertainly, staring blankly.

“The Vorkans,” Nagiak screamed. “They pillage and burn and rape
through the Spice Lands.”

The crone chewed in silence, the myriad wrinkles of her face twisting
like worms.

Nagiak turned to roll his eyes at his purple-clad subordinate, who pulled
a face. He looked to the other woman, and she just shrugged. He leaned close
to the high priestess again and bellowed in her ear once more. “The city is in
danger. You must summon Immortal Balor!”

The toothless mouth moved silently. She pointed a gnarled twig at the
kneeling soldier and muttered something, a query.

The onlookers exchanged glances, and I realized with a shiver that
Nagiak was enjoying himself.

In the temple of any goddess the high priestess rules, but the goddess of
chance outwits us all. Squicalm in her infirmity had let power slip, and the
high priest had snatched it up. Obviously the woman in purple was out-
classed, if she had allowed that to happen.

“Gillian Thwagus? Gillian Thwagus died years ago, Holy Mother. He was
succeeded by Joliak Thwagus. Then he died, also. This is Rothian Arksis. He
is War Lord of the Army now.”

"You needn't shout! I'm not deaf.”

“No, Holy Mother. The enemy is at the gate>”

The crone raised her claws and pawed at the glittering crescent on its sil-
ver chain. She was confused. She slobbered.

“You must go to the House of the Goddess!" the high priest warbled in
his thin soprano. “Tomorrow you must lie on the holy bed and call on
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Immortal Balor. The god will come to you as he came to Maiana in the
tamarisk grove when they founded the city. He will touch your limbs with
his hand and age shall fall from you as it fell from Omia and Piala! He will
look upon you and you will be beautiful in his sight. He will remember
Maiana. You shall be Maiana for him, and he will lie with you in his
strength. Great is the power of Balor!"

The old woman was asleep again.

Nagiak sighed and stepped back. “War Lord Arksis, you have done your
duty. You have reported the peril to Her Holiness.”

"So what happens now?" asked the soldier, but I thought he already knew
the answer. He and the high priest were acting out a play. He was a tall, spare
man, like well-seasoned leather. His face was hidden from me by his helmet;
the hair on his arms was grizzled.

“Tomorrow we shall parade the old baggage around . . .” The high priest
sniggered and glanced at the other woman to see how she took his baiting.
"So sorry—that was naughty of me. | mean tomorrow High Priestess
Squicalm will do her duty, also. She will go to the House of the Goddess at
sundown, and there wait for Immortal Balor."

"And it is certain he will come?” Arksis prompted.

“No. He may not find the offering acceptable.” Nagiak giggled, with
another glance at the furious priestess in purple.

“So then what happens, Holy Father?”

For devious reasons of their own, they were acting out a charade aimed at
the large priestess—not at the other priest, for he was trying to hide a smirk,
and certainly not to enlighten the moronic Fotius. Nor could the performance
be intended for me, although the gods in their wisdom had brought me there
to witness it. No, the large woman in purple was the chosen victim.

“If he does not come in glory that night, then Reverend Mother Belhjes
becomes high priestess, and the following night she will await the god in her
turn.” He smiled greasily at her.

The woman's great fists were clenched, her lips pale. "As Maiana wills . .
. But we must wait for the new moon.”

“That is three nights offi” Nagiak purred. "l don't think we dare wait so long.
The danger is extreme, is that not correct, War Lord? It is very frightening!”

"The situation is most urgent, ma'am,” Arksis agreed. He shifted uncom-
fortably on his knees.

"Tomorrow!" Nagiak insisted. “We must begin tomorrow. The Holy
Mother's sickness has come at a most unfortunate time for us all, of course, but
[ know we can rely on you to make the correct decisions in her stead. Surely
you will not imperil the city by waiting, when the war lord himself has assured
us that the situation is urgent?’
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Belhjes curled her lip in a snarl. She had the distrustful, petulant manner
of those who have acquired authority and yet lack the natural grace to use it
properly. Good deputies are often poor principals. As a leader she would vac-
illate between flabby acquiescence and shrill tyranny.

Still Nagiak insisted. "Well, Mother> The fate of Zanadon awaits
your decision.”

With an obvious effort she said, “Tomorrow, then. Begin tomorrow.”

The high priest had won what he wanted. He smiled greasily. “The right
decision, I am sure. But what ails you, Holiness? Are you troubled by doubts?’

"Of course not!"

She was certainly troubled by something, | decided, but then [ would
sooner copulate with a swampful of crocodiles than collaborate on anything
at all with that priest in his bulging crimson cloak. He reminded me of the
juggler in Pav Im'pha’s troop, who could juggle six small hatchets and pick the
onlookers' pockets at the same time.

And Nagiak might be the lesser of her worries. Until then | had never
given thought to the ritual, but obviously Zanadon in peril must summon its
protector somehow, and now the ceremony had been outlined for me: The
high priestess would offer her body to tempt the god. A virgin of Belhjes's age
could hardly find that a comforting prospect.

Now she tried to assert herself, and a tremor in her voice ruined the
attempt before it was properly started. “While the Holy M-Mother is indis-
posed, then I act as high priestess.”

"Indeed that is so,” Nagiak replied with an oily smile. “We all appreciate
the great burden you bear."

"Then deliver me some explanations, High Priest. To bring laymen into
the temple is forbidden!”

"There are certain exceptions.”

"Yes, there are exceptions. Very few. | understand why War Lord Arksis is
here. He must report to the Holy Mother when danger threatens the city, and
you did right to bring him. It has been done before.”

"Oh, I am so glad that you admit that it has been done before.”

Belhjes shot him a glare of distilled hatred. “But why did you drag that
one along?" She leveled an accusing finger at young Fotius.

Why indeed?

Thorian's heavy hand came to rest on my shoulder. He moved his lips to
my ear.

"I told you,” he breathed. "l warned you. Gods do not walk the world in
these humble days. You came here to Zanadon to see a god, and you will wit-
ness nothing more than priestly intrigue.”
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12

The plot thins

did not believe him.

Had she overheard his remark, the purple-cloaked priestess would not
have believed him, either. | was not sure what the men were thinking, but

I could tell that Deputy High Priestess Belhjes expected the god to come
to the aid of the city, in person.

However, while she might be acting head of the temple in theory, she was
out of her depth in dealing with the devious high priest. This meeting seemed
to be going much as he had planned.

Gods are normally served only by men, but many goddesses have both
male and female votaries. In those temples the priesthood and priestesshood
are rarely on terms of trust and endearment. Thorian had a good point—I
sensed intrigues within intrigues—but the failings of mortals were irrelevant,
and Balor would not be swayed by Nagiak.

"Rise, War Lord,” he said, smirking. "Let us talk with your grandson.”

Arksis rose stiffly and moved away from his young companion. Fotius stayed
where he was, on his knees, holding his hat in his great hands and systematically
crushing it to pulp. His lush hair and beard and his bare torso seemed strangely
out of keeping in this company. He was a wild boar in a pigpen.
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"

Nagiak smiled blandly. “Corporal, er. . ?

"Gramian Fotius,” War Lord Arksis said.

“A likely lad, a fine example of the young manhood of Zanadon.” The
high priest stepped forward, beaming at the giant—his piggy eyes were not
much higher than the corporal’s. “Unspoiled, innocent.” He sighed. "Virile.
How old are you, my son?’

The big man thought for a moment and then said, “Twenty-three.”

"Did you ever kill a man?”

Fotius hesitated, glanced uneasily at his grandfather, and then rumbled,
"Yes, sir.”

"Holiness!" Nagiak said.

"Huh?>"

"You address me as 'Holiness.”

"Yes, sir.”

Nagiak licked his fat lips. “Tell me about the man you killed.”

"Three men, Holiness, sir.”

"Gracious! Did you slay them with your sword, or how?"

"With a club, sir Holiness. Was catching slaves and hit them too hard.”

“Dear me!" The priest sighed again. "Such accidents are regrettable, but
they incur no guilt. And how long since you returned from . . . where was it?"

"Fogspith, Holiness.”

"How long since you returned from Fogspith?’

Fotius stared uneasily at his grandfather and moved his lips while he pon-
dered. “Two weeks, sir. Just about.”

"Two weeks!" Nagiak said, as if that was a remarkable revelation. He
looked at Belhjes and spread his fat hands. “Armor bearer> When the god
comes, he will require attendants. We thought an armor bearer would be a
likely start. And the boy is an inspiring figure, is he not?" He smirked, trust-
worthy as a rabid snake.

"Armor bearer?” The priestess snorted in peasant fashion. I thought she
was about to spit. “You can generally think up more credible fables than that,
Holy Father."

Nagiak shrugged, as if he did not much care whether or not she believed
him. “We can't offer the god dirty armor. There's a good day’s work needed,
and my lads lack the necessary experience. Rise, my son.”

Fotius scrambled to his feet, and he towered over everyone else present.
Thorian neither spoke nor moved at my side, yet | sensed a wave of hatred
flow from him like heat from a stove.

“You know,"” Nagiak said thoughtfully. “He is almost as large as Balor, |
do believe. This Balor, [ mean.” He turned and considered the statue beside
the altar.
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For the first time [ noticed that these images of the god and goddess were not
duplicates of the great figures that dominate the temple and the gates. They were
carved of the same red-brown stone, but unadorned by either jewels or gold—
plain, shiny granite. The Maiana was clothed in a cloak and headdress. She wore
no horns. Her crescent symbol was represented by a pectoral matching the one
hung on the sleeping Squicalm. This was the goddess as her own high priestess.

On the other side of the altar, the Balor figure was nude, exaggeratedly
muscled and male—the god as a human bull.

Nagiak sniggered and waved his soft jeweled hand. “Stand beside Balor,
my son, and let us see.”

Fotius shambled over and positioned himself as directed. He was very
nearly the same height and build, and close to the same color. Suddenly the
statue seemed less improbable.

“Is that not remarkable, Holiness>” The high priest laughed shrilly
and clapped his hands. “Should we remove his swath, do you think, for a
complete comparison?”

Belhjes flushed furiously. “That is an obscene suggestion!”

“No. It will be interesting!”

"Sacrilege!”

"Oh, if you think so,” Nagiak agreed reluctantly. He was openly playing
with her. “A fine figure of a man, though, don't you agree?”

"This is blasphemy!” She did not know how to parry his baiting, or else
she scorned the obvious slur.

The high priest leered. “Not at all. Tradition has always maintained that
these very figures in the chapel of the high priestess were carved from life
when Omia was Maiana . . . the third coming of Balor, when he smote the
Waregs. You do not expect any less now, surely? Corporal, go and stand by
the reverend lady so that we may see what a fine couple you will . . . she will

.. would . . . make with Balor."

Fotius shrugged and trudged over toward the priestess. She backed away.
He followed, obeying orders, and would doubtless have continued to do so
had she fled from the temple and down the Great Way and out of the city.
But she stopped and let the hairy giant come close to her. Tall though she was,
her headdress barely reached his shoulder.

“Nearer!” Nagiak said.

Fotius edged closer to Belhjes. She was trying not to look at him, but a
sickly pallor had replaced her blushes. Even from the roof, [ could see that she
was trembling. Oh yes, Belhjes believed that the god would come in the flesh.

"Well?" she demanded shrilly. “Are you satisfied?”

“"Me?" Nagiak said. “Oh, | am easily satisfied. What does it take to satisfy
Balor, do you suppose?”
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Fotius had caught up with the drift of the conversation—he leered. The
priestess stalked away from him and took refuge behind old Squicalm's chair.

"l do not believe this fable of Balor's armor bearer! Invent a better
tale, Holiness.”

Nagiak smiled catlike and turned to his companion priest. "Most Reverend
Thaliak, the honored war lord has performed his duty here. He must have oth-
ers waiting, though, as he readies the army for the coming of the god. See him
to the gate, will you, and send him on his way with fitting blessings>”

Belhjes's hard, square face seemed to swell with outrage. “Just him? You are
serious about keeping that young ogre here, within the temple? This is sacrilege!”

Fotius was sending pleading looks toward his grandfather, but obviously
he had been informed of the arrangement beforehand, and it was not going
to be changed now.

Nagiak rubbed his hands in delight. “"Monster? No, this is a young man,
Holiness. One in the natural condition, you know. Unimproved. And
Corporal, er, Fotius, is honorable and completely trustworthy. | have his grand-
sire’s word on that—don't I, War Lord? Or is his the virtue you believe endan-
gered? Can you not control your charges if they discover him, Holy Lady?>”

Belhjes spluttered with fury, and at last used the obvious weapon. “What
does a eunuch know of such things>”

Nagiak's lardy face seemed to close up like a fat flower at sunset. “As much
as you, I'm sure. The man remains! | had thought the explanation would be
obvious. Wait here, though, and [ will spell it out for you.” With a final sneer,
he ushered the others toward the door.

Thorian vanished from my side in his usual speedy silence, and I supposed
that he was intent on trailing Fotius. I stayed where | was, watching Priestess
Belhjes. | could never like or admire such a woman, but I felt sorry for her. She
had probably been a very effective adjutant for the aging high priestess. Now
she was on her own, making the decisions, trying to deal with both the insid-
ious Nagiak and an impending god, and probably aware that she was inade-
quate to handle either.

She watched in silence as the men departed, then bent to speak to old
Squicalm and shake her gently. The only result was that the crone's elab-
orate headdress slipped further askew. There was to be no help from the
high priestess.

With a quick glance at the door, Belhjes headed over to the altar. |
assumed she was about to pray to Maiana, but she went to Balor instead. For
a moment she stared at its shiny chest, then she bowed her head and sank to
the ground to kiss the granite toes.

She rose up on her knees, raising her hands as if to speak an appeal, but
the move left her looking right at the figure's exaggerated manhood. She
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recoiled with a shudder and went scrambling over to prostrate herself before
Maiana instead.

[ saw her shoulders shake.

The reverend lady believed, but she would be much happier were her
faith a little stronger.

Thorian glided back, the meatiest ghost | had ever met. His eyes glinted
in the starlight, but he did not speak.

In the chapel below us, Nagiak came waddling back, also, yawning and
stretching his crimson arms. “These all-night vigils are very hard on us at our
age, aren't they? They may get harder, you agree? For some of us?” He chuck-
led, with a wobble of his soft jowls.

Belhjes was on her feet again, glaring at him with pink-rimmed eyes.

He saw that his humor was not appreciated. "Oh, listen to me!" he said
nastily. “Since you don't seem to have the wit to work things out on your own.
Can't you see that the young lout is here as a hostage?”

She started, as if distrusting her ears. "Hostage?”

“Hostage. The Vorkans are at the gate, the city is beset. We must have
faith in the gods, certainly, but that doesn't mean we can let ourselves be care-
less or foolhardy. The corporal remains in the temple as surety for his grand-
father's good behavior—Arksis controls the military clans. The mercantile
families are not so easily led, but Bedian Tharpit is their spokesman, in as much
as they have one. I have his daughter here, also, and for the same reason.”

The priestess studied him with a distrust I found commendable. “You
fear treason?”

“Not as such. Nobody would be silly enough to open the gates to those
horrid Vorkans. But we have a huge army of refugees without the walls and
a restless mob within them. Dangerous times require firm rule.” He sim-
pered happily. "Fear of the gods seldom fails, but those two can aid us, if
anyone can, and no one can oppose us without their help. The Tharpit girl
is to become a priestess; that was agreed.” He giggled. "No such solution is
possible for the boy, because | had to promise he would not be altered in
any way. It would be an improvement in his case, but | did promise. We'll
keep him locked up, though!”

She nodded reluctantly. “I wish you had found a more appealing guest.
That one frightens me.”

“He should.” Nagiak shook his round head sadly. For once he looked and
sounded sincere. "Apparently he was all right until he was about thirteen.
Then he molested a younger girl. It was frightfully gruesome. Do you want to
hear the details?”

"Certainly not!”
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"Oh. Well, her brothers beat him. He has not been quite right in the
head since.”

"But he was all right before, you think>"

“Just precocious. The whole family has a nasty tendency to violence.
They were keeping him hidden on some backwoods estate until the Vorkan
scum appeared. Arksis assures me he will cause no trouble as long as we
restrict his intake of red meat and keep him well supplied with women.”

Belhjes had started to relax at the more reasonable tone. Now she uttered
a cry that was almost a shriek. "You cannot be serious! In the holy temple
itself> What women?"

Nagiak's cloak shook like a bag of melons. “You will not call for volunteers?”

As she shrieked again, | felt Thorian's eyes upon me.

“Did you think a few welts on my back would so aggrieve me?” he said
softly. “I have seen that brute satisfy his urges.”

[ shuddered.

Down in the chapel, Nagiak was soothing the outraged priestess. “. . . not
worry . . . all arranged. Each day some relative will come to visit him and
bring servants. But it will not be for long. When Balor comes, then the dan-
ger will be past, and we shall evict the lad promptly. He is merely a necessary
precaution, Reverend Lady.”

And a very obvious one. | sat down to rest my legs, leaning my back
against the cold, smooth wall and letting myself sink into my exhaustion as if
it were a steaming tub.

| found Nagiak odious because he was a type | detest more than almost
any other—a manipulator, one who enjoys maneuvering people to his own
objectives. Now | understood his scheming. It disgusted me, but [ was even
more disgusted to realize that suck intrigue was justifiable in the circum-
stances. Zanadon was under siege, or would be within a day or two. That oily
politician was seeking to knot together the priesthood, the military, and the
wealthy, and that was a reasonable precaution, as he had just said.
Nauseating, but necessary.

| wanted to sleep. My eyelids drooped. Not only was | physically
exhausted but sleep might bring me dreams of reassurance or instruction.
Balor would not appear for at least another day, perhaps two. I could forget
about Fotius and the Shalial girl. They were hostages for their families’ good
behavior, nothing more.

It was all very simple.
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13

Moonshine

l l he will be here any minute!” Nagiak said.

Belhjes's protests seeped up to us less distinctly—something
was unthinkable. | was not really listening. Indeed, I had almost
drifted off to sleep. Thorian knelt beside me.

"We must go, Omar. The moon is rising.”

[ peered blearily southeastward and saw wisps of light above the hills,
gold smeared to orange by the smoke. The fires had dwindled to discon-
nected specks. The air was cooler now. Dawn was only an hour or two away.

Yes, we must go, or we should be trapped within the temple.

Go where, though?

| forced my sleepy mind back to sifting the conversation in the chapel.
Nagiak was adamant that Shalial Tharpit must be inducted into the full priest-
hood at once. Belhjes was insisting that rules were rules and she must first
become a postulant.

“But honestly, I promised that her hair would not be cut off,” the
priest protested.

The argument snarled on like mating snakes.

"What did they do with Fotius?>" I asked quietly. “Lock him up?”
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“No," Thorian rumbled. “They sent the war lord away, but they put the
turd behind the doors to watch.”

[ tried to make sense of that, and failed. “What doors?”

“The doors on the far side of the stair. He is to watch for the Tharpit girl
when she goes by.”

[ have a foolish prejudice that says large men tend to be stupid. | know it
is not true, but I can't help thinking it. Thorian was as large as any man | have
ever met, but he was far from stupid. Indeed, he was probably much smarter
than [ was, and evidently he had seen something I had missed, for his eyes
burned angry bright in the darkness.

What?

Below us, the argument was growing hotter.

“She is a sweet child!” Nagiak shouted. “And ever so devout. She knows
her texts—we have checked ever so carefully. And, yes, she is a virgin. We
have checked that, also.”

[ turned my mind away with distaste and looked up at Thorian again. His
teeth shone in a grimace. He was waiting for me to work it out by myself.
Why should the Fotius hostage be shown the Tharpit hostage? Why not
show the Tharpit hostage the Fotius hostage likewise?

“We have no time for all-night vigils, ninny!” the high priest shrilled. "The
foe is upon us. The situation is quite terrifying!”

Thorian knew the answer, or thought he did.

Belhjes said something about vigils.

"All right!" Nagiak agreed angrily. “All right! We can leave her here until
dawn to do the vigil, if you must be so mulishly stubborn. You really are a ter-
rible nuisance, you know? But in the morning she will be sworn!”

A mutter from the woman signed a reluctant compromise.

[ rubbed my eyes and peered at Thorian again.

"He wouldn't dare!" | said.

"Are you so sure of that, Trader of Tales>"

No, I wasn't. “Can he? Is it possible?”

It was time to explore.

| heaved my leaden body to its feet and headed toward the city, stay-
ing close to the wall. Thorian rose and followed. When | reached the end,
I was beyond the lighted skylights of the chapel. A single aperture in the
roof showed that another small room must lie beyond it, but no light
showed. | wondered briefly about that room—how was it entered? It lay
behind the altar, and there had been no door there. Was it approached
from some other staircase?

[ peered around the corner and inspected the front face of the pyramid.
The great ceremonial steps rose like a ramp up the center. Beyond that,
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Maiana had her shoulder to me, but I could just make out the jutting curve of
her breast. Her horns were dark against the stars—I looked away quickly, not
trusting myself among stars in my present bemused state.

The pavement before me was an unbroken surface of smooth granite,
gleaming like water in the night. There were no skylights. All the lower tiers,
of course, were invisible beyond its edge.

| started to creep forward, crouching so I could not be seen from the
ground. My calf-length swath was a nuisance, and like to become more of
one. After a moment [ unfastened it and let it fall. The key to the Tharpit
mansion struck the stone with a tiny metal chinking sound that | expected
to waken the whole city. Free of my garment, I scrambled forward until |
neared the edge, then dropped to crawl the rest of the way. In a moment
Thorian lay beside me.

No one has ever explained to me why heights always seem so much
greater looking down from than looking up at. Old Thumbal of Thank used
to insist that the gods arranged it that way to help them feel godlike, but
[ don't think I believe him. Be that as it may, Thorian and | were very high
and godlike that night. I remember feeling astonished that the pyramid
was so high.

Far below us, scattered fireflies in the Courtyard of a Thousand Gods
showed where the devout knelt at prayer. Beyond that the Great Way sloped
away toward the gates, and flickers moved on it as the guard patrolled. A few
lighted windows in houses located the sick and the guilty. But the city was not
what we had come to see.

The temple was. The next tier down was another unbroken plain of
dark granite.

[ glanced at my companion. He nodded and said nothing.

We worked our way back a short distance, and then I rose to a crouch
again and hurried to the eastern edge. Balor was a great darkness against the
moonrise, his golden sword aglint.

Again | prostrated myself to peer over and view the tier below. The dif-
ference was obvious—many darker openings and a few brighter ones marked
the rooms and corridors within it. | wished I could see all the lower tiers, but
[ could guess that they would repeat the same pattern.

A sound of women chanting soared from the three bright skylights of the
chapel and sweetened the night.

[ looked up at Thorian, who had joined me again.

"We must go up to the top,” I said.

"Holy Foofang looks after his own.”

[ smiled, reflecting proudly that my companion had begun to put more
faith in the gods than in his own cunning and strong arm.
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There was little point in concealment. If anyone looked up from the
Courtyard, we were going to be seen. The witnesses might not believe their
own eyes, of course. The stonework was about the same shade as human skin,
and we were both nude. That might help, however odd it felt. Together we
stood up and ran to the great staircase.

Side by side, we sprinted up the wide steps to the uppermost level. The
tall House of the Goddess stood in the center, starkly beautiful—a smooth
cylinder of granite roofed with a golden dome. Somehow its curves were
enhanced by the square angularity of everything else. The only break in the
walls was the archway in front. We did not break stride until we reached it.

[ entered, saw Maiana before me, and fell on my knees.

Thorian went farther, throwing himself prostrate. “Forgive us!" he
moaned. “"Holy Lady, we seek only your glory.”

That was prayer, and | remembered with some difficulty that I disap-
proved of prayer. The goddess would know we were there and why we came.
[ sat back on my heels to adore her.

From the ground, of course, the House seems tiny. Even within it, [ had
trouble appreciating its expanse because it is so high, yet | have known many
kings' halls that were smaller. The empty floor was an unbroken expanse of
shiny granite paving. Against the darkness of the far wall stood the Passionate
One, wrought in silver, thrice my height.

Of all the goddess images | have ever seen, this is the most gorgeous.
That night she was clothed in traces of moonlight, which is her mystery. Dim
as it was, it shone on her horns, sparkled on the diamonds of her hair, lit ruby
flames on her lips and nipples, and burned with a dark seductive blue fire at
her groin. Her eyes watched me closely, striking fear in my heart. Eternal
mother, eternal consort! Fear, yes—but [ also felt a rush of desire that stopped
my breath. My limbs trembled before her challenge. Truly, in all my many
days, never before had I been so presumptuous as to come naked and unin-
vited into the very house of a deity.

Well, perhaps | had been invited? And there are some gods and goddesses
who insist on nudity in their presence, regarding clothes as pretense and van-
ity. Or impediment, in other cases.

[ rose unsteadily to my feet and began to explore. When I had inspected
the interior, | wandered out again and strolled around to the north edge of the
platform, the back of the temple, dropping to my knees and crawling the last
part of the way. | looked down at the level we had recently left. Again [ saw
skylights into rooms within it. Again the lower levels were hidden from me,
but [ felt certain that they would all show much the same—plus some glim-
mers of torchlight, likely, and perhaps courtyards upholstered with sleeping
priests and priestesses.
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Behind the temple, the ground fell off steeply, pocked with a few precar-
iously clinging buildings. The city wall was close on this side.

I did not bother to inspect the west. Instead I went back to Thorian,
who was still prostrate, crawling backward as the devout do when leaving
sacred precincts.

"It is as we thought,” [ said. "On holy days, priests and prominent citizens
will march up the staircase. They will see nothing but plain stone. I conclude
that the front of the temple must be solid. The other three faces are hollow,
and inhabited, but the interior of the temple is never revealed to the laity, not
even a glimpse of the skylights. Dirty laundry fails to inspire awe.”

"And up here?” he growled, rising to his knees.

"Nothing. No way in. No doors. Nothing. The rock is solid beneath us.”

Thorian stood up, and even his mighty limbs seemed to move wearily.
"There must be a way, and Nagiak will know of it."

“I hope you are wrong. | am sure you are. We shall find out in a day or so.”

He uttered his lion grunt. “I think [ shall kill that Fotius brute tonight, and
be certain.”

A sudden stab of panic cut off my breath. “No! No! We are here as wit-
nesses only and must not seek to alter the flow of events.”

“You may be only a witness. You are a man of words. [ am a man of action.”

Needing time to think, I silently recited a vulgar poem that Illina taught
me. Then I said, “Gramian Fotius is a hostage. If you kill him here, you will
plunge the city into civil war."

He grunted again—and then a third time, regretfully.

"I suppose you are right, although my thumbs itch for his throat. Now the
moon is lighting the steps. How do we descend, Servant of the Gods>"

"Let us go over the far side.”

With a respectful bow to the goddess we departed.

We went around to the north side. We lay prone on the cold granite and
stared down at the tier below us. It seemed a long way down. Perhaps we
should risk the stair again?

“] can lower you a little way,” Thorian said. "If | had my swath, I could
do better."

"Don't expect me to catch you after.”

He chuckled. "Break a leg and relieve the monotony of our humdrum existence.”

[ scrambled to the edge. Thorian took my wrists and lowered me as far
down as he could reach. I discovered to my surprise that my toes were dan-
gling in emptiness and my face was against an ornate cornice. Before | could
find a grip on it, he let go and I dropped. | came down harder than [ expected,
falling prone with an oof! of shock. My knees and ankles burst into flame. |
hoped that there were no light sleepers under the nearby skylights.
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A moment later Thorian swung over the rim above me. He, too, found
that protruding frieze, and hung there for a moment, studying it. The over-
hang was slight, but the ornamentation ran all the way along the edge, and
presumably all around the temple. | was annoyed that | had not noticed it
sooner. We had not viewed the temple close-to in daylight, but [ pride myself
on my observation. It is the mainstay of my trade.

Thorian clambered down the carvings like a fly until he was hanging from
the bottom ledge. Thus he saved himself part of the drop. He landed more
nimbly than I had and immediately stalked over to the edge of the tier. He lay
down and peered over. By the time he returned, [ was on my feet and more or
less able to walk. We set off to recover our swaths.

“None,” he whispered. "Just the top one.”

“Why should there be a frieze around the top step and none on the oth-
ers? If offends my sense of symmetry.”

"Because the carvings are there for a purpose.”

"What purpose?”

Just then the skylight we were passing brightened.

Of course we looked.

The bedchamber below us was small, but not excessively so. It would
be quite adequate for one person, and it was reasonably, if modestly, fur-
nished with a cot and a table and perhaps a few more things out of our
field of view. I have lived in worse many times. It became much less spa-
cious as Gramian Fotius entered, already complaining in hectoring tones
about the size of the bed.

A soprano voice told him to sleep on the floor. The light faded out and a
door slammed. | heard the lock click.

| took hold of my companion’s arm, although [ had no illusions about
being able to restrain him if he decided to seek a reckoning with the slaver.

“If he lies down, I could jump on him,” Thorian whispered longingly.
"That would wreck his guts for starters.”

“The temptation is manifest, but [ look forward to witnessing your per-
formance. | can't admire your artistry if you operate in the dark.”

"Ah. There is that.”

"Come along." I led him away.

We returned to our original starting point, above the hallway at the top
of the stairs. A double line of priestesses was filing by below us and down the
stairs. The chanting had stopped; apparently the ceremony was over. |
flopped to my belly and leaned head and shoulders through the opening,
catching a brief upside-down glimpse of crimson at the head of the proces-
sion, as fat Nagiak descended in his carrying chair on the shoulders of four
young priests.
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The business of the night had been completed, and the temple would
soon be quiet enough for us to venture departing. Indeed we must—the cres-
cent moon had risen clear of the smoke, and at dawn everything would start
up again. We did not have long.

And we were balked. In the courtyard beside the hall, the ancient high
priestess was being put to bed by three young attendant priestesses. Belhjes
hovered alongside, perhaps hoping for some sign of wakefulness, but the old
woman was as limp as a sack of tubers. We dared not walk along the narrow
strip of roof above them.

[ pulled Thorian back to a safe distance and sat down. He settled beside
me with a sigh of weariness. | was dizzy with fatigue myself, for it had been
a long day since [ awoke in the olive grove.

"Squicalm?” [ said. “Tomorrow she is paraded around. At sunset she goes
to the House of the Goddess in solemn procession. What happens to her if
Balor does not respond, though?’

I was wondering how Belhjes' succession was arranged, and if a high
priestess was deposed by execution, but Thorian's reply took me by surprise.

"What happens to her if he does?”

“You heard! By morning she is restored to youth and beauty and is con-
sort to the god. Maiana does not incorporate, but the high priestess is her rep-
resentative. Like Omia, they said, or Piala. There must have been others, in
more ancient times. Doubtless not all the names are recorded.”

“But this time the living god bears a striking resemblance to Gramian
Fotius and the priestess to Shalial Tharpit>”

"And I say he would not dare!” I insisted. “Even if the gods would allow
such a thing, the townsfolk will not be deceived. Shalial is not Squicalm.”

Thorian grunted. "Who remembers Squicalm in her youth, or recalls what
beauty she bore then?”

I squirmed, impaled by his logic. “But Tharpit is senior merchant of the
city! Many people must be acquainted with his daughter.”

“Not necessarily. She has probably been sequestered most of her life, and
his friends the burghers will not rouse the commonality against him. The
Fotius thug has been secluded for years at some rural retreat. You heard that.
He has only been back two weeks, and some of that time he has been out of
town, slaving. Perfect, isn't he?"

[ did not answer.

Thorian went on, “People believe what they want to believe, Omar.”

Sadly, that is often true. [ have seen the sacred Well of Sailmok, where the
god is said to perform cures. Thousands of people come to the well every
year. They make offerings, drink the waters, bathe in them, buy trashy sou-
venirs, and then declare themselves cured, or many do. Yet | saw no credible
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miracles while I was there, and the well-documented cases all seem to be very
old. The priests of Sailmok live well. | did not want to admit that.

“Remember Tharpit giving gold to Nagiak>” Thorian growled. "What for,
do you suppose? It is a crafty plot. The grandson of the war lord and the
daughter of the leading merchant! Arksis believes he can control Fotius-Balor,
and the god's consort will look after her father's interests. Those two will rule
behind the scenes. Zanadon will be their milkcow. Nagiak must have been
royally paid—I wager the bidding was ferocious.”

"But the Vorkans?’

"You heard what Arksis said, that the army demands Balor as leader. Fotius
is big and savage, a good figurehead to give them courage. His grandfather
will do the thinking for him.”

It was unthinkable.

Thorian thumped my shoulder in sympathy. “You came to Zanadon to see
a god, but all you will see is priestly fakery.”

"Zanadon has never been conquered—"

"And it will prevail against the Vorkans, also! The troops will believe
themselves invincible, because they are led by a god, and because they very
much want to believe themselves invincible. Of course the army of Zanadon
is never defeated, with that kind of inspiration! | know warriors, Omar!"

“What kind of tale is that for me to add to my collection?” I moaned. "You
are saying that Balor will be a hoax! Worse, you are hinting that he has always
been a hoax?”

Thorian sighed. "l suppose | am. Nagiak must know. He will have access
to ancient annals, telling him how to organize the sham.”

"So the old woman is removed and killed>” | muttered. "And the imposters
introduced in her place? But surely the whole population will keep an all-
night vigil around the temple. How can the man pull off such a deception?’

[ was trying not to think about my showman friend Pav Im'pha. He would
have accepted the challenge gladly—for a suitable share of the gate, or per-
haps just for the chance to perform before such a house. Pav could pull a
woman out of a hat on a stage. He would have produced Balor to order at the
top of a pyramid very easily.

"This place,” Thorian said, “must be riddled with secret passages.”

"We went to the House of the Goddess. We saw no hidden door.”

“We went by night. Give me an hour up there in daylight, and I will find
the way. And that frieze around the top tier> There are air holes hidden in it.
That is why it is there.”

So the topmost step was also hollow, but not connected to the inhabited
parts of the temple. Secret, in other words. | had to admit that intrigue had
now moved very close to the House of the Goddess—directly below it, in fact.
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"I will not believe until [ see,” I said. “We must go.”

[ leaned on his shoulder to rise and then gave him a hand up. Weary as
old men, we shuffled back to where our swaths lay, pale excrescences on the
granite. The priestesses had gone and the twisted old woman snored on her
couch. Otherwise, the temple had fallen silent.

As we went by the chapel, | saw a single lamp glowing, a single figure
kneeling in prayer before the altar. Shalial Tharpit was keeping her vigil.

Tomorrow she might be given to the brutal Gramian Fotius. Why else had
the man been allowed to spy on her, except that her beauty might motivate
him? It was all depressingly logical.

"We need to find safe haven before daylight,” Thorian said as we dressed.

"Trust the gods.”

"If they can get us out of here safely, then [ suppose they can provide soft beds
... a substantial meal would not come amiss either. That goose has long flown."

“Never complain,” | said, and headed for the stairway.

[ stopped at the chapel and stared down at the small, pathetic figure of
Shalial Tharpit before the altar. Whatever her sins, she did not deserve Fotius.

Suddenly I realized that the gods had already provided!

[ knelt, then stretched out on my belly with my head and shoulders over
the raised curb that ran around the opening.

"It beats being married to Dithian Lius,” [ said.
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14

The tale of Omar

he looked up with a gasp.
“Or Osian Pomaniuk,” [ added. "Or Soshiak Quairt, for that matter.
Or even that Waus fellow.”
“Fathmonian?”’
"Precisely. The name was on the tip of my tongue.”
"Who are you?”
"A friend. If you scream, or raise the alarm, then I will be apprehended,
mutilated, and probably put to death.”
“I rarely treat my friends so,” she said coldly. “At least not without provocation.”
"Then may | come down and talk with you?”
"Drop in by all means. | can spare you several minutes.”
"I would not willingly disturb your devotions.”
"l was asleep, actually. Now you have wakened me, we may as well talk.”
Muttering warrior-type obscenities, Thorian removed his swath and low-
ered me into the chapel. I fell the last few feet and collapsed in a sitting posi-
tion in front of Shalial. As there were no chairs available, I stayed there.
Her eyes were tinged with pink, yet she was still lovely—even in the
dim lantern light, even with only her face visible. The rest of her was

94



Dave Duncan—The Reaver Road [e-reads]

swathed in a shapeless white garment, and a headcloth concealed her hair.
She seemed quite unperturbed by my unconventional intrusion, even
amused. There was no softness in the line of her jaw, her nose was too much
a Tharpit nose to be conventionally beautiful—and she was inexplicably,
maddeningly, intoxicatingly beautiful.

No, it is not only skin deep. Ashfer starts with the soul.

[ pulled my sleepy wits together. "I am Omar, a trader of tales, and you
are Shalial Tharpit.”

"Wrong. As of an hour ago, | am the Postulant Sanjala.”

"I prefer Shalial.”

"So do [." She looked up at the stars. “Who is your accomplice?”

"Just a strong-arm man. He is useful to have around but tends to speak in
grunts and monosyllables. | doubt that he would interest you.”

Fire flickered in her midnight eyes. “You presume to know my tastes upon
very brief acquaintance! Loquacity is no virtue in a man.”

“But in this case he is just a hulk of rippling muscle, of depressingly rigid
moral standards and incorrigible recklessness. A serious young woman of reli-
gious bent would find nothing of value in his constant merriment and revelry.”

The fires burned hotter. "It occurs to me now that [ also should incur severe
penalties were | to be discovered in this compromising situation. Flogging with
willow twigs, I think, is traditional. I shall minimize censure by turning you in
as soon as possible. State your business quickly so | may proceed.”

"We come to rescue you, of course.”

"From what?"

"From here.”

"From here to where?”

Seldom have I been cornered so swiftly. Thorian and | knew nobody in
Zanadon. We had no safe haven awaiting us, but Shalial must have lived in
the city all her life, and she knew another interested party—her unnamed
lover. Her father's mention of the man had caused her to blush with guilt.
There was the refuge the gods had prepared for us! Surely the man would
make us welcome if we arrived with his distressed beloved? If he did not—if
he turned out to have a wife already, for example—then he could be black-
mailed into cooperation.

However, | felt that to demand his name and address from Shalial at this
stage in our friendship might seem premature or even presumptuous. First |
must win her confidence. She was keeping vigil, and the old crone slept in the
outer room—we would not be interrupted before dawn.

"] dare not state our objective until | know that you will collaborate.”

Her expression became grim. "I recall very little of my mother, as she
died when I was born. But I am certain that, were she here beside me now,
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she would—on balance—advise me against rushing off in the middle of the
night in the company of two improperly dressed male burglars, one of
whom speaks in grunts and monosyllables and the other who refuses to
answer the simplest of questions.”

"For a maiden in distress, you are less malleable than I had hoped.”

"I think I feel a scream coming on,” Shalial Tharpit said firmly.

"Were | to tell you why and how | came here to aid you, would that ame-
liorate the compulsion?”

“It might postpone the results,” she said, and arranged herself cross-legged
to listen.

[ spurred my drowsy brain to a startled gallop.

“The mighty Jolipi River," I said, "flows from its source in Sourmere across
the breadth of the Spice Lands, even to the Pearls of the Sky, where it laps
the walls of the great metropolis of Urgalon.”

"Spare me geography. | majored in it."

“Ah. My apologies. The details are germane to my tale, though, so bear
with me while | provide a little local color. South of Urgalon, the mighty
flood enters the dread gorges known as the Gates of Rosh. Rosh, you recall,
is the god of tides, and the river is tidal there, unlike the Nathipi when it sim-
ilarly passes through the mountains.

“Within those awesome canyons, the river god does battle twice daily
with the mighty sea. Water surges in waves higher than houses, scouring high
upon the cliffs, rinsing out the side chasms, and roaring fearsomely.”

"I have heard of this,” she said quietly. "My brother has told me of it.

I hate audiences who interrupt all the time. “These fateful passes are
known as the Gates of Rosh.”

"You already said so.”

"Quite. But in the coastal lands, they have another name. There the peo-
ple call them the Wrath of Nusk. The sprightly Nusk—who may be more
familiar to you by the name of Nask—is the god of doorways and beginnings.”

"And defloration!” Shalial grinned an imp's grin.

"You are getting ahead of me. As the river is the coast's doorway to the
Spice Lands, the alternative designation is appropriate, also. All right so far?’

"l am agog.”

"Thank you," I said politely. “Through this devilish trap must pass the pro-
duce of the land, and the trade goods inward bound to pay for them: lumpish
bales of cotton, rosy planks of cedar wood, and dusty sacks of ore.”

“You omit all mention of the dewy pearls and fire-flecked diamonds, rainbow-
tinted parrot feathers, gossamer silks from mysterious lands at the rim of the world,
desert gold of Shaifu, bloodred rubies like pigeons’ eggs from the devil mines of
Arkraz, and potent potions fashioned from ibex horn and powdered mummy?>"
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| began to feel more sympathy for median Tharpit's handling of his
domestic problems. “You are a merchant's daughter!”

She smirked pertly. "My father will not discuss business with a woman.”

"But your brother does.”

She took my guess for knowledge and was surprised. "He was until
recently the family agent at Urgalon,” she admired.

"Did he ever mention the exquisite porcelain finger bowls of Leilan?"

"Not that I recall.”

"A regrettable oversight. If I may continue? Perilous is the journey
through the Gates of Rosh, and at some times of the month impossible. At
ebb and flow the waters career madly through those rocky mouths, and innu-
merable fair craft have been dashed to fragments. Only at the full and again
at low water may a vessel essay a brief voyage through the passes, darting
from one known haven to another. Disaster awaits any who miss their
required landfall even by minutes, and the entire passage of the range may
take many days.”

"Four and a half, usually.”

"Thank you. Now among this mountainous land dwells a hardy race of
rugged disposition. Their humble houses cluster around the known harbors,
and they eke a skimpy but honest living by selling provisions to the sailors,
repairing damage to the ships, and so on.”

She smirked again, hoping to shock me. “With lucrative sidelines in pros-
titution and petty theft.”

"True!" I said stiffly. "l was about to mention their dishonest livings. They
also gather up the flotsam from the many wrecks, for they know the crannies
where the waters will carry them, and from time to time they adjust the buoys
and markers to maintain the supply of such materials.

"My own family dwelt apart, on a lonely slope above a narrow and treach-
erous side canyon known as Last Resort Cove. Ships would anchor there only
rarely, when in dire distress and unable to reach the popular objective of
Sweet Water Bay. On such occasions, my grandfather and uncles would ven-
ture forth, even in the worst of weathers, and drop rocks on them from a great
height. Such was the velocity imparted to these missiles by their long descent
that the victims would invariably be holed through the hull, and sink before
the tide released them.”

Shalial drummed fingernails on the floor and for once remained silent,
eyeing me narrowly.

Pressing my advantage, | continued. "A tricky undertow disposed of the
crews, and the next norwester would break up the wreck and distribute its
contents on a convenient beach. My family had been in business at the same
location for generations and had established quite a reputation.
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"My mother was an only daughter, who never knew her own mother, for
she had died bearing her. She—my mother—was raised by her father and six
brothers. It was a hard and lonely life she led, and so isolated was their abode
that only once a year, at the annual Wreckers' Ball, did she even get to meet
any of the neighbors. She is generally reported to have been a person of gen-
tle disposition and unusual beauty.”

"] think I could have guessed that.”

“Her name . . . | should mention this because the romantic atmosphere is
diminished if | must keep referring to her as ‘'my mother . . . her name was
Nugga. At the time of which I now tell, Nugga was seventeen and just come
into the fullness of her wondrous beauty.”

[ gave Shalial an appraising stare and was rewarded with a faint blush.

"One day, then," I went on, “in springtime, Nugga and her brothers were
down by the water's edge, picking over the rocks and shingle in search of trin-
kets and the trivial bounty of the sea. The weather was clement, but some-
what foggy. Engrossed in her task, Nugga had failed to notice the passage of
time and had wandered too far from dry land.

"As a matter of strict fact, she had been tempted out by the opportunity
to loot a couple of dead sailors, but I usually omit that particular detail.”

"Understandably so.”

“Tragedy struck—or so it seemed. For now my tale diverges. What my
grandfather and his sons saw was this. The great bore of the incoming tide
normally announces its arrival by a blood-freezing roar, like to the bel-
lowing of a thousand sea lions. That day the breeze was off the land, and
they failed to hear the warning until it was almost too late. Shouting to
one another, they all fled, and only when they were almost to the safety
of the cliffs did they realize that Nugga was no longer with them. They
turned in dismay and saw her running seaward, seemingly heading for the
shelter of a jagged rock of some height, although she must have known
that it would afford her no protection in that season of spring tides. Then
the wall of water came sweeping up out of the mist and engulfed her, and
she was gone.”

"Seventeen, you said?" Shalial bit her lip.

"Seventeen years and four days.”

"You were not born yet?’

"Of course not. What my—what Nugga saw was completely different.
She heard a note as of great music, sweet and tuneful and totally dissimilar to
the gargling of numerous sea lions, and she observed, to her great surprise, a
young man come running out of the mist, his arms open to her. He was smil-
ing, and he was exceedingly fair to look upon, especially to a maiden who so
seldom met men other than her immediate kin."
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Shalial raised her eyebrows—very lovely eyebrows they were, too. “May
[ inquire how he was dressed?”

"l doubt that it is necessary. On the face of it, of course, he must have
been Rosh, god of the tides, for that is his realm. Those are his Gates. But
Rosh has not often been credited with exploits of the type that now tran-
spired, but which [ need not describe in detail. You see why | mentioned that
the region is also known as the Wrath of Nusk, for Nusk is notorious . . . well,
let us say that he is the god of openings and defloration, and a god does not
get that sort of reputation for nothing.

“Perhaps Rosh may take on certain attributes of Nusk in that region.
Similar convergence has been reported elsewhere. Be that as it may, Nugga
knew at once that he was a god, and she made her decision without hesita-
tion. Ignoring the obvious danger, she hastened to his embrace.”

[ fell silent for a space, and finally my listener inquired shyly, “What
happened then?”

“In detail I cannot say. | suppose the usual, only more so. One does not
discuss such matters with one's mother. She spoke to me sometimes in a gen-
eral way of being swept up in a glory of mist, and suchlike. The particulars
were always vague, often containing clumsy symbolism of spray and surging
tides, and so on.

"Eventually, of course, came the ebb. My uncles went sadly down to the
sea again, fervently praying that they might find Nugga's body, to give it
decent burial. They found her alive and well, sleeping peacefully on a small
stretch of white sand. Her clothes were missing, but she was unharmed.”

"Rosh, of course, would have returned her?’

"One assumes it would be in his nature to do so.”

"And nine months later . . ."

"Eight. | was a premature baby, which may explain a slight tendency to
impetuosity in my character.”

Shalial said, “"Mmm,"” thoughtfully. “What exactly does all this have to do
with me?”

“Ah. | am getting to that. The one incident that Nugga clearly recalled
and was willing to relate—indeed she never tired of telling it—was this. Right
at the end, she lay in the god's arms on the sand as the last waves were sweep-
ing around them.

"I must go,’ he said sadly, ‘for it is my invariant resolve to wait for no man,
or woman, either. And you now must choose. You may come with me and |
will see you safely to Morphith's realm, or you may return to the world of
mortals. If that is your choice, know that you will never meet me again. Nor
will you ever love a mortal man, for none who has known the love of gods can
ever be satisfied by less.’
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"And of course [ will bear your child?’ she said.

"It is obligatory,' the god remarked, somewhat smugly.”

Shalial sighed. “A touching tale! Not overly original, but embellished with
some notable digressions.”

"It is not done," I said. “For now Nugga inquired of her lover, ‘But is it not
customary for a god who has sired a child upon a mortal to honor his off-
spring with some divine gift?”

"Aha! Resourceful of her! We come to the bones of the matter?”

"Verily.

"It is so, the god said, smiling the radiant smile of his divinity. ‘Choose,
then, what blessing | may bestow upon him.”

Shalial sighed again, and even in her shapeless novice’s cloak, her sigh was
an endearing motion. "And what did your mother—Nugga, | mean—what did
she say then?’

“She said, 'l would rather have a girl.”

Shalial opened her dark eyes very wide and pursed her scarlet lips. “Oh
A little tactless, maybe?”

"The god was perturbed, yes. He frowned divine anger and told her she
should have said so sooner. So Nugga made the best of it, and demanded that
the son she was to bear might be granted the gift of foretelling the future.”

Shalial whistled silently.

“You ask much, the god said. "The gift of prophecy is rarely bestowed,
and invariably brings such unhappiness to mortals that [ shall not wish it upon
any child of mine.”

“Nugga insisted?"’

"She had a stubborn streak, | fear. And she knew her rights.”

“Very well, the god said, rising to his feet. 'He shall see the future in
dream, but in my divine mercy, | shall so limit his gift that he may foresee
only the future of others, and even then only when he may use it to avert
great sorrow.’

"And so he ran off the way he had come, and vanished in mist."

The chapel fell silent with the wistful stillness that follows the conclu-
sion of a fine tale well told, a bittersweet 