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AUTHOR'S NOTE ON "SWAN'S BRAID"
I'm pretty sure that it was at the Gaylaxicon in Philadelphia in 1993 when Jewel Gomez asked if I might have a sword and sorcery type story that would work for Swords of the Rainbow, an anthology she was editing with Eric Garber. Now I don't specifically remember bouncing, but I suspect there was bouncing involved because I'd had the ending of “Swan's Braid” in my head for some time with no idea where I could possibly sell the story it ended. These days, an LGBT protagonist wouldn't necessarily limit your market, but back in the early '90s things, while on the cusp of change, were still a bit ... difficult. And even if I hadn't had a story in mind, I suspect I'd have come up with one for Jewel anyway because she's just one of those very cool and amazingly talented people you want to do things for – at least partially in the hope that some of that cool and amazing rubs off.




SWAN'S BRAID
Horses. Terizan cocked her head to one side and sifted the sounds of the city. A lot of horses. And no one rode in Old Oreen, although in the newer areas the laws had been changed. The sound of horses, therefore, could mean only one thing.
"Swan's back! The Wing has returned!"
Terizan grinned. Obviously, she wasn't the only one who realized what the sound meant.
Buzzing like a hive of excited bees, the crowd began to push back against the shops and stalls, treading both on merchandise too slowly snatched to safety and each other. Terizan saw a number of small children being lifted to better viewpoints and decided the idea had merit.
Slipping sideways into a narrow alley, she leapt for a cistern pipe, touched toe to window-ledge, to awning pole, then swung up onto the sandal maker's flat roof. Settling down beside a large clay pot of hot peppers like she belonged there – few people stopped to question first impressions – Terizan lifted a hand to block the late afternoon sun just as Swan's Wing rode into view. 
The crowd didn't so much cheer as scream its appreciation. 
Helmless, her short hair glinting like a cap of mountain gold, Swan rode in front, flanked a half length back by her second, the man they called Slice, and her standard bearer, a girl no older than Terizan who bore a bloody bandage around one eye as proudly as she bore the banner. There were a lot of bloody bandages, Terizan noticed. It seemed that Hyrantaz's bandits had not been defeated without cost.
But, in spite of the popular belief that it couldn't be done, they had been defeated. Slice carried Hyrantaz's head on a pike, the jaw bobbing up and down to his horse's rhythm. 
They'll be going to the Crescent, Terizan thought, eyes locked on Swan as she passed, the red gold of her life-braid lying like a narrow line of fire against the dusty grey of her backplate. Terizan's heart pounded harder and faster than usual. If I hurry, I can be there first.
***
It seemed that half the city was already in the Crescent when Terizan arrived. She saw a number of people she knew, ignored most of them, and pushed her way in beside a friend in the front row. He turned languidly, and, when he saw who it was, his heavily kohled eyes widened in mock horror. "You're sweating." 
Breathing a little heavily, Terizan wiped her forehead on her sleeve. "I beg your pardon, Poli. I forgot that you don't."
Poli smiled and patted her cheek. "Not without cash up front." His smile was his greatest asset; he had a way of using it that convinced the recipient that no other living being had ever been smiled at in such a way. Terizan wasn't at all surprised that he'd been able to make his way through the crowd to a place beside the Congress' steps where he could not only see, but hear all.
The distant cheering grew louder and then spilled over into the surrounding crowd. Terizan wanted to leap up and down on the spot as others around them were doing, trying for their first look at the Wing but she took her cue from Poli and somehow managed to stay calm.
"SWAN! SWAN! SWAN!" The chant became a roar as Swan reached the Congress' steps and reined in her horse. The Wing spread out behind her. 
Terizan counted, and then counted again. There were only a dozen riders and two pack horses plus the standard bearer, Slice, and Swan herself. The twelve had seemed like a horde in the close confines of the old city but here, in a single line, they were frighteningly few. "That can't be all that survived."
"The rest are camped outside the city boundary," Poli said calmly, not so much to her as to the air. "Not in the same place they were camped when they made their kind offer to rid the trade road of Hyrantaz's pack of hyenas but close enough."
"How do you know?"
Poli raised an elegant brow. "Do you honestly think I wouldn't know where a great many mercenaries who have just returned from a dangerous campaign and will no doubt wish to celebrate their survival and are soon to have a great deal of money are camping?"
"Sorry." She wondered briefly how he'd managed the entire statement in one breath and then lost all further interest in Poli, the crowd, and the rest of the Wing as Swan raised a gauntleted hand.
"You're drooling," Poli murmured, his voice amused.
"Am not." But she wiped her mouth anyway. Just in case.
When the noise of the crowd finally faded in answer to Swan's command, the huge double doors of the Congress building swung open and the council that ran the city-state of Oreen stepped out. All seven were present and all in full robes of state; but then, they'd had plenty of warning, Terizan reflected, for the runner who brought the news of Hyrantaz's defeat had arrived at dawn, his shouted news jerking the city out of sleep.
"We have done what we were hired to do," Swan declared before any of the councilors could speak. Terizan shivered as the other woman's clear voice lifted the hair on the back of her neck. "We have come for payment."
Reluctantly dragging her gaze from Swan, Terizan could see how agitated some of the councilors were – constant small and jerky movements betrayed them. They hadn't thought she'd win. The idiots.
Councilor Saladaz, who'd recently been appointed to his sixth straight cycle as head of the Congress, stepped forward and cleared his throat. "There was the matter of proof," he said.
At a gesture from Swan the two pack horses were led forward and the bulky oilskin bundles heaved off to lie at the councilor's feet. "It was... inconvenient to bring the bodies," the mercenary captain told him dryly as ropes were untied. "These will have to do instead."
Saladaz leapt backward as the battered heads rolled out onto the Congress steps and the crowd roared with laughter. Out of the corner of one eye, Terizan saw Poli raise a scented cloth to his nose even though the smell was no worse than a great many parts of the city in high summer.
"They will have to be identified," Saladaz declared at his most pompous, struggling to regain his dignity.
"I'm sure there are those about who would be happy to help." From all around the Crescent came cries of agreement. Caravans that surrendered without a fight, Hyrantaz had stripped bare of everything save lives – it amused him to see a line of naked, helpless people stagger off towards the city, not all of them surviving to reach safety. "I'll take a third of what we're owed now and the rest at the end of the week."
Councilor Aleezan, who most considered to be the best brain in the Congress, stepped forward, laid a slender hand on Saladaz's shoulder and murmured something in his ear. Too far away to hear what was said, Terizan saw Saladaz nod. He didn't look happy.
"It will take a moment to count the coin," he said, tucking his hands into the heavy embroidered cuffs of his robe and scowling up at Swan. "If we can have it sent to you later today..."
"By noon," Swan suggested, in no way making it sound like the ultimatum everyone knew it was. "We'll be headquartering at The Lion."
"By noon," Saladaz agreed.
At a nod from his captain, Slice whipped his pike forward and with a moist thud, Hyrantaz's head joined the pile on the Congress steps.
Terizan felt her knees go weak as Swan smiled. "To complete the set," she said and pulled her horse's head around.
"SWAN! SWAN! SWAN!" The cheers that followed the Wing from the Crescent echoed off the Congress, battering the councilors from two directions.
"She's so..."
"Barbaric?" Poli offered. That at least one of Swan's immediate ancestors was a Kerber – a loose confederacy of warring tribes that kept the west in constant turmoil – was obvious.
"Beautiful," Terizan snapped.
Poli laughed. "Well, you do know where she's staying. You could always wander in and..." He winked. "...introduce yourself." He laughed again as she paled. "Never mind, dear. I suppose you're still young enough for unrequited lust to have a certain masochistic fascination." Gathering up her hand, he tucked it in the crook of his arm. "I'm sure that with your skills you'll be able to get close enough to watch her without her ever suspecting you're there."
"I can't." Terizan pulled her hand free, suddenly remembering what the Wing's return – What Swan, she corrected – had pushed out of her head. "I'm going to the Guild today."
Poli looked at her for a long moment. When he spoke his voice was softer and less affected than she'd ever heard it. "That fall really spooked you, didn't it?"
She nodded, trying not to think about the carving crumbling under her foot, about the long drop, about the landing. "If I'd broken something..."
"But you didn't."
"I'm not fool enough to think it'll never happen again." She spread her hands. "The Guild takes care of you. You know that, Poli. The whores have one of the first Guilds in the city."
"Granted. But somehow I just can't see you meekly accepting a Guild's control over your life." His features fell into the nearest thing to a frown she'd ever seen him wear. "You don't even take advice well."
When she shrugged, she could still feel the ache in bruised bone. Still feel the terror of lying in the darkness and wondering what would become of her if her strength and agility had been destroyed. "I've made up my mind, Poli."
He shook his head. "And you're not likely to change it, are you?" Sighing, he leaned forward and lightly kissed her cheek. "Be careful, sweetling." Then, just in case he should be accused of sentiment, added archly, "Friends who don't expect freebies are rare."
***
The Thieves' Guild believed that anyone who couldn't find them and gain access had no business applying for membership. The yellow stone building built into the inside curve of the old city wall showed no outward indication of what went on inside, but Terizan had heard the stories about it most of her life.
"Getting into the house is just the beginning. You have to take a thieves' path to the Sanctum deep underground."
She didn't believe all the stories about the traps set along that path – wizards were too rare and far too expensive to use for such mundane purposes – but she believed enough to approach with caution. The roof would be guarded, likewise the windows that were even remotely accessible. Which left her with two choices; an inaccessible window, or the front door.
While there was a certain in-your-face kind of charm to walking in through the front door, Terizan decided not to risk it as that was very likely the kind of attitude the Guild could do without. Besides, for a good thief, no window was truly inaccessible.
***
A hair shorter and a half a hair wider, she mused, squatting silently under the tiny window tucked into the eaves, and I wouldn't have made it. As it was she'd very nearly had to dislocate a shoulder and slice the curve off both hips to get through. Strapping her pack to her chest – no point in carrying equipment if it couldn't be reached quickly – Terizan started looking for a path into the heart of the Guild house. 
Some considerable time later, she sat down on the floor of a grey-tiled hall and thought seriously about going out the way she'd come in. She'd dealt with all the locks, all the traps, and a dog – who'd been incredibly surprised to have a live and very angry rat tossed at him – but was no closer to finding the Sanctum than she'd been. Her stomach growled and she sagged against the wall, about at the end of her resources, personal and otherwise. Her pack was almost empty and the tiny lantern, now closed and dark at her side, was nearly out of oil.
And then she heard the voices.
Someone was making loud, angry accusations. Someone else was making equally loud, angry denials. Terizan sank lower and lower until her ear pressed against the floor. She still couldn't make out the words, but she didn't need to. Smiling in spite of her exhaustion, she traced the edge of the tile next to the one she was sitting on and felt a pair of hinges and a wire.
Movement of the wire would very likely ring bells or the equivalent to announce the imminent arrival of company. Resisting the urge to hum, she twisted it up so that the trap door no longer affected it and carefully applied pressure to the tile. Underneath, was the traditional narrow chute. Bracing herself against the sides, she chimney-walked down, pausing only long enough to close the trap.
The voices were much louder.
"...pay for results!"
It was a man's voice but it made her think of Swan, dumping the heads in front of the councilors and demanding payment. Hardly surprising, as lately everything made her think of the mercenary captain. Earlier, the tiny beam of light from her lantern had made her think of Swan's life-braid gleaming against her armour. Sternly, she told herself to get her mind back on the business at hand.
"...received exactly what you paid for. If the end result was not what you desired that is not the fault of this Guild."
Her fingertips touched the bottom trap door. She could see the thin lines of light around three sides and knew this had to be the end of the line. The voices were directly below her.
"You haven't heard the end of this." The growled warning carried more force than all the shouting. A door slammed. 
Muscles straining against the stone, Terizan turned herself around and gently pushed the trap door open a crack. She could see the edge of a scarred wooden table, piled high with junk.
"Although we fulfilled the terms of the agreement, he could cause trouble later," a new voice muttered.
A third voice sighed and admitted, "He could." 
"Don't be ridiculous. He has no desire to have his association with us made public. Still, although I hate to do it, I suppose it wouldn't hurt to make some small attempt to mollify him." A woman's hand with long, narrow, ringless fingers reached into Terizan's limited field of vision and picked up a parchment scroll. It took her a moment to realize she was seeing it through a lattice work of rope. A net. Obviously, she was intended to go flying into it whereupon half the supports would break away, leaving her dangling helplessly in mid air.
Her blood singing, she opened the door a little further, grabbed the edges and swung back with it. At the far end of the swing, she let go. Momentum carried her curled body past the edge of the net. She uncurled just before she hit the floor, landing heavier than she would've liked.
She could feel astonishment wash over her like a wave as she straightened.
A half a dozen lanterns banished all shadow from the small room. Two of the walls were covered floor to ceiling in racks of scrolls, one wall in a detailed map of the city, the fourth wall held a pair of doors. Spread out over the floor was a costly, though stained, carpet. A man, a woman, and a person who could have been either or both, sat behind the table and stared at her, open-mouthed. No one knew their names, but they called themselves the Thieves' Guild Tribunal.
Terizan bowed, conscious only of how exhausted she was. "I'd like to apply to the Guild," she said and stepped forward pulling out the last two items in her pack. "I took this dagger from the Captain of the City Guard, you may have heard it was missing, and this is Hyrantaz's earring – I took it this afternoon."
"From his head?" The man leaned towards her, his bulk suggesting he no longer actively indulged in the Guild's business. "You took it from his head in the Crescent?"
Terizan shrugged. There'd been so many people crowding around it had been embarrassingly easy – but if they didn't know that, she wasn't going to mention it.
As the fat man started to laugh, the woman looked speculatively up at the trap door.
"You brought the rat in with you," the third person said all at once, as though they'd come to a sudden illuminating realization. "It distracted the dog long enough for you to get away and then convinced the dog's handler that he was only after the rat. That's brilliant! But what would you have done if there'd been two dogs?"
Terizan shrugged again. "Gone looking for another rat?"
The fat man now laughed so hard tears ran down his cheeks. "Took it from his head," he kept repeating.
The woman sighed audibly and came around the table. "I think it's safe to assume the Guild is interested in admitting you. Your arrival here was very... impressive."
"I thought I was supposed to make my way to the sanctum."
The older woman nodded. "You were. But no one's ever done it before."
"No one?"
"We'd previously considered it a major accomplishment if someone got safely into the lower levels of the building." As Terizan glanced up at the trap door and the net, she added, "Of course, a good thief is prepared for every possibility."
Terizan heard the silent warning that she not get cocky about her accomplishment, and so merely said, "I agree..." and then had no idea of how to refer to any of the other three people in the room.
"You may call me Tribune One." The woman half turned, waving a hand at first the androgyne and then the fat man. "These are Two and Three. You realize you must still complete an assignment of our choosing?" At Terizan's nod she turned her towards the door on the left, opened it, and pushed her gently through. "Balzador, get our candidate here some nourishment." 
The thieves playing cards in the antechamber looked up in astonishment and Balzador leapt to his feet with such energy that a Queen of Destiny fell from his sleeve and fluttered to the table. "Candidate?" he squeaked.
The tribune smiled. "Yes. She's just dropped in and as we'd like to discuss her... test, I leave her in your capable hands."
As the door to the sanctum closed, Terizan heard Tribune One murmur, "You've got to admit, she's very clever." Then the latch clicked and the iron-bound oak planks cut off Three's reply. 
The card players continued to stare. "Just dropped in?" Balzador said at last.
***
"All things considered," One murmured over her steepled fingers, "there's really no need for you to prove yourself to us. However, formalities must be observed."
Terizan, who'd been fed, feted, and won six monkeys in a quick game of caravan, bowed slightly.
"We have, therefore," One continued, "decided to make your test showy but not especially difficult. You have five days to bring us Swan's braid."
It might have been only because of the blood roaring in her ears but the acoustics in the room suddenly changed. "Swan's what?" Terizan managed to stammer.
"Braid. In five days, bring us Swan's life-braid."
***
By thieves' standards, The Lion was not in what could be termed a profitable part of the city. Three story, sandstone tenements surrounded it, some with tiny shops on the first floor, the rest divided into small suites or single rooms. Almost all had external stairs, a few had roof gardens. Terizan lived in nearly an identical neighbourhood – although closer to the center of Old Oreen – and knew exactly what the area had that would be worth stealing. Nothing much.
Except that Swan was at The Lion.
"In five days bring us Swan's life-braid."
She'd been too astounded to protest and had submitted without comment to being blindfolded and lead by Balzador up to a concealed door in an alley near the Guild house. "When you come back," he'd told her. "Come here. Someone will meet you and guide you down."
When she came back. With Swan's braid.
She couldn't do it. Couldn't offer that kind of an insult to the most beautiful, desirable woman she'd ever seen. Face it, Terizan, she sighed to herself as she watched The Lion from the shadows across the street, if you got close enough to actually touch the braid, your heavy breathing would give you away.
The large louvered panels in the inn's front wall had been folded back and the celebration in the common room had spilled out onto the small terrace. A number of those celebrating wore the red swan on their tunics, but Swan herself remained inside.
Wondering just what exactly she thought she was doing, Terizan crossed the street and entered the inn. No one noticed her, but not being noticed was one of the things she did best. With a mug of ale in her hand, she became just another of the townsfolk who wanted to get close to the heroes of the day.
Swan, holding court in the center of the common room, had been drinking. Her eyes were bright – Like jewels, Terizan thought. – and her cheeks were flushed. In one hand she cradled an immense flagon and in the other a slender young woman who, as Terizan watched, leaned forward so that ebony curls fell over her face and whispered something in the mercenary captain's ear.
"You think so?" The flagon emptied, Swan stood, kicked her chair back out of her way, and tightened her grip around the young woman's waist. Red-gold brows waggled suggestively. "Prove it."
"Here?"
The Wing roared with laughter at the matter-of-fact tone and a couple began clearing bottles and tankards off the table.
Swan cuffed the nearest one on the back of the head and then turned the motion into a courtly gesture towards the stairs. "I think not," she declared. "This lot has a hard enough time keeping up to me without my setting yet another impossibly high standard."
As the two women made for the stairs, amidst renewed laughter and advice, Terizan slipped back into the shadows.
The next night, she watched a nearly identical scene. Nearly identical in that while the young woman was again dark and slender, it was a different young woman. By the time Swan elbowed open the door to her room – both her hands being occupied – Terizan was on the tiny balcony of the building next door. By the time Swan began testing the strength of the bed, she was outside the window.
She'd spent the day thinking about the Guild. Without intending to, she'd found herself outside the building she'd fallen from, picking a bit of plaster off the ground. It couldn't have fallen when she had, but it could easily have been from the same disintegrating carving. She'd turned it over and over and finally crushed it, wiping the grey powder off on the edge of someone else's tunic.
Dying didn't frighten her as much as an injury that would put her out on the street to starve.
The Guild took care of their own.
When Swan and the girl were finished, and the sweat-slicked bodies lay tangled and sleeping, Terizan measured the distance from the window to the bed, judged the risk, and decided it was twice as high as it needed to be. After all, Swan had a preference for slender, dark-haired women. 
"...a good thief is prepared for every possibility."
Including, it seemed, the possibility of stealing Swan's braid.
***
"Poli, I need you to make me noticeable."
One delicately plucked brow rose as Poli turned from his mirror to face her. "I beg your pardon?"
"I've decided to take your advice."
"Which bit of advice, sweetling?"
Terizan felt her cheeks grow hot and wished he wouldn't look at her like he was looking inside her. "Your advice about Swan," she growled.
"Did I give you advice about Swan?" He absently stroked cosmetic into his neck. "I don't remember, but then you've never taken my advice before so I admit I'm at a loss."
"You said that since I knew where she was staying I should wander in and... and..." Unable to finish as memories of Swan and the dark-haired young woman got in the way of her voice, she waved her hands and assumed Poli would understand.
His smile seemed to indicate he did. "How noticeable?"
***
"Do I really look like this?" Staring into Poli's mirror, Terizan found it difficult to recognize the person staring back at her.
"No, dear, I created this out of whole cloth." When she went to brush a feathering of hair off her face, Poli gently caught her hand. "Don't touch. That's not for you to mess up." He twitched at the silk tunic he'd insisted she borrow and smiled proudly at her reflection. "I merely emphasized features you usually keep hidden," he told her, touching her temples lightly with scent. "And if we add my small contribution to your natural grace – try not to move quite so much like a cat on the hunt, sweetling – you should be impossible for our mercenary captain to resist."
Her heart beginning to race, Terizan managed a strangled, "Thank you."
***
She felt Swan's eyes on her when she walked into The Lion and only the thought of lying in that alley with broken bones kept her moving forward. Tossing her hair back out of her eyes – why Poli thought being half blind was attractive she had no idea – she hooked a stool out from under the end of a trestle table and sat down. When a server appeared she ordered a flagon of the house white, mostly because she'd heard the landlord watered it. While she had to drink, she couldn't risk slowing her reflexes.
After a couple of long swallows, she looked up, met Swan's eyes, and allowed her lips to curve into the barest beginning of a smile. Then she looked down again and tried to stop her hands from shaking.
"Move."
"Ah, come on, Captain..."
"Zaydor, how would you like to stand fourth watch all the way to the coast?"
Terizan heard the man beside her laugh, obviously not taking the threat at all seriously. "Wouldn't like it at all, Captain."
Swan sighed. "How would you like me to buy you another pitcher of beer?"
"Like that a lot, Captain."
"How would you like to drink it on the other side of the room?"
Zaydor laughed again and Terizan heard his stool scrape back. He murmured something as he stood, but all Terizan could hear was the sudden roar of her pulse in her ears. When Swan sat beside her, knee brushing hers under the table, she had to remind herself to breathe.
Although even Poli had long since given up trying to teach her to flirt, Terizan found her inability was no handicap as the mercenary captain needed little encouragement. She listened, she nodded, and she let her completely besotted admiration show. That was more than enough.
"Shall we?"
It took a moment before she realized that Swan was standing and holding out her hand. I don't have to decide about the braid now, she thought, allowing the other woman to draw her to her feet. Desire weakened her knees but she made it to the stairs. I can wait until after.
***
After, Terizan stroked one finger down the narrow, red-gold braid lying across the pillow and tried to force herself to think. It wasn't easy as her brains appeared to have melted during the last couple of heated hours and dribbled out her ears.
Swan sighed in her sleep and shifted slightly, brushing damp curls against Terizan's hip.
If I'm going to do it, I should do it now. Do it and get it before she wakes. As she tensed to slip from the bed, she realized that she'd decided, at some point, to take the braid. It may have been when a particularly energetic bit of sex had pulled at joints still bruised from the fall; she didn't know and it didn't matter.
She dressed quickly, quietly, slipping her sandals under her borrowed sash – there'd be climbing when she left the inn. Picking up Swan's dagger, she bent over the bed and lifted the braid.
A hand slapped around her wrist like an iron shackle and she found herself flat on her back, Swan crouched on her chest, and Swan's dagger back in Swan's hand.
"And with my own dagger." Gone was the cheerful lechery of the common room, gone, too, the surprisingly considerate lover – this was the mercenary captain who'd delivered Hyrantaz's head to the council. "Were you planning on making it look like a suicide?"
Terizan swallowed and managed to squeak out, "Suicide?"
"Or perhaps," Swan continued, her thoughtful tones in direct and frightening contrast to her expression, "you'd planned on making it look like an accident. Was I to have become entangled with my blade at the height of passion? I doubt you could make that sound believable but then, I'd be dead so I wouldn't have to be convinced."
"Dead?" Incredulity gave her voice some force. "I had no intention of killing you!"
"Which is why I caught you with a knife at my throat?"
"It wasn't at your throat," Terizan snapped, temper beginning to overcome fear. "If you must know, I was going to steal your braid!"
"My braid?" Frowning, Swan sat back. Her weight continued to pin Terizan to the bed, but the dagger was no longer an immediate threat. One hand rose to stroke the narrow, red-gold plait hanging forward over a bare shoulder. "Why?"
"To prove that I could."
Swan stared down at her in confusion. "That's all?"
"Of course..."
"...I suppose we should make an attempt to mollify him."
Her eyes widened as she suddenly realized who the Guild had decided to mollify. Councilor Saladaz had hired the Guild, had not been entirely satisfied, and Councilor Saladaz was a powerful man who could be a powerful enemy. If Swan's braid was stolen the mercenary captain would be humiliated and apparently that would make the councilor happy. The thief sighed as deeply as she was able considering that the larger woman still sat on her chest. The thought of Swan's humiliation didn't make her happy at all – although she supposed she should've thought of that before she tried to steal the braid.
Terizan stared up at the mercenary captain and weighed her loyalties. Adding the knowledge that she was at Swan's mercy to the scale – and ignoring the spreading heat that realization brought – she came to a decision. "I'm pretty sure the Thieves' Guild sent me to steal your braid in order to humiliate you."
"What?"
"They're sucking up to Councilor Saladaz. He wasn't entirely happy with something they had done for him."
Swan's eyes narrowed. "Why would Saladaz hire a thief?"
"To steal something?" Terizan bit her lip. Oh great. Now on top of everything else she'll think I'm an idiot.
To her surprise, Swan repeated, "To steal something," as though it were a brilliant observation. "Could a thief," she demanded, "be sent to steal through a mercenary troop and warn a bandit leader of an attack?"
"Someone warned Hyrantaz that the Wing was coming?"
"Someone, yes. One of my pickets said he thought he saw a slender, dark-haired woman slip through our lines. Moved like a thief in the night, he said. We found no trace of her and we've had trouble with dryads before but Hyrantaz was warned and now you tell me that Councilor Saladaz..." The name came off her lips like a curse. "...has been dealing with the Thieves' Guild." She leaned forward and laid her blade back under Terizan's ear. "Could Saladaz have hired a thief to warn Hyrantaz?"
Terizan sifted through every commission that she'd ever heard the Guild was willing to perform. "Yes. It's possible."
"It wasn't you, was it?"
Her mouth gone completely dry, Terizan had never heard so deadly a threat spoken so quietly. Mutely, she shook her head.
Swan nodded. "Good." Then in a movement almost too fast to follow, she was off the bed and reaching for her clothes.
Terizan drew her legs up under her, ready to spring for the window but unable to leave. "You've been waiting for the dark-haired woman haven't you? That's why you've been..."
"Taking dark-haired women to bed?" Swan yanked the laces on her breeches tight. "I thought she might come back to finish the job so I made myself available."
She should've known that there'd be a reason and she should've known that the reason had nothing to do with her. She tried to keep from sounding wistful. "Why do you believe me when I say I'm not the woman you're looking for?"
Swan twisted around and, just for an instant, so quickly that Terizan couldn't be certain she actually saw it, her expression softened. "Maybe because I don't want you to be." Then she bent and scooped her sword belt off the floor.
"Where are you going now?"
"To separate Saladaz's head from his shoulders."
"You're just going to march into the Congress and slaughter a councilor?"
"Not slaughter, execute." Her lips drew back off her teeth. "I lost a lot of good people out there and that asshole is going to pay."
"And then?"
Hands on her hips, Swan turned to face the bed. "And then what?"
"And then what happens?" Terizan slid her feet into her sandals and stood. "I'll tell you. You'll be arrested because you have no proof Saladaz did anything and then a lot more good people will get killed when the Wing tries to get you out of jail."
"So what do you suggest?"
Terizan ignored the sarcasm. "I suggest we get proof."
Both red-gold brows rose. "We?"
"Yeah, we. I, uh, I mean I owe you for not killing me when you had the chance."
One corner of Swan's generous mouth quirked up in the beginning of a smile. "Not to mention, for not turning you over to the city constables."
"Not to mention." She spread her hands. "The most obvious reason for Saladaz to want to warn Hyrantaz is that he wanted to keep him in business and he could only want to keep him in business if he was taking a percentage of the profits."
Swan nodded, slowly. "That makes sense."
"The councilor has a reputation for admiring beautiful things, so just suppose some of his payment was not in plain coin but in the best of the merchandise taken from the caravans."
"Suppose it was."
"Well, if someone should go into his townhouse, they could likely find that merchandise."
"And how would this person know what merchandise to look for?"
"Easy; every fence and constable in Oreen has a list."
Swan looked surprised. "They can read?"
"Well, no, but scholars are cheap."
"All right." The mercenary captain folded her arms across her chest. "What does this person do once she's found the merchandise in the councilor's house? It won't prove anything if you steal it."
"We could take it to one of the other councilors."
"We don't know that the other councilors weren't in on this deal as well."
Terizan smiled; if only for the moment Swan had referred to them as we. "Then we take it to the people."
***
"Are you sure you're good enough for this?" Swan hissed, scowling at the iron spikes set into the top of the wall surrounding Councilor Saladaz's townhouse.
"If you hadn't been expecting a dark-haired woman to try something, I'd have had your braid."
"You think." She shook her head. "I don't like this. It's too dangerous. I don't like sending someone into a danger I won't face myself."
Terizan flexed fingers and toes, preparing for the climb. "First of all, you're too good a captain not to delegate when you have to and, secondly, you're not sending me. It was my idea; I'm going on my own."
"Why?"
Because I'd cheerfully roll naked on a hill of fire ants for you. Something of the thought must have shown on her face because Swan reached out for her. Terizan stepped back. That kind of a distraction she didn't need right now. "We settled that already. Because I owe you for not killing me."
"So you're going to kill yourself?"
She wanted to say it was perfectly safe, but she didn't think she could make it sound believable. "Just make sure there's a constable or two ready when I come back over the wall. Are your people in place?"
"Everyone's ready."
"Good."
Terizan had spent the early part of the day investigating the councilor's security arrangements while Swan readied her Wing for the evening's work. If it was to be done at all, it had to be done before full dark. The wall wasn't much of a problem. That it hid nearly everything behind it, was.
She'd heard dogs in the garden so she planned to avoid the garden entirely. Saladaz probably thought that the jump from the top of the wall to the twisted wrought iron of a second floor balcony was impossibly far. He was almost right. Two fingers on each hand hooked around the railing and Terizan just barely got her feet forward in time to stop her body from slamming into the house.
The tall louvered shutters were closed but not locked and before anyone could come to investigate the sound of her landing, she was moving silently down an upper hallway.
Saladaz's prizes wouldn't be in the public rooms; they'd be some place private, but not locked away. He'd want to enjoy them, gloat over them, or there'd be no point in taking the risk of owning them.
She passed a door that gave access into a room overlooking the inner courtyard and all the hair on her body lifted. Unlike the Thieves' Guild, the councilor had obviously considered it worth the expense of having a wizard magically lock at least one of his doors.
Terizan smiled and kept moving. He might as well have hung out a sign. She had no intention of trying to get around the spell and pick the lock. Thieves who held exaggerated ideas of their skills quickly became decorations on the spikes of the Crescent and the itch caused by a sensitivity to magic had always kept her safely away from things she couldn't handle. 
At the next door, she sped through a bed chamber – in use, but, given the hour, empty – went out the window, and onto the inner wall. There were servants working in the courtyard, but her long-sleeved tunic and trousers were the close to the same shade as the brick, the short, corn-coloured wig she wore was only a bit lighter, and, as good thieves learned early in their careers, people seldom looked up. 
Fingers and toes splayed into nearly invisible cracks, Terizan inched across the wall. For one heart stopping moment she thought there was a spell on the window as well, but then realized she was reacting to the distant feel of the door lock. The window had no lock, but then, why should it? The window looked over a private courtyard.
The room behind the window was a study. It held a massive table with a slanted writing surface, racks and racks of scrolls, a number of very expensive glass lamps – had she been on personal business the lamps alone would've brought a tidy profit – and a cushioned lounger with a small round table drawn up beside it. There were beautiful ornaments on display all over the room. The three she recognized immediately, Terizan slipped into her pack. A quick search of the scrolls discovered two sets of ebony handles chased with silver from the merchants' list of stolen goods. She took one and left the second. After all, something had to remain for the constables to discover. A malachite inkwell was far too heavy so she contented herself with removing the set of matching brushes.
Even without the inkwell, the extra weight made the trip back along the courtyard wall much more interesting than the initial journey had been. A handhold, barely half a fingerwidth, began to crumble. She shifted her weight and threw herself forward; stretching, stretching. Her toes clutched at safety and she started breathing again.
Down below, the servants continued doing whatever it was that servants did, oblivious to the drama being played out over their heads.
Bedchamber and halls were crossed without incident. Chewing the corner of her lip, Terizan measured the distance from the balcony back to the wall. Logic said it had to be the same distance going out as coming in, but logic didn't have to contend with a row of iron spikes and a weighted pack. If I jump a little short, I can catch myself on the base of the spikes and listen for Swan. Once I hear her, I can pull myself up to the top. She flexed her knees and tried not to think about what would happen if she jumped a little too short.
Then her hands were wrapped around the spikes. She bit back a curse as one knee slammed into the bricks and held her breath listening for the dogs.
"I'm telling you, Constable, I saw someone climb over this wall."
They were directly opposite her. Gathering her strength, Terizan heaved herself up onto the top and began to run, bow-legged, for the far end, her heels touching down between every fourth spike.
"There! Up there! Stop thief!"
Heart in her throat, Terizan threw herself up into a young sycamore tree and down onto the roof of a long, two story building. She had to get to the center of the city. At the end of the building, she danced along a narrow ledge, spun round a flag pole, bounced up an awning and onto the top of another wall. Behind her, the hue and cry grew as more and more people took up the chase.
"There he is! Don't let him get away!"
She touched ground, raced through a tangle of back streets – peripherally aware of the occasional large body that placed itself to delay individuals if not the crowd pursuing her – crossed the High Street with what seemed like half of Oreen after her, darted between two buildings, and shrugged out of her pack. An ancient addition had crumbled away from newer stone leaving a dangerous stairway to the rooftops. Terizan skimmed up it, hanging the pack on a projection near the bottom, and threw herself flat behind the lip of the roof just as the chase reached the alley.
"Look! There's his pack!"
Wincing a little as the thieves' stair crumbled under the purposefully heavy footsteps of two of Swan's Wing, Terizan stripped off her trousers and turned them inside out to expose the striped fabric they'd been lined with. The sleeves came off the tunic and were stuffed into her breast band, significantly changing her silhouette. The wig she added to a pigeon's nest and couldn't see much difference between them.
With all the attention on the alley and her pack, it was an easy matter to flip over the far side of the building and into a window before anyone reached the roof by more conventional methods. It helped that two very large mercenaries were having a shoving match on the stairs.
By the time she reached the street, the mob had turned and was heading back to Councilor Saladaz's townhouse. Out in front ran a pair of merchants who'd lost everything to Hyrantaz's bandits.
"Your left tit is lopsided."
Terizan slipped a hand inside her tunic and shoved at the crumpled sleeve. "Better?"
"Much." Swan grinned and stepped out of the shadow of the doorway. She linked her arm through the shorter woman's and they began to walk back to The Lion. "Everything worked out just like you said it would. When the constable pulled the drawstring on the pack everything in it fell out at his feet. He stared open-mouthed and a number of my louder officers stirred up the crowd, demanding to see each piece. When he held up the scroll ends, I thought the merchant they'd been taken from was going to spit fire. I've never seen anyone so angry. One of my people bellowed that the thief came out of Councilor Saladaz's house and that was all it took. The councilor is not a very popular man right now."
They could hear the roar of the crowd in the distance. If anything, it appeared to be growing both louder angrier as it moved away from them.
"I left plenty for them to find," Terizan murmured. "And I expect when they're done with Saladaz, it'll occur to someone that perhaps the other councilors ought to be checked out as well."
"You're quite the strategist."
Terizan's face flushed at the emphatic admiration in Swan's voice. She mumbled something non-committal and kept her eyes on her feet.
"Given that what you do is illegal and the odds have to catch up to you sooner or later – which would be an incredible waste – have you ever considered taking up another profession?"
"Like what?"
"Oh... mercenary perhaps."
Terizan stopped dead and turned to stare up at the taller woman. Although her night sight was very good, the shifting shadows of dusk made it difficult to read Swan's expression. "Do you mean..."
"Thanks to that son of a leprous baboon..." Swan cocked her head as the background sounds of the crowd rose momentarily to a foreground scream of victory. "...who is even now being taken care of – I have a few openings."
"But I don't, I mean, I can't..." Terizan took a deep breath and tried again. "That is, I won't kill anyone."
Swan shrugged. "I can always get plenty of swords; brains are harder to come by. Besides," her voice softened and one hand rose to cup Terizan's face, "you're smart, you're beautiful, you're amazingly flexible; I think I'd like to get to know you better."
The thief felt her jaw drop and the evening suddenly grew much warmer.
"There's no need to decide right away," Swan continued, her grin suggesting she could feel the heat of Terizan's reaction. "I'm not taking the Wing anywhere until we're paid so we've got another two nights to see if we'll suit."
***
"Swan! Swan! Swan!" 
The people of Oreen screamed their approval as Swan and twelve members of the Wing rode into the Crescent. Although all seven members of council waited on the steps of the Congress, only four were actually standing. Councilor Saladaz and two others stared out at the crowd with sightless eyes, their heads having joined Hyrantaz and his bandits.
"So is it love?"
Eyes locked on Swan, Terizan shrugged. "I don't know."
Poli shook his head and sighed. "So are you going to accept her offer?"
"I don't know."
"Does she know that you're responsible for all this renewed adoration?"
"Don't be ridiculous."
"I am never ridiculous. But I do recall being asked to spread a rumour that Swan was behind the discovery of Saladaz and his little business arrangements." He smoothed down his tunic and smiled. "I guess he should have paid her right away and got her out of town."
Terizan grinned as Councilor Aleezan handed over the rest of the Wing's payment and the crowd went wild. Then the grin faded. "Poli, what should I do?"
He had to place his mouth almost on her ear to be heard over the noise. "What do you want to do?"
That was the problem, she didn't know. Swan was exciting, exotic, exhausting, and not an easy person to live with. The Wing would accept her initially for Swan's sake and in time for her own, but would she ever accept the Wing? They were as good at killing people as she was at stealing from them and she'd never really approved of slaughter for a living.
His manicured nails digging into her shoulders, Poli shook her. "Terizan, you have to make a decision. What do you want to do?"
"I want..." She didn't want to worry about injury or sickness or age. She didn't want to leave the city. And as much as she desired her, adored her, maybe even loved her, she didn't want to spend the rest of her life trying to keep up to Swan. Not to mention that she strongly suspected she'd hate sleeping in a tent. "I want to join the Thieves' Guild."
Poli released her and gracefully spread his hands, the gesture clearing asking, "So?"
"SWAN! SWAN! SWAN!"
Terizan watched the Wing, and Swan, ride out of the Crescent on a wave of adulation. She'd agreed to meet them at The Lion and give the mercenary captain her decision. Fortunately, she thought Swan would understand. Unfortunately, if she wanted to join the Thieves' Guild, she had a small problem.
"SWAN! SWAN! SWAN!"
The life-braid gleamed like a line of fire down the back of Swan's armour. Terizan chewed on a corner of her lip and suddenly smiled.
Maybe not.
***
"Uh, Tribunes..." His eyes wide, Balzador peered into the Sanctum. "Uh, Terizan is back."
One looked up from a detailed plan of the Congress and frowned at his expression. "Did you forget to use the blindfold again?"
"N...no. I used the blindfold but..."
"Good." Two cut him off. "Remember, she isn't a member of the Guild until she fulfills our commission. Although," he added in an undertone, "all things considered, we no longer really need to mollify our late client."
"Y...yes, I know but..."
Tribune Three sighed and turned from racking an armload of scrolls. "Well, if she's back, where is she?"
"Right here." Terizan pushed past the stammering Balzador and into the Sanctum.
One glanced up at the trap door in the ceiling, then smiled. "And did you bring us Swan's braid?"
"I did." Reaching behind her, she pushed the door the rest of the way open. 
Swan swept off her blindfold, and bowed, eyes gleaming. 
The tribunal stared, open mouthed, fully aware that if anything happened to their captain, the Wing would tear the city apart.
"What is the meaning of this," One demanded at last.
Terizan echoed Swan's bow. "You never specified that I had to remove the braid from Swan."
"We, we..." Two sputtered.
Then Three began to laugh. "We never did," he chuckled, slapping meaty thighs. "We never did. We said bring us Swan's braid and she most assuredly has done that."
Two's narrow lips began to twitch.
Finally, One sighed and spread her hands in surrender. "Welcome to the Guild, Terizan." Almost in spite of herself, she smiled. "We'll remember to be more specific in the future."
***
"I'm almost relieved you didn't take me up on my offer." When Terizan looked hurt, Swan cupped her chin with one hand. "You'd steal the company out from under me in a month."
"I don't think so," Terizan began, but Swan cut her off.
"I do. I've seen you operate. Next time I'm back this way, you'll be running that Guild."
Terizan frowned. There were a number of things she'd like to change. Most of them ran out her ears as Swan bent and kissed her good-bye, but she was sure she'd think of them again. Just as soon as she could start thinking again. She swayed a little as Swan released her.
Swan swung up into the saddle and flicked her braid back over her shoulder. "You've stolen my heart, you know."
"Come back and visit it."
"I will."
Terizan raised a hand in farewell as Swan rode out of the stable yard then climbed to the top of the tallest building in the neighbourhood to watch the Wing ride out of Oreen. 
"Next time I'm back this way, you'll be running that Guild."
She dropped onto a balcony railing and danced along it to a narrow ledge. The day was fading and she had a lot to do. Plans to make. She grinned and touched her hip. Safe in the bottom of a deep pocket, sewn into a tiny, silk pouch, was a long red-gold hair, rippled down its length from the weave of the braid.




AUTHOR'S NOTE ON "IN MYSTERIOUS WAYS"
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IN MYSTERIOUS WAYS
"You want me to steal what?"
"The Eye of Keydi-azda."
Terizan stared at the Tribunal in disbelief. Her question had been rhetorical; she'd heard them the first time. "Keydi-azda is a god."
"One of the so-called small gods." Tribune One cocked her head and raised a slender brow. "Do you have a problem with that?"
"Actually, yes. People who steal from gods spend the rest of their very short lives in uncomfortable circumstances before enduring a painful eternity of having their livers eaten by cockroaches."
Tribune Three snickered.
One ignored him so pointedly his cheeks reddened. "You're saying you don't think you can do it?"
"No. I'm not saying that." Terizan spread her hands in what she hoped was a placating manner – the last thing she wanted was to irritate the Tribunal. Actually, the last thing she wanted was to steal the Eye of Keydi-azda, but not irritating the Tribunal came a close second. They weren't particularly fond of her as it was. "I'd just rather not."
Tribune Two's pale eyes narrowed and thin lips opened to make a protest. A sharp gesture from One closed them again.
"Very well. As you don't seem to approve of this job..."
Terizan winced, realizing that the Tribune's choice of words had not been accidental and reflecting that she really had to learn to keep her opinions to herself.
"...you may go."
A little surprised it had been that easy, Terizan bowed gratefully. She had her fingers around the heavy iron latch that secured the door to the Sanctum when One added, "Send in Balzador, would you?"
"Balzador?" She whirled around and swept an incredulous glance over the three tribunes who ran the Thieves' Guild. "You're going to send Balzador to steal the Eye? Tere's no way he's up to something like that."
"Then who is?" One asked, steepling long, ringless fingers and examining Terizan over the apex. "If you are unwilling, who do you suggest we send to the Temple of Keydi-azda in your place?"
Who indeed? Mere days before she'd joined the guild, Terizan had found herself on a narrow ledge that lead nowhere. To go back meant almost certain discovery and her head adorning a spike in the Crescent. To go on meant trusting her weight to an ancient frieze of fruiting vines carved into the side of the building. That feeling of having no choice but a bad one was remarkably similar to what she felt now.
The only sound in the Sanctum was the quiet rustle of fabric as Three shifted his bulk into a more comfortable position. Even the lamps seemed to have stopped flickering while they waited for her reply.
Either she became responsible for the thief they sent, or they sent Balzador, who didn't stand a chance.
Terizan lived again through the moment when the carving crumbled under her foot and she plummeted two stories down, only luck keeping her from finishing the fall as a crippled beggar. 
The guild took care of their own, but at a price.
"You've already accepted the contract?" she said at last.
"We have."
"To steal the Eye of Keydi-azda?"
"Yes."
"I'm going to need more information than that."
Three picked up a narrow scroll from among the junk piled high in front of him and began unrolling it. "We assumed as much."
"You assumed rather a lot," Terizan muttered sinking cross-legged down onto a stack of recently acquired carpets.
One smiled, her austere expression growing no warmer. "Yes," she said. "But then, we can."
***
Terizan walked slowly down the Street of Prayers, grinding her teeth. She hated being backed into a corner and she really hated the smug, self-satisfied way Tribune One had done it. When an orange-robed follower of Hezzna stepped into her path and tried to hand her a drooping palm frond, she glared up at the veiled face and growled, "I wouldn't."
Behind the orange haze, the kohled edges of the acolyte's eyes widened. Holding the frond between them like a flaccid green sword, he stepped back out of her way.
Feeling a little better, Terizan quickened her pace. Traffic picked up in the late afternoon and she didn't want to waste the anonymity the crowds provided. At the top of the street, junior priests, robed in pale blue, stood on the four balconies of the Temple of the Light and sang out the call to the sunset service. At the bottom of the street, junior priests, wearing identical robes of dark grey, stood on the balconies of the Temple of the Night and did the same. Up and down the Street of Prayers, the people of Old Oreen hurried to complete the day's business. Very few of them were heading to either service. As far as Terizan could see, none of them were praying.
According to the Tribunal, Keydi-azda's temple shared a wall on one side with the imposing bulk of the Temple of the Forge and on the other with the building where the Fermentation Brotherhood held their weekly meetings. Two stories high but only one room wide, its fronting built of the same smoke-blackened yellow brick that made up most of the rest of the city, it was an easy temple to overlook. A weather worn eye carved into the keystone over the arched door gave the only indication of what waited inside.
The door lead to a short hall and another door. Drawing in a deep breath and reminding herself that she was only scouting the job, Terizan stepped over the threshold.
It was quiet, dim, and smelled of sandalwood.
At one end of the rectangular room, shelves rose from tiled floor to painted ceiling. Petitioners could either leave an offering or remove an item they felt they needed. The shelves were half empty. At the other end of the room stood a small altar where a cone of incense burned in a copper dish. 
Above the altar was a second carving of an eye. More ornately carved than the exterior eye, it also boasted an iris of lapis lazuli centred by an onyx pupil.
Keydi-azda was the god of comfort. After a meal, fat men would loosen their belts and sigh, "Bless Keydi-azda." Terizan had murmured the blessing herself on occasion when a good night allowed her to pay for more than bare necessities. Everyone knew the name of Keydi-azda.
Not many, it seemed, came to the temple.
Terizan sang The Drunken Baker quietly to herself. Twelve verses later, she was still alone.
"The priest is old," Tribune Two had said, "and sleeps soundly."
"Must be napping now," Terizan muttered, walking silently toward the altar, a hair rising off the back of her neck with every step. She'd just have a closer look and be gone before anyone noticed she was there.
The Eye sat loosely within its collar of stone.
If I slid a blade behind it, it'd just pop off into my...
"...hand."
Surprise, as much as the unexpected weight, nearly sent the disc crashing to the floor. Although barely larger than her palm, it curved out two fingers thick in the centre of the onyx and was heavier than it looked.
Heart beating so loudly an army could've marched through the temple without her hearing it, Terizan slipped the Eye under her clothes and used her sash to snug the flat side tight against her belly. Braced for contact with cold stone, she found it unexpectedly warm.
Then she turned and walked out.
No one tried to stop her. Feeling slightly separated from the world as she knew it, she made her way back to the Thieves' Guild and handed the Eye of Keydi-azda over to a grinning Tribune Three.
It was as simple as that.
Even Balzador could've done it.
***
A triple knock jerked Terizan up off her pallet, heart in her throat, and propelled her halfway out the narrow window before her brain began working.
Constables didn't knock.
"Get a grip," she told herself firmly, drawing her leg back over the sill and rubbing at the place where her knee had cracked against the edge of the sandstone block. "It's probably just Poli wondering if you want to go to the dumpling maker's with him." The sun suggested it was past noon, late enough for Poli to be up and thinking of his first meal of the day.
Tugging the worst creases out of her tunic, she limped to the door, drew the bolt, and swung it open.
One artificially arched brow arched even higher as Poli's critical gaze swept over her and around the tiny room. "You're sleeping late. Busy night?"
Terizan ignored the implication. "Bad dreams." She stepped aside to give him room to enter. "I must've woken up a hundred times."
"Guilty conscience." Removing a pile of clothing from the only chair, he sat and smiled beneficently. "Nothing a little food won't cure. Do try to wear something that won't embarrass me."
"Like there's a lot of choice," she muttered dragging her only clean pair of trousers down off a hook. Shoving one foot into a wide leg, she caught her toe in the thieves' pocket above the cuff, bounced sideways, tripped over the tangled blanket, and fell to the sound of ripping cloth, missing a landing on the pallet by inches.
As she swore and rubbed her elbow, Poli surveyed the split seam and shook his head. "You've got to start shopping off a better quality of laundry line, sweetling. Wear the dirty ones before we starve to death."
"The worst of it is," Terizan sighed, doing as he suggested, "I didn't steal them. I bought them from old man Ezakedid and he told me they were only second hand." She shoved her feet into her sandals and bent to pull the straps tight. Without straightening she looked from the piece of broken strap in her left hand, to Poli. "This is not starting out to be a very good day."
***
The dumpling maker had sold out of cheese dumplings so Terizan rolled her eyes, ordered lamb, and bit through her tongue while trying to chew a chunk of gristle soft enough to swallow. She spit out a mouthful of blood and picked up her cup.
"There's a dead fly in my water."
"Not so loud," Poli advised, wiping his fingers on the square of scented cloth he was never without, "or everyone will want one." Leaning forward, he lowered his voice. "Do you see the young lady in the yellow scarf? There by the awning pole? I think she's trying to catch your eye."
Terizan refused to look. "The way my luck's been going today, she's probably an off duty constable."
"I don't think so."
"Poli, I'm not interested." She shifted in place and slipped a hand up under her tunic to scratch at her stomach.
"You're never interested, sweetling."
"That's not true."
"No? If everyone in the city had your libido, I'd starve. You're not harbouring a broken heart are you? I told you not to pursue a relationship with a mercenary."
"What are you talking about? You practically threw me into her bed."
"Nonsense." His lazy tone sharpened. "Can I trust that the itch you're chasing is not caused by some sort of insect infestation?"
"I have no idea but it's driving me crazy." Fleas would be just what she needed.
"Let me look."
Figuring that the little Poli didn't know about skin could be inscribed on a grape with room left over for the entire Book of the Light, Terizan leaned away from the table and lifted her tunic a couple of inches.
"It's just a rash," he announced after a moment's examination. "Most likely caused by something you've leaned against – something circular from the look of it. I don't think it's dangerous, merely uncomfortable."
Something circular.
Through the sudden buzzing in her ears Terizan heard her voice tell the Tribunal, "People who steal from gods spend the rest of their short lives in uncomfortable circumstances." She hadn't meant uncomfortable literally but why not; Keydi-azda was the god of comfort after all. And it certainly explained the way her day had been going.
"All right, sweetling. What have you done?"
She shook herself and pulled down her tunic. A quick look around the dumpling maker's cantina showed no one sitting close enough to overhear. "I did a job for the guild..."
By the time she finished, Poli had paled beneath his cosmetics. "You stole the Eye of Keydi-azda?" he hissed. "Are you out of your mind?"
"I can't see as I had much choice."
"They gave you a chance to send someone else. Any other thief would've taken it."
Both hands flat on the scarred table top, she leaned forward until their noses were almost touching. "I'm not any other thief."
Poli closed his eyes for a moment, then he sighed. "No, you're not, are you. Well, there's only one thing to do. You've got to put it back."
"I can't. I gave it to the Tribunal. I don't know who has it now."
"Can't you find out?"
"Sure, I mean the guild always insists on a written contract for blackmail purposes. All I'd have to do is break into the Sanctum and steal it."
Poli ignored the sarcasm. "Good."
Terizan opened her mouth to protest then closed it again. People who steal from gods spend the rest of their short lives in uncomfortable circumstances. A short, uncomfortable life. She'd planned on a long life. She had too much to do to die young. "Oh bugger," she sighed. Although she'd certainly intended to challenge the Tribunal's authority, she'd expected to have a little more time to strengthen her position in the guild. Fighting the urge to scratch, she dipped her finger in her cup and traced a circle within a circle on the table – driving a splinter in under the skin far enough to draw blood. "All right, you win. I'll find out who has it and I'll steal it back."
"Your guild encourages freelance work," Poli reminded her.
"I doubt this is what they had in mind," she muttered around her injured finger.
He waved a dismissive hand. "Then they should have been more specific."
"You're not helping, Poli. First problem, there's always at least one member of the Tribunal in the Sanctum."
"Don't they trust you?"
"We're thieves, of course they don't trust us." Eyes narrowed, she stared down at the rapidly evaporating sketch. "I think I can get rid of the Tribune, at least for a few minutes..."
***
The herbalist Terizan decided to use had a small shop facing the cramped confines of Greenmarket Square. As it wasn't an area she frequented, personally or professionally, she hoped she'd be neither recognized nor remembered. Ignoring sales pitches as wilted as the vegetables, she made her way around the edges of the square and, just outside her destination, stepped on something soft that compacted under her sandal.
It turned out not to be a rotting bit of melon rind.
The dim interior of the shop smelled of orange peel and bergamot. Bundles of dried herbs hung from hooks in the ceiling and were packed into stacks of loosely woven baskets. Bottles and boxes crammed the shelves along one wall. In one corner, a large terra cotta jar sweated oil. Dust motes danced thickly in the single beam of light that managed to penetrate the clutter.
As Terizan entered, stained fingers parted the beaded curtain in the back wall and an ancient man shuffled through the opening. "How may I help you?" he wheezed. "Love potions? Women's problems? A soothing balm to ease the pain of inflamed eyes?"
"Cazcara zagrada powder."
"Ah, constipation." He squinted in Terizan's general direction. "I should have known from the smell."
"That's on my shoe!" 
"Of course it is. Two doses, one monkey."
"I need four."
"Four?" Shaking his head, he lifted a stained basswood box onto the counter, opened it, and spooned the coarse brown powder onto a piece of fabric with an amazingly steady hand. "Be careful," he told her as he twisted the corners up and tied them off with a bit of string. "I don't care how backed up you are, just one dose of this will put you in the privy blessing Keydi-azda. And that's no laughing matter, young woman!"
"Trust me, I'm not laughing." Wiping the snarl off her face, Terizan handed over the two copper coins.
***
The large antechamber outside the Sanctum smelled strongly of onions. Peppers would've been better but onions would have to do. Terizan traded jests with a group of thieves playing caravan then made her way across to the pair of kettles steaming over small charcoal fires, the four doses of cazcara zagrada palmed and ready. "Is it done yet?"
"Is it ever done before sunset?" Yazdamidor growled. He'd been a thief until a spelled lock cost him the use of one arm. Now, he cooked for the guild.
"Look, Yaz, I'm in a hurry..."
"Got a job, does you?" He snorted, not waiting for her answer. "Course you do, smart one like you." Scooping a bowl of barley mush out of the first kettle, he thrust it at her. "There's always someone what can't wait. Go ahead, just don't blame me if it ain't cooked through."
She doctored the stew as she scooped it onto her mush, stirring in the powder with the ladle and hoping that she'd got as little of it as possible into her own food. Unfortunately, the way things had been going, she expected an uncomfortable evening. The meat was cooked through, but since the goat had probably died of old age, she couldn't see as it made much difference.
She finished before anyone else started. As the caravan players filled bowls and moved to join her, she clutched her stomach, muttered a curse, and hurriedly left the room. Racing up the stairs, only partially faking, she heard Yazdamidor laugh and shout, "Told you so!"
Now, it was all a matter of timing.
Most thefts were, patterns being easier to break into than locks.
In order to join the guild, thieves were expected to make their way through the guild house to the inner Sanctum. The rumours that reached the city of deadly traps and complicated protections were exaggerated, but not by much. Terizan was the first thief to have ever made it all the way. Since no one had done it since, it was safe to say she was also the only thief to have made all the way.
As a member of the guild, her access to the House had improved since that afternoon and, this time, it wasn't necessary to enter through an attic window. Even considering that she still had to avoid the dogs, she only had to cover half the original distance. Disconnecting the wire set to ring warning bells inside the Sanctum, she pried up a tile and laid an iron bar – removed from a trap she'd disabled a few moments earlier – across the opening. The rope tied to the middle of the bar she uncoiled as she chimney-walked down the narrow chute to the trap door at the bottom. Easing it open a finger-width, she listened.
Nothing.
The Sanctum was...
Then she heard the scraping of a horn spoon against the side of a wooden bowl and hurriedly braced her feet. Regrettably, since she'd already begun to move, the angle was bad and she wouldn't be able to hold her position for long. As the muscles in her lower back began to cramp, she wondered if the Tribune about to be so abruptly visited would believe she was just reliving past glories. Probably not.
It didn't help that her stomach felt as though fire ants were nesting just below the surface of her skin. She squirmed to ease the itch and her left shoulder slipped.
Oh crap...
As she fell, she grabbed the edge of the trap door and used it to swing out past the net waiting to scoop up those who entered without proper planning. A somersault in midair and she landed facing the Tribune's table.
The empty room echoed to the sound of footsteps pounding up the long flight of stairs used to bring clients unseen into the Sanctum. It was the only direct route into the heart of the guild house and the upper end was both trapped and guarded. It was also the most direct route to the privies.
Silently thanking whatever gods she hadn't pissed off, Terizan wiped sweaty palms on her thighs, vaulted the table, and jerked to a stop in front of the shelves of scrolls. There were a lot more than she'd noticed from the other side of the room.
Think, Terizan, think. They have to have a system or they'd never find anything themselves. There appeared to be three sections. One for each Tribune? She moved to left. Tribune One had given her the job. Okay. This happened yesterday, it's got to be right on top.
It wasn't.
Terizan couldn't read, but she figured she'd recognize the hieroglyph for the Eye. Nothing looked familiar on any of the scrolls she opened.
I don't believe this...
"...eats anything. It's no wonder he's made himself sick." Tribune One's unsympathetic observation drifted down the stairs.
If the Tribunes caught her in the Sanctum, they wouldn't just throw her out of the guild, they'd throw her out in little bleeding pieces.
Heart pounding Terizan leapt up onto the table and jumped for the hook that supported the near end of the net. Something moved under her foot and she almost didn't make it. Glancing back, she saw she'd crushed the middle of a scroll as big around as her fist.
Bugger, bugger, bugger...
Blood roaring in her ears, she dropped back onto the table, scooped up the scroll, stuffed it down one trouser leg, and jumped again.
"Look at that," One muttered. "He's left the door open."
Her fingers closed around the end of the rope she'd left hanging and, knees tucked up against her chest to avoid the net, Terizan transferred her weight. Her swing forward reopened the trap door. She scrambled into the ceiling, braced herself against the sides of the chute and flicked the rope up out of the way so the springs could close the door again.
"What was that?"
One snorted. "Probably rats."
"Four legged or two?"
High overhead, pulling herself out into the corridor, Terizan missed the answer.
***
She couldn't take the scroll back to her room – if the information it contained was important enough the Tribunal would hire a wizard to search for it – so she took it to the only safe place she could think of.
Although there were three lamps lit, the temple of Keydi-azda was deserted – no petitioners, no priest. A linen cloth hung over the empty socket that should have held the Eye. Fully intending to leave the scroll on one of the shelves, Terizan leaned against the wall under a lamp and unrolled it. If it came to a confrontation with the Tribunal, any information she could glean might help to keep her head on her shoulders.
Within the outer sheathing, a number of parchment pages were attached to the upper handle. Nothing on the first page looked familiar.
"I've got to learn to read," she muttered. Centred in the top of the next page, the Eye of Keydi-azda stared out at her. "I'll be fried..." Remembering the near fall that had ensured she pick up this particular scroll, she glanced toward the altar and added a quiet, "Bless Keydi-azda." Just in case. She couldn't make out who'd paid for the job so she turned another page.
"The Staff of Hamtazia?"
And another page.
"Amalza's Stone?"
Altogether, since the last dark of the moon, seven icons had been stolen, all from small gods. Two days ago, Terizan wouldn't have much cared, but she was beginning to realize it was the small things that made life worth living.
The hieroglyph on the bottom of the last page had to represent the people who'd hired the guild for all seven thefts. Unfortunately, it was an incomprehensible squiggle as far as Terizan was concerned.
"May I help you, child?"
She hadn't heard the priest approach. His quiet question provoked a startled gasp and a few moments of coughing and choking on her own spit. When she finally got her breath back, she wiped streaming eyes with the palm of one hand and glared at him.
"Oh my, that didn't look to be very comfortable at all," he murmured sympathetically.
All things considered, Terizan bit off a rude reply and shoved the scroll under his nose. "Do you recognize this?"
"Oh yes. It was made by one of the priests of Cot'Dazur. See the three points and the dots below..."
"Who?"
The priest sighed and folded his hands over a comfortable curve of belly. "One of the new gods. There's a huge temple in the new town, all painted plaster and lattice work. Very stylish, but not much substance I'm afraid."
Scratching thoughtfully, Terizan frowned and wrestled these new pieces into place. "How does a god get substance?"
"Time." He smiled a little sadly. "Those who believe build it up, over time."
"Suppose you didn't want to wait?"
"You wouldn't have a choice, child. It isn't something you can suddenly acquire." Over their heads, the lamp sputtered and went out. "Oh my, I'd best get more oil." He patted her arm with one soft hand and waddled off toward the altar.
Uncertain of how to address him, Terizan took a step forward and called, "Your worship?"
"Yes, child?"
"I've heard that the Eye of Keydi-azda is missing."
Together they glanced over at the linen drapery.
"Yes, I'm afraid it is."
"You don't seem very upset."
"I have been assured it will be returned."
"Assured? By who?"
"Why by Keydi-azda, of course."
Terizan sighed. "Of course," she repeated, laid the scroll on one of the shelves beside a small clay cup, left the temple, and ran into half a dozen of the Fermentation Brotherhood just leaving a meeting. As they attempted to stagger out of her way, one of them puked on her foot.
***
Cot'Dazur turned out to be the god of nothing in particular although there seemed to be a divine finger stuck in a great many pies.
"Is your business not what it could be? Are you suffering from a broken heart? Do you want to impress an employer? A certain someone?" Coloured flames from half a dozen flickering torches throwing bands of green and blue and gold across her face, the priest leaned forward and pointed an emphatic finger at a plump young man. "Would you like to have an application considered by the governing council?" She leaned back and spread her arms, her voice rising, her volume impressive. "Why run about to a half a dozen different temples when your problems can be dealt with under one roof." As music started up inside the building, she stepped aside and gestured through the open door. "Come. Petition Cot'Dazur."
It was a catchy tune and Terizan, hidden in the crowd pouring up the steps, found herself moving in time to the beat – until she stubbed her toe and the pain distracted her. 
Inside, lamps burning scented oil fought futilely against the smell of fresh paint mixed with half a hundred unwashed bodies. Had the ceiling not arched better than two full stories high with a row of open windows running below both sides of the peak, the combination would have quickly overpowered even the most ardent supplicant.
Painted into the plaster over the door was a representation of Cot'Dazur with features so bland they seemed designed to appeal to just about everyone. From where Terizan stood, the paint looked wet. When the priest of Keydi-azda said this was a new god, he wasn't kidding.
Pushed up against a stucco wall, she scowled and brushed fresh plaster off her shoulder. A good thief avoided stucco – it not only crumbled easily, it also marked those who came in contact with it. Tonight, it looked like she wasn't going to have a choice.
Most of the crowd had broken into smaller groups, each clustered around a red robed priest. Somehow, even though the music continued in the background, the noise never quite rose to unbearable levels.
"Would you like some sweet-dough?"
Terizan eyed the tray of deep fried dough and her lip curled. "No, thanks." Grease and stucco combined would be just what she needed.
"A cinnamon tea?"
"No. I'm, uh, fasting."
The acolyte smiled down at her. "This is your first time, isn't it?"
Since he didn't seem to expect an answer, Terizan didn't bother giving him one. Something about him set her teeth on edge. It wasn't his height, most people were taller than she was. It wasn't the blinding glory of his smile, or the cleft in his square jaw, or the breadth of his shoulders under his robe. It wasn't any single feature – it was the way they combined that she disliked. While she might've responded better to a woman, she doubted it. Glancing around the temple, she saw that all the acolytes, men and women, shared a similar bland prettiness – they were young and cheerful and completely interchangeable. The priests, who had to be at least a little older, seemed much the same. In fact, they all looked rather remarkably like the painting of their god.
"How much does all this cost?" she asked as a trio of dancers began preforming on a small raised dais.
"Nothing at all to you," the acolyte assured her. "But donations are gratefully accepted."
Which explained the empty copper pot in the middle of the tray of sweet-dough. And the rosewood boxes carved with the hieroglyph of Cot'Dazur scattered strategically about.
"Gee, too bad I haven't got a monkey on me." She almost admired the way his smile never wavered as he disengaged and moved on. When his attention seemed fully occupied by a petitioner with a little more coin, she worked her way toward the front of the temple. 
Compared to the quiet, contemplative temple of Keydi-azda, all the rah, rah Cot'Dazur set her teeth on edge – although she had to admit as she paused a moment to listen to an impassioned prayer for the speedy recovery of a sick camel that involved some very realistic spitting, it was the more entertaining way to spend an evening.
The Guild of Thespians could take lessons from these guys...
There was the expected small door beside the altar. Terizan waited until a particularly athletic solicitation drew most eyes then slipped through it.
The sudden quiet made her ears ring.
It took time for a god to gain substance and first impressions suggested this lot wouldn't care to wait. If they planned to use the stolen icons as a shortcut to achieving divine power then all seven would have to be grouped together at a focal point somewhere in the temple. Inside the altar was the most obvious spot, but not even the best thief in Oreen could get to them until after the crowd ate its fill of sweet-dough and went home.
A short flight of dark stairs lead to narrow room lit by a single lamp. Street clothes hung neatly on hooks over polished wooden benches and a large wicker basket probably waited for dirty robes. Terizan squirmed into the darkness below a bench and settled down to wait.
Laughing voices woke her.
Feet flickered past her hiding place, shadowed shapes against the shadows by the floor. Most of the conversation seemed to centre on how full the collection boxes had been and on how much sweet-dough had been eaten. Since Terizan had always believed that priests were people just like any other people, she couldn't understand why it bothered her so much to be right. The smell of fresh varnish made her want to sneeze but that, at least, was a discomfort she was used to.
When the laughing voices left, she thought she could hear two, maybe three people moving quietly about the room.
"How much longer?"
"Patience, Habazan, patience."
Terizan recognized the voice of the priest who had drawn the crowd into the temple. She had an unmistakable way of pronouncing every word as if it came straight from her god.
"But we have the icons."
"Granted, but even small gods will be able to hold their power for a while."
"I thought if we took the symbol of their power we took their power."
"We did. The small gods and their icons have become one and the same in most people's minds. With the icon gone, the people assume that the god is gone and will stop believing. When enough of them stop, the gods will end, and their power – through the icons – will be ours."
"Will be Cot'Dazur's."
"Of course. That's what I meant."
"But how much longer?"
"Not very."
Not very, Terizan repeated to herself as the priest and her companion took the lamp and left the robing room. Not very long before the small gods end. She lay where she was and scratched at the rash on her stomach. She didn't have to do this, didn't have to risk anything to return the Eye of Keydi-azda. If the priest of Cot'Dazur was right, in not very much longer Keydi-azda would be unable to affect her life. All she had to do was endure a few discomforts and soon it would end.
Keydi-azda would end.
Terizan sighed and slid out from under the bench. Any other thief would let it go. Wouldn't risk it. But, as she'd told Poli, she wasn't any other thief. I've never killed anyone and I'm not about to start now.
Slipping on one of the dirty robes, she started down the stairs and cracked her forehead on the edge of a metal lamp bracket.
...which doesn't mean I'm not tempted.
The altar had been carved from a solid piece of the local sandstone. It might have been hollow underneath but Terizan's instincts said otherwise. There was always the possibility that the priests had hired a wizard to sink the icons into the stone, but from what Terizan had overheard, she didn't think that had happened.
So they had to be hidden somewhere else.
Somewhere in the temple.
Somewhere that could be used to focus the power from the seven gods onto Cot'Dazur.
Hugging the shadows at the base of the walls, Terizan made her way toward the doors. In the combination of moon and starlight that spilled through the open windows, she could just barely make out the painting of the god.
Wet paint.
Cot'Dazur couldn't possibly be that new.
The collection boxes were lighter than she expected. She only hoped they'd hold her weight. When she had them stacked as high as her head, she made a bag out of the robe, tucked her sandals under her sash and climbed carefully to the top of the pile. From there, she stepped onto the lintel of the door.
The plaster was still wet enough to cut with her longest lockpick. She sliced out a careful square, slipped it into the bag, and reached into the hole. Her fingers brushed the familiar cold curve of the Eye of Keydi-azda. Some of the other pieces were a little harder to find and by the time she'd finished, she'd destroyed most of the painting.
She was just about to step back onto the boxes, bag tied to her back, the Staff of Hamtazia shoved awkwardly through the knots, when she heard voices approaching from outside.
"I'm sure I left it up in the robing room. I'll only be a minute."
Oh crap. When they opened the door, the boxes would go flying. Balanced on the lintel, Terizan measured the distance to the closest window and realized she had no choice but to attempt it. If she couldn't go down...
Stretching her left arm out and up as far as she could, she drove her longest pick into the wall, swung out on it, kicked holes in the plaster, changed hands and did it again with her second longest pick. The Dagger of Sharidan, Guardian of the Fifth Gate, would have worked better but she couldn't take the time to dig it out. As she crab-climbed up and over toward the window, the returning acolytes pushed open the door.
The sound of collection boxes crashing to the floor, some of them bouncing, some of them smashing against the tile, covered her involuntary curse as the second longest pick proved too short and began to pull out of the wall. Desperately scrabbling for a toe hold, she ignored the shouting from below as the astonished acolytes stumbled over bits of broken wood demanding someone undefined bring them a lamp.
Her fingertips caught the bottom edge of the window.
A new voice shouted from deep inside the temple.
Shit! I should've known there was caretaker! She'd been incredibly lucky so far, but unless she got out the window before the caretaker came with a light that wouldn't mean much. Under better circumstances, she'd have used her grip on the window as an anchor and moved carefully around the corner onto the side wall. Under these particular circumstances, she jumped.
Her right hand gripped the ledge safely, but lost its grip on the pick. As the steel spike began to fall, Terizan jerked her head forward and caught it in her mouth, somehow managing to hang on in spite of a split lip. Anything left behind could lead a wizard right to her.
Muscles straining, she got the upper half of her body over the window sill, wrestled the Staff of Hamtazia out the opening, and lowered herself onto the steeply angled roof. If I can make it to the ground before they figure out which way I went, she reasoned as she began to slide, they'll never catch me. Most roofs in Oreen were flat or domed – it wasn't until she noticed how fast the edge was approaching that she realized her danger.
That's a story and a half drop! Flipping over onto her stomach she dug in fingers and toes but the clay tiles overlapped so smoothly she had nothing to grab. Then her legs were in the air. Her body began to tip while she fought to grab a handful of roof.
Her hip hit a protrusion of some kind. Then the knotted robe slammed up under her chin and her left arm pit and she found herself hanging between a two of the decorative wooden things that stuck out from under the edge of the roof, dangling half throttled from the jammed Staff of Hamtazia.
It's about time something went my way...
Since her hands were free, she quickly returned both picks to the seams of her trousers, pulled herself up enough to free the Staff, then dropped. By the time the hue and cry began, she'd lost herself in the shadows.
***
In the temple of Keydi-azda, the same three lamps burned unattended. Although Terizan half expected something to go wrong, the Eye fit back into the stone socket as easily as it had come out. The other six stolen icons, she set carefully onto the shelves where they'd be found by those who needed them. Then she knelt, folded back the robe, and pulled out the last item it held. The first square of damp plaster she'd cut out of the wall – the face of Cot'Dazur, miraculously in one piece in spite of everything.
"I'm a thief," she told the watching Eye of Keydi-azda. "I'm not a judge, and I'm not an executioner. I've never killed anyone and I'm not about to start. If the priests of Cot'Dazur need their icon back, they can find it here with the rest."
The silence was absolute but Terizan hadn't expected an answer. She didn't need a god to tell her when she was doing the right thing. Brushing bits of plaster dust from her clothes, she left the Eye to keep watch alone.
***
"So what did the Tribunal say?"
"What could they say?" Terizan bit into a cheese dumpling and sighed in contentment. "The priests of Cot'Dazur complained that the stolen icons had been stolen back and the Tribunal pointed out that they'd fulfilled their part of the contract and what happened to the icons after they were handed over was not their problem."
"But they don't have the contract."
"The priests don't know that. If they did, they'd cause trouble. So, as much as they'd like to come down on the thief with both feet, the Tribunal is not going to do anything that may push whoever took the contract into telling the priests that it no longer exists. Although they have nailed shut the trap door in the ceiling of the Sanctum."
Poli studied her from under darkened lashes. "So they suspect it was you?"
"They've never liked me much. They think I'm ambitious." Her grin pulled to one side by her swollen lip, she was aware her expression seemed more disdainful than amused. "You know, Poli, this whole thing was a set up from the start. The Tribunal had no reason to send me after the Eye, anyone could have done the job. But, even pinched and prodded by the god, no one else could have stolen the contract out of the Sanctum or have got the icons back from Cot'Dazur."
Equal to the announcement, Poli nodded calmly. "Of course, the Tribunal planned on double crossing Cot'Dazur all the time."
"No, I don't think so. Had any other thief stolen the Eye, Cot'Dazur would, this minute, be absorbing the power of the small gods. I think I was their solution."
"You think you were the gods' solution?" Poli reached across the table and patted her arm. "Think highly of yourself, don't you, sweetling."
"Actually, yes. But it's also the only explanation that makes sense. The way I work it out, seven gods owe me a favour. Eight if you consider that I didn't destroy that pretty picture of Cot'Dazur when I had the chance."
Poli sat back looking a little stunned. "Eight gods," he said at last. "All owing you a favour." He blinked twice then managed to recover his poise. "Well, I suppose that it's a good thing they're small gods."
Terizan flashed him a triumphant smile. The rash was gone, her bruises were healing, and the immediate future looked bright. "But there are eight of them."
"Should I be worried?"
"You? No." She took her time eating another dumpling, savouring the moment. As Tribune One had implied, there were a number of things about the guild that had never met with her approval. They were small things, for the most part, but it was, after all, the small things that made life worth living.
Bless Keydi-azda.



AUTHOR'S NOTE ON "THE LIONS OF AL'KALAMIR"
This story was original to the first Terizan collection, the original Stealing Magic by Tesseract Books back in 1999. The cover was by Heather Bruton, it was produced in both hardcover and trade, and, as with many volumes by small Canadian presses, is very hard to find.
I had someone say to me after having read “The Lions of Al'Kalamir,” that Terizan isn't actually very nice. Okay, first, all things considered, I think her actions here are completely justified. And second, she's a thief. She's complex, and strangely moral, and clearly ambitious, and she's one of my favourite characters ever, but she's a thief and by definition that makes her not very nice.




THE LIONS OF AL’KALAMIR
"Is it just me or are there more Kerbers in the city lately?"
"More Kerbers?" Terizan popped the last bit of labneh laden flatbread into her mouth and leaned back as she chewed. "I hadn't noticed."
Poli made a small moue of distaste. "Chew or talk, sweetling, not both at the same time."
"Sorry." She swallowed before continuing. "I only notice people who have something that might be worth stealing. Kerbers have nothing that's worth the risk."
"What about their weapons? I thought the Kerber's blades were the best."
"They are, but I don't think so highly of my skills that I'd try to take a weapon from a Kerber." As one of Poli's delicately arched brows arched even higher, Terizan grinned across the table at him. "Okay, maybe I do think that highly of my skills, but I'm not completely crazy."
"So it's safe to assume that the Kerber advancing across the cantina toward us is not on vendetta?"
Terizan turned so quickly the bench rocked and the hulking figure sitting alone on the far end of their table growled a wordless warning. Wrapped completely in voluminous, sand coloured robes the advancing Kerber noted her attention with a nod and began moving a little faster.
"I don't like the way the robes hide their gender," Poli murmured.
"Since when does that matter?"
"It matters in the approach, sweetling. I know you don't get out much but men and women are not the same."
Terizan's response got lost in the Kerber's arrival.
"I have a message for you." The voice was a sexless whisper, barely emerging from behind the veils.
"For me?"
A gloved hand opened and a swan's feather dropped onto the table.
A message from Swan, the mercenary captain who'd helped Terizan get the better of the Thieves' Guild Tribunal. A message from Swan, who'd offered a thief a place in her company. A message from Swan, who'd... Terizan swallowed and managed to keep her voice nearly normal as she asked, "Should we go someplace private?"
"Someplace less likely to be overheard."
"My place?" Poli offered politely. When both heads turned toward him, he spread his hands. "Well, you clearly want to keep whatever it is you're doing under wraps. If you leave with Terizan people will assume you want her to steal something. If you leave with us both and we go to my rooms, people's assumptions will be confused."
The Kerber nodded. "Confused would be good."
"Confused will be an understatement," Terizan muttered as she stood.
***
Two of the three brothels that had given the Street of Pleasures its name had moved out to the new city along with many of the independents. In remaining faithful to old Oreen, Poli was able to afford a pair of attractive rooms up on the third floor over a wig maker's shop.
"Good idea," Terizan said, gesturing toward the folds of colored gauze over the two tall windows in the sitting room. "A thief'd get tangled up in those."
"Well, yes," Poli admitted, "but that's not why I did it. It softens that harsh afternoon light, spreads the shadows, makes everyone look more beautiful. Beautiful people tip better." He turned to the Kerber and smiled. "Can I get you anything?"
"This isn't a social call, Poli." Turning to the Kerber, Terizan folded her arms. "I'd like to hear Swan's message now. What does she want?"
"You." A deft twist dropped the robes to one side and Terizan found herself caught up in a familiar embrace.
"That certainly looks like a social call to me," Poli commented dryly. "No wait, it's beginning to look like something I'd charge for."
Disengaging enough to catch her breath, Swan grinned down at the woman in her arms. "Actually, I have a job for you."
"My point exactly."
"Poli, shut up."
"I need the services of the best thief in Oreen to end a civil war."
***
"Prince Hasan al'Kalamir is dead. His two surviving sons are fighting over who should inherit. Essien, the elder by some seven minutes hired the Wing."
"They're twins?"
Swan shook her head, the brilliant red-gold of her life braid swaying almost hypnotically with the motion. "No, different mothers. The Prince, may he rot in the Netherhells, raised both Essien and his half-brother Jameel to consider themselves the heir." One corner of her expressive mouth quirked upwards. "They can't stand each other but that's nothing to how they feel about him. Anyway, with the Wing's help, Essien defeated his brother – although didn't manage to actually kill him – and took the Palace."
"That sounds like the civil war is over," Terizan pointed out. She'd had to fight to hear Swan's story over the multitude of voices in her head calling out the mercenary captain's name – and one or two other more explicit suggestions.
"It would be over except for one small problem. The people of Kalazmir won't accept Essien as their Prince unless he has the regalia which is locked in a secret treasure room somewhere in the catacombs under the Palace. Unfortunately, Essien was a little quick to kill his father's old vizier who was the only other person – besides dear, dead, daddy – who knew where in the catacombs that treasure room was. Is."
"He's got an army he's not using now, why doesn't he send them down to look for it?"
"Because after the first one died, the rest wouldn't go. He tried sending captives, promising them a long and happy life if they bring out the regalia, but they keep dying too. The old prince was rather remarkably paranoid and this place has traps up the ass."
"How painful," Poli murmured. "More beer?"
"Thanks." Swan lifted her flagon as Poli poured. "Anyway," she continued after emptying half of it again, "the natives are getting restless and Essien's decided he has no time to waste. When he asked if I had any ideas, I immediately thought of you. You are the only supplicant to have ever made it all the way to the inner sanctum of the Thieves' Guild."
"True," Terizan acknowledged, slowly. "But while I'd do anything for you, I'd prefer that anything didn't involve dying. Most of the traps in the guild house were non lethal."
Swan snorted. "I imagine that most of the traps in the catacombs are usually non lethal as well. The lot Essien's been sending below ground couldn't figure out how to dig a field latrine with detailed instructions. First one down sprang a pit trap you could see from the entrance."
That did seem to raise the odds a bit, Terizan thought. Then Swan smiled at her and she stopped thinking at all.
"Please, Terizan. I know you can do it."
Lost in Swan's smile, she heard Poli sigh.
"And I really want to get the Wing out of Kalazmir before the rains start," the mercenary captain continued.
"So will the two of you be leaving immediately?" Poli wondered.
Shooting him an exasperated glare – in spite of what Poli seemed to think, she wasn't quite ready to surrender to the inevitable – Terizan leaned forward and pinned Swan with her most businesslike expression. "Wouldn't it be simpler if this Essien just had the regalia copied?"
"He can't, it's god-touched. Even if he could afford to have it copied, the priests would immediately know it's a fake."
"All right, if I bring out this regalia; what's in it for me?"
"Anything else you can bring out of the treasure room."
She felt her jaw drop. "Anything?"
***
"Anything," Essien agreed. Stroking his narrow mustache, he stared darkly down into the catacombs. "You have my word as al'Kalamir."
"Thank you." Although he wouldn't actually be al'Kalamir until she came out with the regalia, Terizan decided to let that slide. There were enough of the Wing around to see that he kept his word regardless of what he chose to call himself.
"Two things I can tell you for certain to beware of ," Essien continued. "One, my father, may he rot in the Netherhells, paid a wizard for three spells but what the spells do, I have no idea. Two, beware the lions of al'Kalamir." As Swan stepped forward, frowning, he raised a ringed hand. "Given the conditions down there, I doubt they're real lions, Captain. It is merely something the vizier was fond of saying." Dark brows drew thoughtfully in. "In fact, it was the last thing vizier said; beware the lions of al'Ka..." The last word trailed off into a fair impersonation of a man choking on his own blood. A number of the soldiers standing around laughed but Terizan rolled her eyes. A little less killing and a little more questioning would have been a little more helpful from where she stood.
Settling her pack more comfortably on her shoulders, she moved to the top of the long flight of stone stairs. A slight smell of putrefaction wafted up from below.
"We can also tell you with some certainty that there's a pit trap under that first big blue tile," Swan said dryly passing over a lantern. "Pressure on the middle of the bottom step releases the support and..." Her gesture made the result quite clear. "It sounded deep," she added, somewhat unnecessarily in Terizan's opinion. Bending forward, the mercenary captain lightly kissed the top of the thief's head. "Be careful."
"I'm always careful," Terizan told her. Careless thieves ended up with their heads adorning the spikes of the Crescent – or more specifically in this case, smashed open like a melon at the bottom of a pit. 
***
"So much for the easy part of the trip," Terizan murmured thoughtfully as she ducked under the trigger mechanism that would set a course of counter-weighted blades swinging, their positions having been given away by the diced bits of body scattered down the corridor. The chopped bits of robe surprised her a little as Kerbers seldom got involved in anything but inter-tribal warfare, mostly because they were usually so preoccupied with inter-tribal warfare. She wondered if Swan – who got her coloring and her right to wear the robes from a Kerber grandfather – had felt as though she'd been fighting on the wrong side. Probably not. Swan and her Wing were mercenaries and the right side was always and only the side paying the bills. 
Like the previous four traps set off by the unfortunate soldiers who'd gone into the catacombs, this one had automatically reset after having been sprung. She had to give the old prince credit, he'd been willing to pay for the best. Five soldiers, five traps. Unfortunately, from this point on, there'd be no corpses to warn her. 
"Which ought to improve the air quality, if nothing else."
So far there'd been no sign of the three spells, although a faint feeling of unease had been licking up and down her spine ever since she'd stepped over that first, trapped tile. The sensitivity to magic that usually kept her from blundering into things she couldn't handle seemed to be reacting non-specifically to the entire place – which could mean any number of unpleasant things but since none of them were particularly helpful, Terizan ignored the feeling as much as she could and got on with it.
The next trap involved a large, and probably heavy, section of the ceiling rigged to drop. Terizan had no idea how it could possibly be reset, but wasn't curious enough about the particulars to risk being flattened. Another pit trap and the ubiquitous spring-loaded spears later, she reached a short corridor that seemed, at first inspection, to be trap free.
As a second inspection turned up the same result, she moved slowly forward, came to a T-junction, and paused. Not enough time had passed since the building of the catacombs for the correct path to have been worn into the stone and the webs of the few, small spiders who'd chosen to live in the dark seemed to show no preference. Lifting her lamp, she watched the flame flicker one way and then the other, the strangely equal breezes causing it to smoke slightly as it bent.
"All right, the odds are good the vizier, the old prince, and whoever actually designed the route to the treasure room were all right handed. Nine times out of ten, when given a simple choice between one direction and the other, right-handed people turn to the right." 
When she reached her first dead end after three corners and two cross corridors, she retraced her way to back the T-junction. 
"All right, so this is that one time out of ten they don't go to the right."
Except that heading left took her into an identical maze.
"Which isn't really surprising from a prince who raised both of his sons to think of themselves as heir," she muttered, scowling at nothing in particular.
About to retrace her steps yet again, she heard a sound that froze her in place. The prince's warning to beware the lions of al'Kalamir ringing in her ears, she'd actually taken two steps back when she realized that lions seldom seldom sang and certainly weren't in the habit of adding new and salacious verses to Long-Legged Hazrah in a better than average baritone. When Hazrah stopped inspiring, the voice started in on The King's Menagerie. Although the echoes made it difficult to tell for certain, Terizan didn't think the singer had moved while she'd been listening. 
Sighing, she pulled a monkey from her pocket and deftly flipped the coin up into the air. "Heads, I find him and make sure he isn't a threat. Tails, I ignore him and get on with the..."
Heads.
It took her longer to find him than she'd expected. He'd been standing at a dead end, probably inspecting the wall for secret passageways when the floor underneath him had given way, slanting suddenly downward. Her lamp resting on the lip, Terizan squatted and stared down a slope too slick and too steep to climb but angled with just enough false promise that anyone caught would die trying. 
The man in the hole had been silent since her light had spilled into his prison.
"I can't pull you out," she said, setting her grappling iron into the gap where the slope joined the floor and dropping fifty feet of silk rope down into the hole, "so I hope you can climb."
Her only answer was a tightening of the rope.
"Fine, be that way," she muttered. Pulling her dagger, she laid the blade against the knot. If she didn't like what she saw, she could always send him back into the pit and have one of Essien's people retrieve him later. That he could only be a fellow thief was not particularly reassuring – in her experience thieves were not always the pleasantest of people.
She could him breathing heavily. Even with the rope, the climb wasn't an easy one. She heard him curse, heard something, probably a knee, slam into the wall as he slipped, then finally saw a hand come up into the light. A second hand took a higher grip.
Not a thief. At least not a professional, the hands and arms were far too large. And not a soldier, no soldier ever wore that much jewelry – that much good jewelry, Terizan amended, rapidly calculating the street value of each piece. A heavy gold thumb ring set with a star sapphire flanked by diamonds would buy her a few months security even after the Guild's commission. All right, not a thief, not a soldier...
The top of his head came into the lantern light and Terizan sucked air through her teeth. In this part of the world, hair a brilliant red-gold meant only one thing. Kerber. But Kerbers tended not to wear jewelry. So, like Swan, he hadn't been raised in the tribes.
For Swan's sake, or maybe just for Swan's resemblance, she couldn't send him back into the pit so, keeping her dagger ready, she moved out of his way.
Concentrating on the climb, he didn't look up or speak until he was lying face down on the floor. He turned his head toward her, life-braid sliding across his bare back, and wiped the sweat from his eyes with one shaking hand. "Who in the Netherhells are you?"
"You're welcome." Terizan shoved his leg aside and began to pull up her rope.
After a startled moment, he grinned and propped himself up on an elbow. "I do beg your pardon. Being down in a pit for two days does tend to wear at a man's manners. I am, indeed, most grateful for your rescue. And," he added, as a small bundle appeared wrapped in the last twenty-five feet or so of rope, "for retrieving my pitiful possessions. I left the robes down in the pit; after two days I'm sure you can understand why."
The bundle consisted of a flaccid water-skin and a pair of expensive sandals wrapped in a vest. Although plain, the vest's fabric had the heavy, fluid feel of high resale value. She tossed it to him and, while he dressed, used the time to refill her lamp. When half the oil she carried had been burned, she was leaving whether she'd found the treasure room or not.
"I don't suppose you're carrying food and water?" he asked at last.
"I might be." Although he sounded hopeful, not dangerous, she kept her gaze locked on his face, repacking rope and oilskin by touch. "But there's both waiting at the entrance."
"For you, perhaps, but not for me. If I show myself..."
"...your brother will kill you?"
One red-gold eyebrow rose and he smiled charmingly at her. "Have we met?"
Terizan ignored the charm and answered the question. "No, but there's only two people who want the regalia. I know you're not Essien so you have to be Jameel. Besides, you sound much the same when you talk. I expect that's why you didn't say anything until you were out of the pit."
"And you'd be right," Jameel admitted. "Although you must grant that I have the better singing voice."
"I wouldn't know," Terizan told him dryly. "I haven't heard your brother sing." He wore two long daggers in his belt. Probably Kerber steel although the bad light made it difficult to tell for certain.
Jameel tracked her gaze and spread both hands. "I'm not going to fight you for your supplies. That would be boorish in the extreme, considering you just saved my life."
"True."
"But as I'm not giving up my search for the treasure room nor going back down into that pit, it might be best if we work together."
He sounded so reasonable, she almost agreed. Then she remembered. "I'm working for your brother." 
"It's a funny old world isn't it? So am I."
Terizan snorted and stood.
"I tell you no lie, little thief." Jameel mirrored her action. "My brother has an army in the city, has secured the palace, and has hired the best mercenary troupe in the region. My army is scattered, I doubt I could even get my mother's family to fight for me again, and it's only a matter of time until I'm found and executed. It seemed to me that my only chance of survival is to be the one who presents the regalia to Essien." 
"A peace offering?"
"Exactly."
It made sense. Terizan didn't care about the regalia, it was the treasure room's other contents she had plans for. "You'll swear you couldn't have done it without me? So I get paid?"
Jameel bowed, his life-braid falling forward and lying like a line of fire along the crease of his neck. "I'll swear that I'd have died without you."
"Just remember that when we get out," Terizan muttered. She didn't trust him, but it was hard not to like him although, besides the superficial resemblance he bore to Swan, she wasn't quite sure why. As he straightened, she threw him one of her waterskins. It made no sense to have saved him from the pit only to have him die of thirst. "The name's Terizan. And that's all the water you get," she warned him. "Ration yourself."
"My thanks, Terizan, for your generosity." He drank thirstily and, with an effort, recorked the skin. Slinging it over his shoulder, he used the gesture to jauntily flick his life-braid back. "Now what?"
A good question. Considering where she'd found him, it was a good bet the prince knew as little about the true path through the maze as she did. "It – or rather they – can't be classical mazes," she murmured, "too many thieves know the patterns. And yet it can't be too complex or no one would be able to remember the key."
"Only my father, may he rot in the Netherhells, and the grand vizier knew the key." 
"Exactly..." Thinking of how long it had taken her to come this far, Terizan suddenly smiled. "We're going back."
"Back?"
"To the corridor leading to the maze entrances." She waved a hand toward the dead end. "Do you honestly think your father would put up with this sort of shit in order to get to something that belonged to him? The mazes are a distraction. There's another way."
"Brilliant."
"Thank you." Holding the lamp up to shoulder height at the first corner, she peered at the stone. "I've marked the..."
"Wall?" Jameel asked. His tone suggested this wasn't unexpected. "My father, may he rot in the Netherhells, had a wizard spell the maze," he explained as she whirled around to face him. "You can make as many marks as you want but the moment you stop looking at them, they disappear."
"So if I don't remember the way out?"
"Well, let's just say we're both going to get a lot thinner. And speaking of thinner," he added, gesturing at her pack. "You wouldn't have anything to eat in there would you?"
He looked so hopeful, she sighed and tossed him a bag of dates as they started down the corridor. "I don't suppose you know what the other two spells were?" she asked taking the first right.
"How do you know there's two more?"
"Essien told me there were three but he didn't know what they were."
"I know of one other besides the wall thing. My father, may he rot in the Netherhells, had a tapestry that had been magically woven to represent the catacombs. If a thief managed to get in, he could watch their progress. Watch them die."
"Lovely man."
"None lovelier." He licked his fingers clean and the red-gold brow rose again. "Are you sure this is the right way?"
Terizan turned left. "Yes. Where's the tapestry now?"
"The grand vizier used it as his shroud. It was wrapped around him when they lit the pyre."
"And the third spell?"
"I have no idea. I don't like to argue with a professional, Terizan, but I really think we need to go right here."
Terizan turned left again. "Why didn't your brother tell me about the walls and the tapestry?"
"I doubt he knew. He was always off learning to be a statesman or a swordsman, hoping our father, may he rot in the Netherhells, would approve of him."
"While you did what?
"I hung around and sucked up, big time. Are you sure we're..."
"Yes." She turned right. "What about the lions of al'Kalamir?"
"Lions?" He had a pleasant laugh – or would have had, Terizan decided, had he not been laughing at her. "How could there be lions down here? It's too dark and there's nothing for them to eat. Present company excepted, of course." 
"Of cour... shit on a stick!" They'd reached another dead end.
"You know, I did think that we should have turned right back there."
Spinning around, Terizan found her flat, unfriendly stare swamped by a well-I-did-mention-it-before sort of a smile. "Do you remember this part of the pattern from the tapestry?" she sighed.
Jameel spread his hands, rings winking in the lamplight. "I might."
Two rights, a left, and another dead end later, he added, as though no time had passed, "Or it might have been a lucky guess."
Terizan took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Then she frowned and did it again, head lifted and turned back the way they'd come. "Here." She thrust the lamp into his hands. "Take this and stay here."
"Why?"
"Because I need to smell something other than lamp oil and you." She was out of the light by the time she reached the last corner. Eyes closed, she pivoted first to her left and then to her right. Now that she was taking the time to notice, she could smell, very faintly, the not entirely unpleasant aroma of rot.
***
"How fortunate for us my brother didn't decide to hire you immediately."
"Not very fortunate for those soldiers," Terizan pointed out as they stepped out into the corridor connecting the two mazes.
"I expect they were mine, not his." He paused as they reached the t-junction and stared up toward the entrance to the catacombs. The angle hid the last body from view but all five were making their presence felt on the slight breeze. "I'll have to see what I can do about getting them out of here and burying them with full rights."
Bring a bucket, was Terizan's initial reaction but Jameel sounded so distressed she kept it, and other pertinent comments, to herself.
Now she knew what she was searching for, it took her no time at all to find the outline of the door in the stone wall. A few moments more and she uncovered the keyhole.
"I imagine you don't need the key?"
"That's right." Rummaging around in her pack, she brought out a package of dried figs. A strangled noise from Jameel made her look up.
"You're going to pick the lock with dried figs?"
"No." She handed him half. "We're going to eat while I refill the lamp."
He really did have a pleasant laugh.
***
Behind the door, a flight of stairs lead down into a darkness too thick for Terizan's small light to make much of an impression. A dozen steps and the door closed behind them with a small, snick.
For a prince, Jameel knew a number of very creative profanities.
"Don't worry." Not even bothering to turn, Terizan took another two steps, wishing she could see just a little further than her own feet. "There's a latch on this side, I noticed it when we came through."
"You're sure?"
"Trust me. Neither your father nor the Grand Vizier had any more intention than I do of being trapped down here."
The stairs broadened as they descended. Level ground was a six foot wide corridor, tile not stone and judging from the small section they could see, probably beautiful. 
"No turns," Terizan murmured.
"How can you tell?"
"The way the sound travels. Stay close." She'd counted forty-nine paces when something up ahead reflected back a glimmer of light. "Gold."
"That's it then." As Jameel surged past her, she heard a tiny click.
Sweeping his feet out from under him, she got him flat on the floor just in time.
They laid there for a few moments longer, staring up into the darkness. They could see neither the huge metal spike nor the mechanism that had swung it down out of the ceiling, but it was a dominating presence never-the-less. 
"Well." Jameel's voice bounced back off the ceiling. "It seems I owe you my life a second time." 
Taking what seemed like her first breath in hours, Terizan turned her head toward him. "A third time. I also got us out of the maze."
Smiling, he shrugged as well as he was able given his position. "Sorry, you know what they say about the memories of princes."
Terizan snorted and rolled over onto her stomach. "Actually I do." Inching forward, pushing the lamp ahead, she pointed toward a slightly raised floor tile. "Look here. If you survived the way in, that one'll get you on the way back. Swan's right, your father was a very paranoid man."
"You have no idea."
"I'm beginning to."
A pair of shims jammed the trigger mechanisms although thief and prince both carefully stepped over the actual tile. It took them longer to cover the next eleven paces than it had to cover the first forty-nine but there were no more traps.
The double doors to the treasure room had been covered in beaten gold and the handles hung from the mouths of two beautifully crafted golden lions' heads.
"The lions of al'Kalamir."
"Don't touch them," Terizan warned. "They're probably the trigger to the third spell."
His fingertips a hair's breadth from the left lion, Jameel froze and slowly let his hand drop back to his side. "So what do we do?"
"You stand back while I pick the lock then we stuff something in the hole and use it to open the door."
"Very clever."
"Thank you." Pulling her two largest lockpicks from her trouser seams, she knelt, stared into the keyhole and shook her head. "The key must've been huge. I wonder where it is."
"I expect it went to the pyre with my father, may he rot in the Netherhells."
"Don't take this personally or anything, but the vizier didn't seem to want either you or your brother to get hold of the regalia.
"Well, he didn't like us much." When pacing took him too quickly out of the light, he rocked back and forth, heel to toe. "You're an incredible person, you know that?"
"Why?" Terizan asked absently, most of her attention on the lock.
"Look what you've done. You've defeated my father, may he rot in the Netherhells, walked through his traps as though they weren't there, solved the puzzle of his maze, and saved me two – no, three – times."
Feeling slightly embarrassed by his enthusiasm, she pulled the last fig from her pocket, took a bite and chewed while she worked. "That doesn't make me an incredible person," she said at last and, using the larger of her two lockpicks, pulled the door open a few inches. "It merely makes me an incredible thief." Before she stood, she took a quick look at the mechanism. "Be careful, there's no latch on the inside of this, if the door closes while we're inside, we're stuck ."
"So we'll be careful." He waited until she was standing beside him then flashed her a quick smile. "Shall we?"
The door was so perfectly balanced, it took almost no effort to swing it wide. From where they stood, the lamplight barely spilled over the threshold but that little bit refracted into a hundred sparkling stars. As they moved closer, the hundred stars became one until, blinking away afterimages, they stared down at the regalia of al'Kalamir. The crown rested in the circle of the pectoral, the two rings within the circle of the crown. Each section of the pectoral and both of the rings bore a piece of quartz the size of Terizan's thumbnail. Another piece over an inch across was centered in the front of the crown. Only the settings, a heavy red-gold almost the color of a Kerber life-braid, had any intrinsic value.
There was nothing else in the treasure room.
Taking a deep breath, Terizan set the lamp on the pedestal by the regalia. "Your brother is a pile of leprous baboon shit," she snarled.
"Granted," Jameel agreed, reaching out to touch the crown with a single finger. "Any particular reason you bring it up now?"
"I was to take my payment from the other items in the treasure room."
"And you think he knew there was nothing else in here?"
Mouth open to say just exactly what she thought, Terizan paused. It hadn't even occurred to her that he wouldn't have known.
"And you'd be right," Jameel continued. "We both knew. Father, may he rot in the Netherhells, made no secret of it."
"I didn't know," Terizan growled, "and he knew I didn't... What are you doing?"
Sapphire thumb ring tossed onto the pedestal, Jameel slid one of the regalia rings into its place. "Just trying things on. After all, this is my heritage as much as Essien's and this'll be my only chance." The second ring slid onto his other thumb. He laid the pectoral on around his neck without fastening the catch and settled the crown on his head. "Well, what do you think? Does it suit me?"
Even through her anger, she had to admit that it did. The gold of the crown almost disappeared in his hair so that the large piece of quartz seemed to float above his brow refracting far more light than it should have – more light, she suspected than was actually in the room. Had she not seen the regalia off Jameel, she'd have thought he was wearing a king's ransom in diamonds.
"It's the whole god-touched thing," he told her when she said as much, "but it only works when all the pieces are together and on a prince of Kalamir."
"You look better than Essien will," she muttered.
He laughed then suddenly sobered. "I'm sorry, Terizan."
"Why, because your brother is such a shit?"
"For that too."
It wasn't so much a blow as a hard shove into the back wall of the treasure room. Her head hit stone and, seeing stars, she slid to the floor. Jameel grabbed the lamp and stepped out into the corridor.
"I'm sorry," he said again, and closed the door.
All at once more tired than angry, Terizan got slowly to her feet, careful not to leave the definition of the wall. The darkness was so complete, touch would be her only useable sense and she had no time to get lost, even in such small room. One hand against the back wall, she moved into a corner and halfway along the side. Jamming her left foot into the angle of floor and wall, she leaned out as far as she could and scooped Jameel's forgotten ring off the pedestal.
At least the trip isn't a total loss...
Straightening, she finished the side wall and reached the doors, pushing gently on the nearest. It swung silently open a handspan and she lightly touched the piece of dried fig she'd jammed into the mechanism. Getting in was only part of the problem; a good thief always made sure there was a way out.
She could see the lamp and realized Jameel had almost reached the stairs. There was a latch on the inside of that door but it wouldn't be easy to find. Still, it wouldn't hurt to slow him just a little bit more.
Not long before, she had stolen the Eye of Keydi-azda and ended up ensuring the continuing existence of eight small gods. Six of them still owed her for it. One of them had been Yallamaya, the Zephyr That Blows Trouble From the World. An emphatic prayer reminding Blessed Yallmaya of the debt – gods having much the same memory as princes – drew a gentle breeze past her cheek that grew to a gust wind by the time it reached the other end of the corridor. 
Terizan heard Jameel swear.
The lamp blew out.
His footsteps echoed in the corridor as he bounded up the stairs and under cover of the noise, Terizan walked eleven paces and squatted to check the trigger tiles. He'd taken the time to remove the shims. Clearly, he'd inherited some of his father's paranoia. 
By the time she'd worked her way past the trap, Jameel was pounding on the inside of the door, not even searching for the latch, just trying to beat his way out. By the time she'd covered half of the forty-nine paces, his rising panic was beginning to make her regret blowing out the lamp. He'd spent two days, trapped in the dark, waiting to die and she'd thrown him right back there again. His terror made it hard to remember that he'd left her to die in the treasure room.
By the time she reached the bottom of the stairs, she could hear only the sound of labored breathing from the top.
"You didn't pass the dead soldiers on the way in," she said softly, "or you'd have known they were yours. Two of them were Kerbers. You know another way into the catacombs and you'll use that to get out. You have no intention of taking the regalia to your brother and you never did."
"I locked you in." It was a token protest. It sounded more like he was saying, you're not really here. And saying it like he'd said it a hundred times before. Two days in complete darkness. Complete silence. Waiting to die. 
"You thought you did."
"I reset the traps."
"So?"
Jameel laughed, a shaky sound, but free of panic. "Oh yes, I forgot. You're very good at what you do. So, what happens now."
He recovered quickly but she'd seen that before. He also moved very quietly for large man, but not quietly enough.
"You go back up those two stairs," Terizan told him, "and we'll keep talking. You don't, I leave you alone in the dark.."
"You can't get by me."
"Not as long as you stay by the door," she agreed. When she heard him return to the top of the stairs, she added, "We need each other to get out." Which wasn't entirely true. She could taunt him until he charged then easily slip by and have him bargain for his freedom with the regalia, but she had as little intention of creating a powerful enemy as she did of leaving him in the catacombs to die. Thieves who never learned that the paths between people were as precarious as those along the edges of buildings, took fatal falls. "I suggest we go back to your original plan; you give the regalia to your brother in return for your life."
"No. I have as much right to rule as he does."
"Except that he's out there and you're in here and I was hired to get him that regalia." 
"What do you care? Essien screwed you out of your payment!"
"Technically, no." In spite of everything, Terizan couldn't prevent a smile. After all, a similar technicality had gotten her into the Thieves' Guild. "Essien never said there was anything else in the treasure room. He's not responsible for my assumptions."
After a moment, Jameel sighed. "You're taking this rather well."
"Getting angry," she told him flatly, "doesn't change things. Now, are we going to stay here, in the dark, and argue about this or are we leaving?"
She heard him sigh again. "We're leaving."
"My way?"
"I can't stay down here."
"I know."
The third and final sigh had a reluctant smile shaping it. "Your way."
***
Each piece of the regalia flared as Essien stroked it lightly with a reverent fingertip. Lifting his hand, he turned to the priests and curled his lip in what might have been a smile. "Satisfied?"
"We are satisfied, al'Kalamir." The priests looked so relieved Terizan had to wonder what would have happened to them had the regalia not been genuine. Removing the priests would certainly have removed any protests.
"Good." Continuing the turn so that the regalia was at his back, he allowed the smile to become genuine. "The coronation will be this afternoon. You'll all stay of course."
Terizan looked to Swan who shrugged and nodded.
"Good," Essien said again. "And afterwards, I'd be happy to have you witness the execution of my brother."
Jameel began to move, but the guards who'd been flanking him grabbed his arms before he took his third step and forced him to his knees.
"My last bit of unfinished business," Essien murmured patting his brother's cheek.
Ignoring instincts that told her not to get involved, Terizan's fingers clenched into fists. "He brought you the regalia!"
"There are two answers to that, little thief. The first is that, for reasons of your own which I do not need to know, you allowed him to carry the regalia out of the catacombs. Jameel may have handed it to me, but only through your efforts. The second response is a little more succinct." He spread his hands. "So?" 
And that second response was impossible to argue with. One part of her mind watched Jameel struggle – his lifebraid, so like Swan's whipping back and forth as though it would be free on its own – and the other part tried to think of something, anything she could do. She felt Swan's hand close around her shoulder. She shrugged it off and stepped forward.
"What about my payment?"
Essien's dark brows rose. "I thought you said the treasure room was empty of everything but the regalia?"
"It was, but you said I could have anything I brought out." She nodded toward the struggling prince. "I want him."
Jameel stopped struggling.
"By your own words, I brought him out so by your word as al'Kalamir, he's mine."
"My word as al'Kalamir," Essien repeated. He walked around the small table so he could stare at his brother and the thief over the regalia.
The silence stretched and lengthened. Terizan could hear nothing from Swan and those of the Wing who were behind her. The Wing would take their cue from Swan and Swan seemed willing to let her play this out.
"My word as al'Kalamir," Essien repeated again. Glancing down at the regalia he frowned thoughtfully. "And you have made me al'Kalamir." When he glanced up again, he'd clearly come to a decision. "Very well, he's yours. But the next time I catch him..."
"He's on his own."
***
"That's four times you saved my life."
"It won't happen again," Terizan reassured him. "You're going back to your mother's people. And I'm going home."
One hand holding the flapping end of his veil, Jameel grinned down at her from the saddle. "Maybe I'll find myself a wife and settle down. Put all this behind me."
Terizan snorted. "Good luck."
***
"So, what happened between you and Jameel down in those catacombs?"
Had Swan not been so well armed, Terizan might have attempted to exploit that suspicious tone with a little teasing. As it was... "I saved his life three times and the pile of leprous baboon shit tried to lock me into the treasure room."
"So you saved his life a fourth time?" The mercenary captain snorted.
"It seemed like the thing to do." She'd managed to block out most of her memories of their ride from Oreen to Kalamir. Everything accept the nights with Swan had been hot, sandy, and painful. Horses were too far off the ground, saddles were not made for comfort, and Swan, while a surprisingly considerate lover, was a less than patient riding instructor. Now, once more in the saddle, it was all coming back to her. "He kept reminding me of you."
"Why?" Suspicion had made its move into jealousy.
"The life-braid. You have one just like it."
"Oh."
Terizan smiled at the tone and tried not to fall off her horse.
"So, did you ever find out about the lions?"
"Find out? I put one in charge and saved the other's life. The lions of al'Kalamir," she prodded when Swan looked blank. "al'Kalamir is the prince's title. Jameel and Essien were the lions."
"But why beware...."
"Jameel said the vizier didn't like them much. Since Essien killed him, his dislike seems to have been well founded."
"I'm sorry I got you into this."
"Why?"
Swan shrugged. "Beware the lions of al'Kalamir and all that. One of them cheated you and one of them tried to kill you after you saved his life four times."
"Only three times at the time he tried to kill me."
"Still. I'd have been furious. In fact, I was furious for you."
Clinging to the saddle with both hands, Terizan smiled. "I don't get angry. Instead, I stole one of the regalia rings and I slipped it into Jameel's pocket when I said good-bye." 
The mercenary captain sucked air throw her teeth. "Essien's going to know it was you. You've left a powerful enemy back there."
"No. Jameel forgot a thumb ring in the treasure room. I grabbed it and left it in the missing ring's place."
"Essien will think Jameel took it."
"Uh huh."
"And I thought I brought you from Oreen to end a civil war."
"The war's over. They had to bring in mercenaries and Kerbers to fight this one. You were paid off when Essien got the regalia and the Kerbers have lost interest. Now, it's personal. Essien will never feel secure on the throne as long as a piece of the regalia is missing and Jameel will never feel secure knowing Essien's people will be coming after him."
They rode in companionable silence for a few minutes, wrapped in the noises of the Wing on the move.
"You know," Swan mused, "they could have lived happily ever after if you hadn't done this."
Terizan smiled over at her lover. "One of them cheated me and one of them tried to kill me after I saved his life four times."
"Three." Swan pointed out.
"Still..."
"Do you know what I think?"
"That beer is better than wine. That everything tastes better with enough dried chilies to kill a normal woman. That sex in a tent with a couple of dozen mercenaries listening in is perfectly normal. And..." Terizan winced as her horse changed his gait, rubbing her inner thigh against a buckle. "...that in spite of evidence to contrary, saddles are not instruments of torture."
"No... well, yes, but also that the lions of al'Kalamir should have been told to beware of you."
Even perched as precariously she was, Terizan managed to look smug. "Oh yeah. That too."
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SOMETIMES, JUST BECAUSE
"Was it something I said?"
Tribune Two paused, pale eyes narrowing, one hand raised to indicate the target on the map of Oreen. 
Tribune Three snickered in what could, in no way, be considered a reassuring 
manner, amusement sending oily drops of sweat dancing down the smooth rolls of his neck. 
Tribune One lifted a sardonic brow; as much, it seemed at her companions as at the thief facing them. "Why do you ask?"
"First you want me to steal from gods; now wizards." Terizan scratched at a flea bite on her forearm. "If I didn't know better, I'd think you were trying to get rid of me."
"Get rid of you?" One asked, eyebrows moving from sardonic to exaggerated shock. "The only thief to ever make it all the way to the Sanctuary?"
"The thief who can bring Swan and her Wing of mercenaries to heel?" Two added.
Three rolled his eyes heavenward. "The thief who dares to steal from the gods themselves and in such a way she benefits from the theft?"
"The thief who holds the debt of the al'Kalamir for bringing his regalia out of a trapped and enchanted treasure room?"
"The thief whose current investments with the Guild have reached close to record levels in a record amount of time?"
"Why would you think the Guild would want to get rid of you?"
Terizan shrugged, the movement causing a dribble of moisture to run down her sides, making her cotton tunic less comfortable and even more fragrant. "Just a feeling."
"Besides," One amended with an aristocratic snort, "it's only one wizard."
"Right."
"And even were you not the best we have, your sensitivity to magic would make you the logical choice."
"Uh huh. Usually, my sensitivity allows me to avoid magic. Breaking into a wizard's tower and stealing a curse..."
"A curse anchor," Three offered helpfully when she paused.
Terizan nodded her thanks. "...a curse anchor, is not avoiding magic. It's st..." Suddenly realizing that the Thieves' Guild Tribunal might think she was calling them stupid instead of the concept and fully aware that the consequences of such a misunderstanding would likely not be in her favour, she forced her tongue around a different combination of letters. "...range. Strange to think I could even get into a wizard's tower."
"Strange but not impossible," One replied, the twist in her lips a fair indication she'd actually heard the original word but was content to ignore it for now. "The Council has given us full plans of not only the grounds around the wizard's tower, but of the interior of the tower itself. All known spells and enchantments have been clearly marked."
"The wizard's servant was most forthcoming," Three added, smiling broadly.
"Tortured?" Terizan asked.
"Bribed." From the tone, she assumed Tribune Two would have preferred the former. "The woman came to the Council when it became clear that this recent heat was the wizard's doing."
"Gee, since she's frying too I'm surprised she didn't offer the information from the goodness of her heart." Raising a hand between her and the three nearly identical expressions facing her, Terizan sighed. "Sorry. Kidding. Go on."
"Besides your percentage of the rather sizable fee the Council is paying us to steal this anchor, you will of course be able to remove anything else that takes your fancy."
Take anything else she fancied from a wizard's tower? They really were trying to get rid of her. 
Something of the thought must have shown on her face as Two leaned forward, map crinkling under damp palms. "Of course, if you refuse the job, we'll only have to send someone else."
Someone less likely to succeed.
One and Three looked at her and smiled.
Someone less likely to survive.
It was a bitch being the best.
***
"Okay. Let me see if I got this straight." Balthazar leaned against the doorjamb, arms folded, brow furrowed. "The wizard's pissed at the Council for telling him to cut down that big thorny hedge so he makes it hot. His servant goes to the Council and tells them the wizard is making it hot and for a price, she'll tell how to stop it. The Council comes here and tells the Tribunal they'll pay them to steal the thing the wizard's using to make it hot. The Tribunal gives you the job so you're going to steal an anchor from the wizard?"
"Essentially, yes." Terizan tested the grip of a grappling hook, tossed it back in the basket, and pulled out another.
"Ain't anchors kinda big?"
"It's not that kind of an anchor. It's just a small item the wizard is using to focus the curse."
"Oh." He stuffed his hand into his armpit and scratched vigorously. "You get all the good jobs."
"Balthazar, do you remember what wizards do to thieves they catch?" Crossing the storeroom, she ran questing fingertips over the line of ropes sorted onto a row of brass hooks by length and weight.
"Sure. They turn them into mice then set the cat on them."
"I don't want to be a mouse."
"I wouldn't mind."
As she turned toward him, an eyebrow rose in a conscious imitation of Tribune One. 
"Right. The cat." Bare feet shuffled against the tile. "But you won't get caught, you're the best."
Right. And that was working out so well for her. Gods. Wizards…
"You never get caught," he added mournfully.
He'd been caught twice. Once more and the guild would ground him – Magistrates were expensive in Oreen and the guild wouldn't pay out indefinitely.
It was, if possible, hotter in the storeroom than it had been in the Inner Sanctum. Hotter and dustier. Wiping her face on her tunic left a grey/brown smear across the fabric. One more thing and she could head for the relative cool of the streets. 
"What happened to your stuff?" the older thief wondered as she sorted through the lock picks for a set that felt right in her hand. 
"Nothing."
"Then what's with the shopping spree?"
"Items you use frequently become imprinted with your... essence."
"Scent?"
"Close enough." Terizan tossed the set of picks that felt the least wrong into her pack. "I'm not taking anything into that tower that might tell the wizard who I am." 
***
"Sweetling, wizards are not exactly in my line of work. They're reclusive, every last one of them. They have no interest in the pleasures of the flesh, they're only interested in the pursuit of obscure knowledge, and their only indulgence is arcane ritual." Poli frowned at her in the mirror, a minimalist expression that wouldn't disturb his cosmetics. "What?"
Grinning, Terizan waved a hand at the bottle, jars, and brushes. "Arcane ritual?"
"Don't be ridiculous; this is skill, not magic." A touch of oil on his lower lip and he turned to face her, looking stylized and beautiful.
"Looks like magic to me," she told him fondly. Poli in cosmetics looked more like himself. If she'd tried to apply an equivalent amount of paint and powder, she'd have looked like one of the priests of Busoo, the God of Laughter. "So if you have no first-hand knowledge..." She handed him his robe as he stood. "...have you heard anything?"
Eventually, the whores heard everything.
"Sweetling, you're not listening – wizards don't use the services of my guild."
"People who work for wizards do. Don't they?"
"No." He narrowed kohled eyes and sighed. "Terizan, have you agreed to steal something from the wizard's tower?"
"You know I can't answer that."
"Wonderful. So, sharing your bed with an insane mercenary captain isn't enough to satisfy this sudden death wish of yours? Now, you want to be turned into cat food?"
"One." Terizan flicked a calloused finger into the air. "Swan isn't insane, she's just really, really good at what she does which happens, incidentally, to be mayhem. Two." A second finger followed the first. "I don't have a death wish, I have a reputation as the best thief in the city and that brings with it certain unavoidable responsibilities that I have every intention of surviving. And three." She folded the first finger down.
"You can't afford me, Sweetling."
***
The oldest of the storytellers throwing words into the air on the Street of Tales insisted there were once three wizard towers in Old Oreen. A nondescript neighbourhood of middle-class shops and houses had grown up over the ruin of one, the squalid hovels and tenements of the Sink covered another, and the third stood alone. Had stood alone for as long as anyone could remember.
According to the storyteller, that middle-class neighbourhood produced more than its share of priests and artists and the totally insane. And the Sink – well, every city had a cesspool, the Sink was the cesspool of Old Oreen.
"Do the stories say how those two towers were destroyed?"
"They do." The storyteller sucked her teeth and waited, right arm raised so she wore her cupped hand like a hat, the bowl of her palm facing the sky. Or at least the awning over her square of pavement.
Terizan sighed and dropped a monkey into the old woman's hand. She waited patiently while the brass coin vanished into the folds of a grimy robe and a little less patiently as a small leather bottle was consulted.
"It was a dark and stormy night," the storyteller began at last, adding, as Terizan's brows rose, "No, really, it was. A dark and stormy night..." She cleared her throat. "...thunder, lightning, hail. A night that cleared the streets of all the good citizens of Oreen – as few as they were within the walls in those dark days. When the ground beneath the city shook and the air filled with the scent of burning hair and the screams of tormented souls rode on the backs of howling winds, no one dared to turn an eye to the cause. No one but one small boy," she added hurriedly as Terizan opened her mouth to protest. "A small boy who swore he saw ribbons of red spiralling from one tower, ribbons of blue from another, and bands of white around the third. In the morning there was but one tower remaining and blasted, empty, cursed ground where the other two had stood."
"Two of them fought, the third shielded himself."
"So it seems." Her hand rose once more to lie against her head and Terizan sighed.
"That wasn't worth another monkey. What was said of the remaining wizard?"
"Ah, young one, the stories I could tell you..."
Terizan twirled the coin between her fingers. "Give me the high points without embellishing and this is yours."
"Embellishing." Rheumy eyes narrowed. "A large word for one in your profession."
A second coin joined the first. "A large fee for one in yours."
"True enough, times being what they are."
Terizan didn't ask how times were. It would only lead to more stories and a higher expected payment.
"They say that the wizard remains in that tower to this day, extending his life by fell magics. That he is secretive, even for a wizard. That young women enter his tower and emerge as old women a lifetime later with no memory of their service. They say he lives on moonlight and dew. That those who try to breach his solitude meet a grisly doom." She snatched the tossed coins out of the air with the ease of long practice. "You know about the whole thief-mouse-cat thing?" When Terizan nodded, her face refolded itself into a new pattern of contemplative wrinkles. "Your guild must value your talents highly."
"Yeah, that's what they keep telling me..."
***
Although space was at a premium in Old Oreen, no one had attempted to build up against the wall that defined the triangular grounds surrounding the wizard's tower – which was more than a little annoying since it meant Terizan would have to cross a broad, open street in full view of the tower's upper windows no matter which part of the wall she approached. On the bright side, the neighbouring houses had turned their backs to the wizard, presenting no windows and therefore no likelihood that she'd be seen and the Guard called.
"Because there's nothing like worrying about being arrested when you should be worried about becoming a mouse," Terizan muttered. Torches in iron brackets jutted from the top of the wall not quite close enough together to prevent narrow bands of shadow between them – thieves' paths. The trick would be reaching one.
Hidden in the darkness where the back of one house joined another, she ticked off items on her mental copy of the servant's list.
"The gate and the path from the gate to the tower are heavily warded. Step through the gate, step on the path, and my master will know everything there is to know about you."
No problem. She hadn't planned on taking either the gate or the path.
"The thorn hedge that grows around the inside of the wall isn't magical, but it is deadly. You must move slowly, methodically to defeat it."
Defeat it? Terizan had no intention of fighting it.
"The only safe way to enter the tower is from above. My master keeps pigeons and has no desire to know everything there is to know about them, but they'll act as an alarm if you're not careful."
Pigeons. Flying rats. The thief who didn't plan for their presence on every rooftop in Old Oreen had a short career.
"I'll leave the trapdoor unbarred."
Once inside the tower things got... complicated, but she'd worry about that later.
The crescent moon slid behind a cloud. 
Wiping sweaty palms against her thighs, Terizan took a deep breath, locked her gaze on the path she planned to use, and raced forward. Time had worn a handy ladder of hand and foot holds in the wall. At the top, her body pressed against the capstones, the sandstone still warm from the heat of the day, she turned in place, and slowly – very, very slowly – began to climb down between the thorns and the wall.
Fortunately, the thorns were attached to large bushes rather than any kind of clinging vine and the space between the bushes and the wall, although not exactly generous, was very nearly wide enough to slide through unscathed. As long as she kept herself from snatching punctured body parts away from the thorns, she was reasonably sure she could avoid attracting further attention.
I'm worried about attracting attention from a bush. This is why I hate stealing from wizards.
One of the reasons anyway. That whole thief/mouse/cat thing didn't thrill her.
When her feet touched the ground, she lowered herself slowly sideways until she lay in the angle between the earth and the wall, and stared out between the twisted trunks of the shrubbery at a courtyard flat and entirely green and completely unnatural. Although she felt no magic rising from the ground this had to be wizardry for not even the very rich could get that much grass to grow together in one place. Crawling forward on fingers and toes, she tried to ignore the debris mixed into the leaf litter and the heated, heavy smell of rot. Her hand inched toward a heavy gold ring, but a hint of brass changed her mind. Moving on, she left it – and the finger bone that wore it – where it lay.
At the edge of the grass, she reached out and gently brushed a single finger across the blades – the smallest finger on her left hand, the one she'd miss the least if it came to it. To her surprise, the grass was soft. It bent beneath her touch, cool against her skin. While it wasn't the tough and wiry plant that forced its way up through the city's packed dirt and cracked cobblestones, it didn't seem dangerous. Slowly, carefully, she moved out from under the thorn bushes and let the grass take her weight.
Nothing happened. It smelled nice. Fresh. Alive.
Given that she had no strong cravings for cheese, she could only assume the wizard hadn't seen her cross the street to the wall. Of course, he could still look out a window and see her sniffing his grass. Up on her feet, she unhooked the crossbow from the chestpack, freed the rope, and fired the grappling hooks toward the roof. A faint hiss of metal against stone and two of the padded edges caught.
The walls had plenty of footholds and, tucked into shadow, the climb was the safest thing she'd done so far. By the time she reached the roof, it seemed that any pigeons startled by the appearance of the grapple had gone back to sleep. Shadow silent, Terizan coiled her rope, replaced the grapple in her pack and slipped past the coop.
The trap door was locked.
It wasn't supposed to be locked.
Isn't it fortunate I have trust issues. Carefully sliding a metal tube from the thief pocket in the wide seam of her trousers, she ran a fingernail through the wax seal, unscrewed the metal stopper, and used the contents to paint a rough circle in the centre of the door. She had no idea what the liquid was, but the alchemist had assured her it would get rid of problem tree stumps. He'd also warned her that it was highly illegal to use on anything but problem tree stumps and had winked broadly while pocketing his extremely high fee.
The wood dissolved. 
Terizan found herself staring down into the emerald gaze of a plump calico cat. She tossed a fabric square stuffed with dried catmint down the spiral staircase – thief/mouse/cat implied there'd be
a cat somewhere in the tower – and dropped to the landing as the cat disappeared. 
According to information the Council had left with the Tribunes, his workshop and the curse anchor were off the next landing down. His servant had guaranteed he wouldn't be there.
A lit glass globe floated outside the door about a foot below the ceiling. Terizan waited until her eyes adjusted to the light, checked for traps, and, her finger-tips against a bit of wood where she could feel no magic, slowly pushed open the door. When there was no response, she slipped into the room.
Crowded with books and scrolls and a confused jumble of a hundred arcane objects, the wizard's workroom looked exactly the way she expected a wizard's workroom to look. Although she hadn't expected the wizard's servant to be pacing back and forth in front of an enormous full length mirror. At least Terizan assumed it was the servant. Middle-aged, she wore her hair pulled back in a sensible bun, a bleached apron over a sleeveless yellow shift, and thick cork-soled sandals, and when she saw Terizan's reflection appear in the glass, she spun around, one hand clapped over her mouth.
It was too late to run, so Terizan froze.
The two women stared at each other for a long moment.
"I didn't unlock the trapdoor," the older woman said at last, lowering her hand. "You've passed the final test."
It seemed she wanted to be sure she'd gotten her money's worth. Or the Council's money's worth, Terizan amended, her heart beginning to beat again. Those who expected the Thieves' Guild to solve their problems were seldom the trusting types – although usually when people paid to have things stolen, they took themselves elsewhere and surrounded themselves with credible witnesses. There were half a dozen taverns in Old Oreen willing to provide that essential service for a reasonable price.
This was the first time Terizan had ever worked with an audience. Still, in for a monkey, in for a caravan... A second glance around the room confirmed a complete lack of obvious heat anchoring items. "Where's the curse anchor?" 
"The what?"
"The object the wizard's using to anchor the heat. The object," Terizan continued when the servant merely looked confused, "you suggested the Council have stolen."
"Oh, that."
"Oh, that?" The general, all purpose, what-kind-of-an-idiot-steals-from-a-wizard bad feeling Terizan had had since her meeting with the Tribunal, began to grow more specific.
A sound on the landing outside the workroom took her from stool, to table's edge, to bookshelf, to crouched balanced on the top of the thick, open door. When the wizard – And who else would be on the landing in a wizard's tower outside a wizard's workroom? – came into the room, she'd drop behind him and make a run for it. 
Thief-mouse-cat. Not going to happen.
Glaring down at the wizard's servant, she laid a silencing finger against her mouth just as the calico cat stalked into the room.
"My master isn't here," the servant sighed. "That's why you are. He's been stolen and I need you to steal him back."
Terizan opened her mouth and closed it again. Carefully avoiding the cat – all things considered, staying on the cat's good side seemed smart – she jumped off the top of the door. "The wizard's been stolen?"
"Yes."
"Don't you mean kidnapped?"
"No, stolen. Turned into a doll, and then stolen right from this room."
"By who?"
The servant glanced over her shoulder at her reflection. "Something from the mirror."
Something? That didn't sound good. "Another wizard?"
"I don't know."
Terizan glanced at the mirror and saw only the reflected servant, workroom, and cat. "You want me to steal him back?"
"Yes."
"From the something in the mirror?"
"Yes."
"Go into the mirror, and steal him back?"
"Yes."
"Are you crazy?"
"No."
She sounded so matter-of-fact that Terizan frowned. "Is there a spell that kicks in if he's not back by a certain time, destroying the city?"
"Goodness, no!"
"Then why would I agree to steal him back from something inside a mirror?"
The servant smiled. "Because you're the best."
"Oh for…" Throwing up her hands, Terizan pivoted on one heel, took two steps out onto the landing, pivoted again, and took two steps back. "First, how do you know that?"
"You're here."
Okay. Terizan had to admit that was fairly solid evidence.
"The Council went to the Tribunal," she continued, "and the Tribunal chose you. They wouldn't have chosen anyone but their best – that's why I went to them, why I told them the story I did. I couldn't risk not having the best, but nor could I risk the Council knowing my master is indisposed."
Indisposed? He was a doll. "So the wizard isn't causing the heat?"
"It's summer. It's always hot in the summer and people always seem to forget that."
"It's hotter than usual. And for longer."
The servant shook her head. "No, it isn't. What was your second point?"
"My what?"
"You said first. That implies a second."
Wondering why she didn't just walk away, Terizan reversed the conversation far enough to remember what her second point had been. "What does my being the best have to do with agreeing to steal the wizard back? Wouldn't you assume that, as the best, I'd be too smart to do something so stupid?"
"I assumed that, as the best, you would rise to the challenge."
Terizan found the urge to slap the smug smile off the older woman's face almost impossible to resist. The only thing that stopped her was the knowledge that she'd heard the plan, that nothing prevented her from leaving, and she was still standing in the wizard's workroom. "What's in it for me? And if you're about to say the challenge think again. I'm a thief, not a hero."
"When he's safely returned to his tower, my master will reward you. My master has many, many treasures. Gold. Jewels."
"Your master is a doll," Terizan pointed out.
"Not once you return him here and I put this around his neck." The bronze amulet dangling from the servant's hand wouldn't have been worth more than a monkey on the street, maybe another monkey for the chain. "This protects him from magical attack. Had he been wearing it at the time, he would never have been changed and taken."
"Then why wasn't he wearing it?"
"It turns his neck green." Sighing deeply, she dropped it into her apron pocket. "Every now and then, he takes it off to bathe."
"Right."
Gold.
Jewels.
No other thief in the guild could claim to have stolen a wizard back from inside a magic mirror.
Oh no. Don't even think that. You are not… Terizan caught sight of the expression on the servant's face and sighed. Oh crap. Yes, you are, and she knows it too. "All right, you win. What do I have to do?"
"Just walk into the mirror."
"And he'll be right there?"
"If I expected it to be that easy, would I need the best thief in Oreen?"
Good point.
Her gaze locked on her reflection – which didn't look happy – Terizan crossed the workroom, tripped over a box of scrolls, and only just managed to stop herself from hitting the floor by grabbing a handful of the servant's apron.
"You're not filling me with confidence." She slapped Terizan's hands away from the bunched fabric and straightened it herself.
"You want confident?" Terizan muttered stepping forward. "How's this? If this is a trick and I find myself with my nose mashed against the glass and you laughing, I'm confident I'll kick your…
…ass."
Her body sizzling in reaction, she found herself standing alone in a reflected version of the wizard's workroom. Heart pounding, she spun around to face the mirror and discovered her reflection had not crossed over with her. A hand against the glass found only that – glass.
It seemed she needed the wizard in order to get home.
"Wonderful." The word echoed slightly. "Incentive."
***
The doll-wizard was not in the tower. The tower held no magical items of any kind – everything was show without substance.
And speaking of show...
Terizan looked out over a city that was almost, but not quite, Oreen. Like the workroom, like the tower, everything had been reversed – mirror imaged – but that wasn't the most disturbing change. Oreen never slept. The streets were never empty of people. The air was never still and quiet. 
This Oreen looked and sounded abandoned.
No. Never lived in.
It was nearly midnight on the other side of the mirror, a dark night with a cloud covered crescent of moon. A thieves' night. On this side, a cold grey sky shed a cold grey light and a thief would have to be very good indeed to move through the city unremarked.
According to the storyteller, there had once been three towers in Old Oreen. 
If she had to search Oreen for the doll-wizard, the logical place to start would be at one of those two towers. Which tower, though? Which of the defeated wizards seemed the most pissed off about it? On the ruins of one tower – a middle class neighbourhood. On the ruins of the other – the Sink. 
Personal prejudices suggested she should head towards the middle class neighbourhood. Fortunately, she was merely prejudiced, not delusional. 
One problem: this was not the Oreen the towers had disappeared from, this was her Oreen, a copy of the city on the other side of the mirror, and in her Oreen there was only one tower. She could see the Sink. She couldn't see the tower.
Maybe when she was closer.
How do you get to the Sink?
You slide in on shit of your own making.
She left the tower by the front door. It moved easily on heavy hinges, bare of the enchantments it held on the other side of the mirror. The path to gate was crushed rock; nothing more, nothing less. But when she reached the street, the same broad open street that lead on this side to an empty city, the hair lifting off the back of her neck suggested it might be wiser to stay out of sight.
By the time she reached the Street of Tears – the road that had once lead between a long demolished jail and the executioner's block in the Crescent and that now marked the edge of the Sink – her instincts said she wasn't alone even though she'd seen and heard nothing. As a rule, her instincts were good and Terizan was willing to give them the benefit of the doubt. 
Might have been nice if they'd stopped me from walking into the mirror in the first place, though. Or if they'd made some noise during that whole here's a challenge you can't resist thing.
Slipping into the Sink, she worked harder to stay hidden.
"But you won't get caught, you're the best."
This would be the worst possible time to disprove Balthazar's statement. 
The air was so still she could feel it slide past her as she moved and the silence left her no masking noises to hide behind. On the bright side, the filth and decay that usually choked the Sink's narrow streets had form but no substance. Given a choice, she'd have taken the filth and decay, no matter how hard it was on the sandals.
With no sound and no change in the light, time became hard to hold, but she moved as quickly as she could – on the ground until she could feel the presence of magic dancing over her skin like a thousand invisible ants, then up by way of a barrel and a lean-to that leaned in several directions at once. Finally, crouched on cracked slates beside a collapsed chimney, Terizan peered across an alley at the tenements filling the space the tower also filled and wondered what in the names of the small Gods was she supposed to do now. She could feel the tower but she couldn't see it, and that would make breaking into it just a little more difficult than usual. How did a thief, even the best of thieves, break into a feel…
She froze. Held her breath. Tried to stop her heart from beating so loudly inside her chest. She wasn't alone on the roof.
It was behind her. Whether it had been tracking her from the beginning or had merely found her was irrelevant – it was there. And coming closer. Hunting her. This close, the sense of it was all sharp edges and rage, warring with the sense of the second tower.
What does a good thief do when the situation can't be salvaged?
They steal away.
All things considered, not very helpful.
Running like all seven Hells however, that sounded like an option.
Breaking cover, Terizan sprinted for the edge of the roof and flung herself across the gap. Alleys in the Sink were conveniently narrow. Unfortunately, buildings were less than structurally sound. Under normal circumstances, she'd have never jumped without being certain of the footing where she intended to land.
Not normal circumstances.
As she left the roof, the Hunter filled the space she'd just vacated. Displaced air blew by her, as though it too were fleeing. 
On the other side of the alley, her feet slammed down on ancient yellow bricks. Ancient yellow crumbling bricks. 
Terizan had joined the thieves' guild because a cornice had crumbled and she'd fallen a story and a half. Here and now, fingers scrabbling for purchase on disintegrating clay, she realized that this fall would be a whole lot worse. The last time, death hadn't followed her to the ground. 
She forced herself to go limp – drunks survived falls that would have killed more upstanding citizens – then, closing her eyes, she silently cursed all wizards and their servants.
Soft sand cushioned her impact, leaving her winded but essentially unharmed.
Her eyes snapped open. She'd expected worn cobblestones, a cracked skull, and rending teeth, not a raked garden surrounding what had to be the second wizard's tower.
A quick roll tucked her under the cover of a stone bench. She lay there unmoving, counting her heartbeat, until it became clear no one had seen her.
Or they had seen her and were waiting for her to further commit herself.
I should be committed. On the bright side, she could only feel the tower, not the Hunter. It hadn't followed her over the wall. Or off the building. Or through the magical veil...
Point was, it hadn't followed her, and that made the garden of an invisible, displaced wizard's tower safer than the city.
The second tower looked a lot like the first. The biggest difference was in the number and design of the windows – there were more of them and they all boasted decorative stonework on lintels and sills, creating a thieves' stair window to window and right to the roof. Given that the whole place pulsed with magic, the last thing Terizan wanted to do was actually enter the building, but if the second wizard's workshop was in the same place as the first's, and the second wizard wasn't in the workshop, and the doll-wizard was, she could be in and out the open window in two shakes of a cat's tail.
And what if the second wizard was in the workshop?
What if the doll-wizard wasn't?
Telling herself to stop borrowing trouble, Terizan crossed the sand from rock to rock, and started her climb. She needed the doll-wizard to get home. She would therefore find and leave with the doll-wizard.
High enough to see over the wall, she balanced on a protruding lintel, jammed her fingers into the space between two bricks, glanced back over her shoulder, and nearly fell. The city both did and didn't exist – rippling in and out of sight like a desert mirage behind a curtain of heat. 
More wizardry!
Stifling a snort, she started to climb again. At this point in the game, there wasn't going to be less wizardry.
Below the edge of the window that matched the workroom window in the first tower, she pressed tight against the brick and listened. The silence was so overwhelming she feared for a moment that she'd gone deaf and lightly rubbed a finger against the ledge of dressed stone just to hear the soft shrk shrk.
Not deaf then. Good.
Her breathing shallow and as quiet as she could make it, Terizan adjusted her grip, and peered in over the window ledge. 
The workshop looked so much like the one she'd first broken into that she wasted half a heartbeat wondering if she'd gotten turned around and was at the wrong tower. Then she started noticing the differences. No mirror – magic or otherwise – dominated the inside wall. More scrolls were piled haphazardly than shelved. And in a space hurriedly cleared by shoving a jumble of odds and ends aside – where one of the odds was an emerald as big Terizan's thumbnail and one of the ends a string of tiny gold skulls – stood a doll about a foot high, wearing a set of badly carved wizard's robes. 
No sign of the second wizard.
Unless it had been the wizard chasing her through the city.
Best not go there...
Because if it had been the wizard, Terizan noted, pulling herself up and into the room, there was no way this could end well. She dropped silently then paused for a moment crouched under the window to make sure her arrival had gone unnoticed. No point in moving away from an exit she might have to suddenly use. 
When no alarms sounded and no magical flares went off and no wizard appeared shouting curses, she hurried across the room to the doll. It didn't look like much. It certainly didn't look like it had once been alive. It looked… well, it looked kind of skinny and ineffectual, if truth be told. 
Now she'd found what she'd been sent for, time was of the essence. Terizan didn't know where the other wizard was – in bed, in the kitchen, in the privy – and it didn't matter, she had to be back on the other side of the mirror before he, she, or whatever returned to the work room and noticed the doll was missing. 
She pulled the grappling out of the chestpack and shoved the doll in as gently as haste allowed. With the hooks set, she dropped out the window, slid to the ground, shook down her gear, used the stepping stones to re-cross the garden, climbed to the top of the wall and…
Oreen continued to pulse in and out of sight. Sprawled along the capstone, she fought the urge to puke as she closed her eyes, gritted her teeth, and rolled off the wall. Considering how she'd gotten into the tower grounds, there seemed to be only one logical way to get... 
Ow!
Cobblestones, this time definitely cobblestones.
A hand down, both feet up and under her, and her shoulder blades were pressed hard against the nearest building before her eyes were fully open. New bruises could be inventoried later; it was more important to get out of sight. She could feel the Hunter again, the scrape of sharp edges, the burn of rage, and it...
Something between a sound and a feeling drew her gaze upward. Terizan could see only crumbling yellow brick and above it the unending curve of pale grey sky, but she knew the Hunter was perched on the edge of the roof directly above her. Staring down. At her. She froze, knowing she couldn't move fast enough to avoid its attack.
She felt it... Move away? 
Heading for the stairs?
A terrifying supernatural hunter that preferred to take the stairs? That cranked the terrifying down a notch or two, released her from her paralysis and lent speed to her feet. Maybe it hadn't followed her over the tower wall because it couldn't make the perceived jump between the buildings, not because of magics designed to keep it out. If she went up as it came down, if she took the high road across the city, the thieves' path that used the spaces between the buildings as much as the buildings themselves, it would either come again to a place it couldn't cross, forcing it to find a way down then up again, increasing her lead and chance of escape, or it would hunt from the ground, held to the longer, significantly less direct path. 
If she could just reach the other tower – the first tower – she'd be safe. 
Unfortunately, after a run across the rooftops, as she dropped down into the mirror-Oreen copy of the hiding place she'd used to study the doll-wizard's wall back when the night was new, she felt the Hunter's presence in front of her. It had apparently also realized that if she reached the first tower she'd be safe and hadn't bothered following her.
On the bright side, it didn't seem to be aware of her.
On the other hand, she had no idea of how to get past it.
Muscles trembling, joints aching, Terizan slumped to the ground and fought to keep her laboured breathing from giving her away. Her chosen craft tended toward intense moments of specific exercise rather than marathon exertions. Between the climbing of two towers and the crossing and re-crossing of half of Oreen, she was exhausted. She had no energy left to fight the Hunter. Of course, as she had no actual fighting skills exhaustion was less of a problem than it sounded. 
"And the next time someone feeds you a line of crap about how you're the only thief good enough to steal an enchanted wizard back from inside a mirror," she asked herself, one hand tucked under the chestpack to rub at pooling sweat, "what are you going to say?"
Terizan, you're an idiot.
Harsh, she acknowledged, opening the pack's ties with trembling fingers, but true.
The doll looked no worse for its trip across the city. Reaching deep into the thief pocket, Terizan pulled out the brass amulet the servant had said would return the wizard to his human form, stolen from the servant's apron when she'd stumbled before going through the mirror. A good thief realized that getting in was usually the lesser part of the job – getting out again with the goods, that was the tricky bit, and it helped to have a little leverage.
The Hunter brushed against the edge of her senses, coursing like a hound for a scent. It knew she'd arrived.
Amulet poised to drop over the doll's head, Terizan hesitated. 
If she brought the wizard back here, tucked in the angle between the houses with her, he'd demand an explanation. Before she could give one, the Hunter would be upon them and, with the wizard's attention on her, they'd be doomed. He had to come back to his power with his full attention on the Hunter.
Setting the doll so that it faced out toward the street, Terizan crab-climbed up the narrow end of the angle and jammed herself between the two walls, a double body-length from the ground. All she had to do now was drop the amulet over the doll's head.
Which would be a lot easier if her hands would stop shaking.
Okay, on three.
She could feel the Hunter approaching, moving fast and with the kind of purpose that suggested it had discovered exactly where she was.
Oh, screw it.
She dropped the amulet.
No flash of light, no coloured smoke – a doll one moment, a wizard the next. And the moment after that…
"Oh dear!"
Which, as an initial reaction to the Hunter, didn't sound very martial. Or very wizard-like for that matter. Terizan had to admit she'd been expecting something more along the lines of "Be gone foul fiend!" Or maybe an instant flare of eldritch fire.
He's cowering. That can't be good.
Fortunately, the eldritch fire came an instant after the cowering and, as the after images faded, Terizan realized among the magic she could sense, she could no longer feel the Hunter. Skinny and dishevelled the wizard definitely was. Ineffectual, apparently not. 
His body language suggesting confusion more than victory, he'd only just begun to turn toward her when a poof of displaced air announced the arrival of the second wizard. Suddenly in the alcove behind his former captive, the second wizard's hands came up and the air began to crackle. Terizan adjusted her grip on a protruding brick, briefly considered the Guild's position on non-violence, let the lower half of her body swing down, and kicked the second wizard in the head.
He dropped like a rock.
Because it suddenly seemed like a bad idea to be on the ground between wizards who were clearly not friends, Terizan managed to regain a foothold on the opposite wall, bracing herself back in the angle. When she looked down, the first wizard, the doll-wizard, was frowning up at her, the centre of his brows nearly touching his nose.
"Do I know you?"
"No." How much should she tell him? How much would it be safe to tell him? How safe would it be to lie to him considering that even if she could get the amulet off him, he wouldn't become a doll and she needed him to get back through the mirror? She flipped a mental coin and went with the truth. "I’m the thief your servant hired to steal you back."
The wizard blinked; the movement slow and deliberate enough that Terizan tensed for magic. "Ahmalayz hired a thief?"
No magic. Just a puzzled question. "It's a long story."
"I'm sure it must be. I wasn't aware you could hire thieves. The same way you hire a… a gardener?"
Her fingers were starting to cramp. "Something like that."
"Oh." He glanced down at the other wizard then back up at her. "You're very thorough."
She shrugged as much as her position allowed. "I'm the best."
"I see. I guess you'd have to be, though, wouldn't you?" They stared at each other for a long moment then the wizard gestured toward his tower. "We'd better be going before Zafran wakes up."
"You're not going to turn him into something unpleasant?"
Pale grey eyes blinked again. "Should I?"
"He turned you into a doll."
"Yes, well I sent him…" Another gesture, this one taking in their immediate surroundings. "…here. Things even out don't they?" Without waiting for an answer, he turned and started across the street toward the gate.
Figuring Zafran still had a way to go before he settled the score, Terizan dropped to the ground and hurried to catch up.
"So, this is what Oreen looks like." His tone was conversational, mildly curious; they might have been walking home from the market.
"You live in Oreen."
"I don't get out much."
According to the stories, he didn't go out at all. "How did that other wizard…"
"Zafran?"
"Yeah, him." Terizan might be fool enough to think she could steal a wizard-doll from inside a magic mirror, but she wasn't fool enough to make free with a wizard's name. Names had power. "If he's been here for so long, how does he know how Oreen looks?" 
"He doesn't. Zafran's landscaping runs to nothingness and fog. This seeming of the city came from your mind."
"My mind?" Suppressing a shudder, she glanced around at the reflection of home and protested, "My mind doesn't like an empty Oreen." 
"Oh, this place can't do people. People have substance."
"But the Hunter…"
"The thing I destroyed?" He smiled down at her. "The Hunter, that's a good name for it." His voice did everything but pat her on the head. Terizan found herself wanting to slap him which was probably not a good idea all things considered. "The Hunter came from Zafran's anger, created over his years of exile. He'll be glad it's gone." A soft, condescending clucking of his tongue acted as punctuation. "He always did have trouble controlling his anger."
They were at the gate, almost to safety. Terizan glanced back over her shoulder and nearly tread on the edge of the wizard's robe as she followed him through the gap in the wall. "What about the third wizard? What happened to him?"
"Her." His expression contained only gentle admonishment. "You're very curious. You do know what curiosity killed?"
"I thought you liked cats."
Thief-mouse-cat.
"That's right, I do."
***
They stepped through the mirror together. 
Ahmalayz clutched at her apron pocket with one hand and jabbed an indignant finger toward Terizan with the other. "You stole the amulet!"
Terizan shrugged. It seemed pointless to deny it with the proof draped around the wizard's neck. 
"You stole my amulet?"
Stealing from wizards. Not a good thing. Getting caught stealing from wizards. A worse thing. She walked over to the window, trying to look as though the possibility of going out it hadn't even begun to cross her mind. "If I hadn't stolen the amulet, we wouldn't have made it back. The Hunter would have taken me and… the other guy would have re-taken you." 
"But your intent…"
"Was to get us both out of the mirror in one piece."
"You're not lying to me." He sounded pleasantly surprised. "All right then. How much do I owe you for… stealing me from Zafran."
She stared out the window, comforted by the sounds rising up from the city. "You don't. I did it for the challenge."
"She's the best thief in Oreen." Ahmalayz had a sneer in her voice, but the wizard only nodded.
"Then because debts are an uncomfortable thing to have hanging about, let me give you a bit of advice in exchange for your rescue. My rescue. The rescue."
With one last look at the cloud cover between her and the stars, Terizan turned to find the pale grey eyes locked on hers. The sweat running suddenly down her sides had nothing to do with the oppressive heat.
"Zafran," he said, one hand lightly touching the mirror, "was believed to be the best wizard in Oreen."
***
"You didn't get it? I thought you were the best?" Two sneered.
Terizan shrugged.
"Council won't pay for your failure!" Three snapped. "We'll have to send someone else to get the anchor."
About to point out that no one else stood even half a chance at success – or she'd have never gone in the first place – Terizan found her words drowned out by a sudden crash of thunder. It echoed down the long, narrow stairs that connected the Inner Sanctum with the world above, it vibrated in the shelves of scrolls and it brought with it a cool breeze and the sound of rain.
One steepled her fingers and frowned. "It seems the spell has been removed regardless."
"We could tell them our thief was successful, thus the rain."
Terizan frowned. Did Tribune Three just say thus?
"No." Jowls wobbling, he continued, negating his own suggestion. "The Council wanted the artifact themselves. They have a minor spell caster on staff; she was going to test it. It's sad, but they don't trust us."
"Then we could…"
Terizan left them to their arguing. In the end they'd tell the Council that they'd been unable to complete the job because, in the end, thieves couldn't also be liars or the whole system fell apart.
It wouldn’t be long before the rest of the guild knew she'd failed. She hadn't been caught, but neither had she stolen the item she'd been sent to steal. 
That the item didn't exist was irrelevant. 
Terizan could have asked for a minor artifact from the wizard's workroom, a trinket the Council would have believed was the anchor, but then the Council would have assumed things could be stolen from the wizard and the next time they suspected him of interfering they'd have had another commission for the Thieves' Guild. And the guild would have come to her. 
Now they – Council and guild – would leave the wizard alone.
More importantly, they'd leave her alone. At least as far as stealing from wizards was concerned.
From the speculative glances that followed her across the common room, the whispers of her failure had already begun.
After a nap, she'd console herself with some shopping, having stopped on her way back to the Guild House and fenced the string of gold skulls and thumb-sized emerald she'd taken from Zafran's workshop. By now, the skulls had been melted down and the emerald become part of a jeweller's inventory on the Street of Glass. 
"Zafran was believed to be the best wizard in Oreen."
And look where he ended up.
Sometimes, Terizan stole to make a point. 
Sometimes to right a wrong. 
Sometimes because she really hated to be dicked around.
And, sometimes, just because she was the best thief in Oreen.
Even if only she and Zafran knew it.



AUTHOR'S NOTE ON "THE THINGS EVERYONE KNOWS"
When asked to write a story for the theme anthology, Under Cover of Darkness, a Terizan story seemed to be the obvious choice. Thieves, after all, work mostly at night. This story, the last story in this collection, links back to “Swan's Braid” – the first story in the collection – at a couple of different points. Not only does a character essential to the plot of “Swan's Braid” reappear, but there's a thematic congruence as well. When Swan asked Terizan if a thief could steal through sentry lines, she was acknowledging that thieves, particularly good thieves, can steal much more than merely pretty baubles. And, as everyone knows, Terizan is a very good thief.




THE THINGS EVERYONE KNOWS
"But I'm a thief."
"Why so you are. It's interesting that never occurred to us, what with this being the Thieves' Guild and all."
Terizan's lip curled in spite of all efforts to keep her expression neutral. Tribune One's lip curled in return. Tribunes Two and Three shuffled their seats out of the direct line of fire as surreptitiously as only master thieves could shuffle. Gaze locked on One's face, Terizan's right brow flicked up. 
One laughed.
When that was it for confrontation, Two and Three exchanged nearly identical expressions of chagrin.
What they'd missed, and what One hadn't, was that Terizan had no intention of becoming part of the Thieves' Guild Tribunal, at least not yet. Granted, she'd been taking reading lessons on the Street of Tales but she wasn't ready to make an irreversible challenge to the Tribunal's authority. Besides, the thought of spending any significant amount of time in close proximity to Tribune Three and the scent of sandalwood oil he'd recently started rubbing into his skin turned her stomach. Tribune Three had a lot of skin and that meant an overpowering amount of sandalwood.
"The job you're talking about," she continued, scratching her nose to keep from sneezing, "is a job for a spy."
"And what is a thief but one who steals in and then steals out again holding something belonging to another. In this instance, the something is information. Otherwise there is no difference." Tribune Two sounded more emotionless than usual – probably in an effort to make up for the earlier reaction.
"It's simple," Tribune One sighed, lacing ringless fingers together. "If the rumours are true and there actually is a conspiracy to overthrow the Council, you steal into one of their meetings then you steal out with the names of those involved."
"If," Tribune Three snorted.
"The Council is convinced…" Two began.
"The Council has its collective head so far up its collective ass that it’s run out of air," Three interrupted.
"Tribune Three has a point," Terizan noted. "What if the Council's wrong? What if there is no conspiracy?"
"Then bring them proof of that."
"Proof of nothing?"
"That should be no problem for a thief of your skills," One said, not bothering to hide her smirk. "Unless your failure at the wizard's tower has shaken your confidence."
She was never going to live that failure down. That she'd succeeded at the wizard's tower was beside the point since no one could know of it. "I'm not questioning my skills; I'm questioning the Council's requirements."
Two's pale eyes narrowed. "Rumours of conspiracy make the Council understandably paranoid. If this matter isn't settled conclusively, they will begin making random arrests. They've already hired another two dozen constables." 
"We don't need to tell you that increased security will adversely affect our membership," One added. "Of course, you may refuse the job…"
Terizan held up a hand and slid off the pile of stolen carpets that seemed to be a permanent fixture in the Sanctum. "If I turn down the job, you'll offer it to a thief with lesser skills who'll get caught and probably killed and I'll be responsible and blah blah blah. We've been through this all before."
"If you turn down the job," Two told her, voice cold, "we'll offer it to a thief who might be less than scrupulous about the names he or she offers the Council. Who might add names to the list for personal reasons."
The pause after this declaration was triumphant.
"Did the council give you any idea where I should start looking for this conspiracy?" she sighed.
"They've heard rumours of meetings in the Necropolis. You have three days."
***
The Necropolis was haunted. Everyone knew that. From all reports, the winding paths that lead from the gate to the top of the hill were as busy with the restless dead as Butcher's Row was with the living on market day. Only the lowest plateau down by the river where the very poor were buried in trenched graves remained untouched by ghostly activity.
Terizan figured the very poor were probably glad of a chance to finally rest.
She'd never seen a ghost. Mostly because she never went to the Necropolis, a decision of a very early Council having made sure the dead had nothing worth stealing.
"When it has been decided by a physician of Oreen that in death the citizen shall pose no danger to the city, then the body shall be wrapped in an unbleached cotton shroud and laid to rest in that part of Oreen designated for the dead."
The City of the Dead; where the wealthy built mausoleums like mansions and everyone else marked their family's place with as much ornately carved stone as they could afford. The Thieves' Guild, like many of the city's professional organizations, had an area in the catacombs for their members without family although, for obvious reasons, thieves' funerals were seldom well attended.
If an organization intent on overturning the Council was meeting unseen in the Necropolis, they were probably meeting in the catacombs. Cut into the lowest level of the hill, the narrow passageways and chambers carved out of the rock would provide a perfect hiding place for any number of secret societies – underground in more ways than one. 
As the wall around the perimeter was low enough that any reasonably determined adult could easily get over it, and the Necropolis was large enough that there wasn't one single place to watch all access points for conspirators sneaking toward a clandestine meeting, Terizan decided she might as well go directly to the catacombs. 
The catacombs' black, iron-bound doors were securely locked.
They were the kind of locks a merely competent thief like Balzador could get through, but even by fitful moonlight it was obvious to Terizan no one had. At least, not for some time. If the rumoured conspiracy was meeting in the tunnels under the Necropolis, it was getting in another way. She peered up toward the crest of the hill, past the hundreds of tombs cut into the walls of each terrace. Any one of them could hold a secret entrance to the catacombs below. She couldn't break into all of them. Well, she could, but there was no time and less need.
Moving away from the doors to a less visible position while she considered her options, she crouched in the velvet shadow cast by the cracked sandstone box that held the remains of Hanra Seend, Wife, Mother, Weaver and something else too worn to be read in the moonlight. She could climb to a better vantage point and hope she spotted one of the conspirators skulking about the graves, waiting to be followed. Or she could just pick these locks and go through the front door then decide on her next step once she got inside.
"He'll let her use my loom!"
Terizan pivoted slowly in place to find her nose barely a finger's width away from the nose of the pale, distraught, and translucent woman crouched beside her.
"He'll let her use my loom," the woman repeated. "She won't take care of it, I know she won't. You have to tell him not to let her use my loom."
***
"…and then she touched my arm and I bolted."
Poli raised a delicate arched brow higher still. "Everyone knows the Necropolis is haunted, Sweetling."
"That's not the point." Terizan paced across her best friend's bedchamber and back again to stand at the foot of the bed. "She was dead, Poli, and she was talking to me. She wasn't just moaning and wafting about, she was interacting. And when she touched me, I could feel a flash of despair."
One elegant shoulder lifted and fell. "Well, as you said, she was dead. That's a valid reason to be depressed."
"Poli!"
He sighed. "So the poor woman carried the concerns of life over into death; you just got in her way, stop taking it personally." Moving a fringed cushion aside, he patted the edge of the bed. "Come and sit and tell me why you were in the Necropolis after dark. You know you're going to anyway so you might as well get it over with. That way we can both get some sleep."
"It was Guild business…"
"Anything said in my bed, stays in my bed – or my guild wouldn't have much business." He patted the blanket again. "Come on."
So she told him how the Council had heard rumours of a conspiracy and how rumour had placed the conspiracy in the Necropolis. She told him how the Council had come to the Thieves' Guild and how she was to steal into a meeting and out again with the names of those involved. "Although how I'm supposed to get the names of those I don't recognize, I have no idea. I doubt they do a roll call before every meeting." She deepened her voice. "Ajoe the Candle-maker?" And up again. "Aye."
"Don't tell me Ajoe the Candle-maker's involved!"
"I was just using him as an example because I was at the Necropolis and his wife's just died and that's not the point," she sighed. "The point is, I have no idea how I'm supposed to steal these names."
"You'll think of something. You always do." He spent a moment staring at his reflection in the hand mirror he'd taken from the tiny table by the bed. "What will the Council do with the names when you get them?" he asked at last, tucking a strand of hair behind his ear.
She shrugged and plucked at the blanket. "They'll arrest everyone involved, probably execute them."
"People are always complaining about the Council." He lifted a thoughtful gaze up off the mirror. "Taxes are too high, the constables are never there when you need them, there are holes in my street deep enough to swallow a donkey – but it's never come to action before. I wonder why now. This lot's certainly no worse than any other."
"Better than some," Terizan allowed. It hadn't been that long ago that the Council had executed three of their own who'd been taking bribes from a bandit chief.
"The rumours could be wrong."
"Could be." Rumour moved through Old Oreen faster than weak beer through the Fermentation Brotherhood. "But then they want proof of that."
"Proof of nothing?"
"That's what I said," she snorted. "What do you think I should do, Poli?"
"I think you should have sex more often, let your hair grow out, and wear brighter colours."
Her hand went involuntarily to her cap of short dark hair. "I have to get into the catacombs," she said. "But I think I'd best check the place out in daylight first."
"Well, if you knew," Poli sighed, "why did you ask?"
***
The maintenance of the Necropolis was handled by acolytes of Ayzarua, the Gateway. She wasn't exactly a death goddess – two hundred years ago, after trouble with competing death cults, the Council had made the worship of Death illegal. Ayzarua represented the passage from life to death, a definition just vague enough to get around the law. She had no temple. Her followers believed that all living creatures carried her temple within them.
Terizan thought the whole thing was kind of creepy, but she had to admit the Ayzaruites took good care of the Necropolis. The paths were raked, the cracks in the rock were weed free, and the small amount of vandalism she could see appeared to be in the process of being either repaired or removed. The Ayzaruites were a definite presence in the Necropolis. Something to remember. 
In daylight, the locks on the catacombs looked no more difficult than they had by moonlight and just as infrequently used. Shooting a nervous glance toward Hanra Seend's resting place as she passed, Terizan started along the first terrace trying to look fascinated. Apparently, the City of the Dead was a popular destination for visitors to Oreen. Took all kinds, she supposed. 
The basic design of the wall tombs consisted of four shelves on each of three walls with a stone crypt in the centre for bare bones when they were ready to be removed and the shelf refilled. Tombs in the Necropolis were used for generations and they were all variations on the theme. Individuality showed up in the ornately carved facades and in the narrow gates that lead through them. Steel gates, stone gates, wooden gates; bolted, mortared, chained in place; every one of them, even the most solid, with a small horizontal window just at eye level. The reason for the window had long been forgotten, but, as newer tombs copied the oldest tombs, the window remained. 
Approaching the first gate, Terizan hesitated, afraid that when she looked in, something would look out. Bodies were no problem, she'd seen plenty and robbed a couple, but Hanra Seend's ghost had prodded her imagination, and imagination was a deterrent in her line of work.
Terizan rubbed at her arms, feeling the pebbling of her skin. It had just turned noon. Ghosts, like thieves and traitors, worked under cover of darkness. Of course, she was here now, at noon, so…
Would you just look!
It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to only the faint spill of sunlight past her head, but, eventually, she managed to make out the vague outlines of cloth-wrapped bodies. There was a faint smell of rot, a stronger smell of incense, and nothing at all to suggest either a secret entrance into the catacombs or a restless spirit. Relieved, she kept moving.
By mid-afternoon, her legs ached from the constant climb. With about a third of the Necropolis examined, she'd seen nothing out of the ordinary. Trying to ignore how hungry she was, she crossed to a particularly ornate tomb and peered through the opening in the big double gates. 
Years of practice kept her from shrieking. She leapt back, the heel of her sandal came down hard on something soft and yielding, and she leapt forward again as it moaned.
Too close to the tomb for comfort, she whirled to see one of Ayzarua's acolytes hopping in place, rake forgotten, both hands wrapped around his bare foot. Well, she knew what she'd stepped on. That was a start.
Heart pounding, she managed a fairly coherent, "Sorry, I didn't see you." 
"I know!"
"Are you hurt?"
"Pain is transcendental," he gasped.
Terizan figured that was a yes. She watched as he put the injured foot down and shifted his weight. 
"But I'll live," he concluded after a moment. He studied her in turn. "What frightened you?"
"I wasn't," she began, saw his eyebrows rise, and surrendered bravado. "There's something in there," she told him, nodding toward the tomb. "It grabbed for me."
"Did it now?" He limped past her and peered through the gate. "Ah, I thought so. Pardon her ignorance, Gracious Lady. It is my Lady," he explained turning toward Terizan with a smile. "Her likeness at least. She reaches out to help the recently dead through the gate."
Dared by his smile, Terizan leaned forward, eyes narrowed. Even knowing it was a statue, her heart still jumped at the sudden sight of a hand nearly at her nose. The Goddess herself, back in the dim depths of the tomb, was barely visible. Terizan thought she could see friendly eyes and a gentle, welcoming smile within the depths of a stone hood then suddenly…
"Okay." She jumped back again. "Skull."
"The best images of my Lady recognize she stands between life and death," the acolyte explained. "This particular image, commissioned by the Harl family and sculpted by Navareen Clos, has a spell attached. If you look long enough into the darkness beyond the Goddess, you'll see the Gateway open. There are only two other tombs like it in the entire Necropolis and both are up on the crown of the hill in the crypts of two of the oldest families in Oreen – the Aldaniz and the Pertayn. Unfortunately the Aldaniz didn't specify…"
Terizan let his voice wash over her, paying only enough attention to nod where it seemed appropriate. The sort of person who'd spend the day methodically climbing the Necropolis peering into tombs was the sort of person who'd actually listen to this kind of lecture and it had obviously been a long time since this particular acolyte had found an audience. He seemed determined to make the most of it. Fortunately, he wasn't trying to convert her, he was just talking.
And talking.
Terizan kept nodding and amused herself by watching the shadows move across a particularly ornate carving on the next tomb over. She frowned slightly as the shadows caressed the edge of the highest bolt holding the gate to the tomb. That bolt had been removed and, from the raw look of the surrounding stone, both recently and frequently. Why bother to unlock the gate when it could be lifted, locked, away from the stone. Not the oldest trick on the scroll – she seemed to remember it was actually number eleven or twelve – but useful. 
"And what brings you to my Lady's city?"
"Me?" Jerked from her reverie, Terizan searched for an answer that didn't involve conspiracy or the Thieves' Guild. "It's uh, peaceful." Disturbingly peaceful. Uncomfortably peaceful. 
The acolyte nodded. "There are few places more peaceful than the grave."
Hard to argue with that, Terizan acknowledged. She needed to find out if he'd seen anything. But just in case he was in on it, she needed to do it subtly. "So, do many people come here at night?"
His brows rose. Poli was right. She really sucked at subtle.
"The gates are locked at sunset."
Everyone knew that. "And your lot makes sure other people stay out?"
"There's no need. The Necropolis is haunted."
Conscious of the Ayzaruite's attention, she went out the gate just before sunset and back over the wall shortly after. Moving quickly from shadow to shadow on a path that took her well around the weaver's crypt, she finally climbed into a hiding place on top of the tomb with the loosened bolts. Everyone knew that conspirators met in the dark of night when cloaked figures scuttling about empty streets were likely to be noticed and they'd have no plausible excuse if they got caught. If she were running a conspiracy, she'd have them meet in the late evening and have them head home with the crowds when the cantinas closed, hiding them in plain sight. Of course, she wasn't running this conspiracy and that became obvious as time passed and she saw no one but a few translucent figures wafting by, moaning.
She determinedly ignored them and they ignored her. 
Finally, after the bells of Old Oreen rang midnight, the sound strangely muffled in the City of the Dead, Terizan saw two cloaked figures approaching. They opened the tomb, exactly the way she'd know they would–the bolts whispering out of the stone–and slipped inside, replacing the gate behind them. She'd have never noticed the faint spill of lantern light a moment later if she hadn't been waiting for it.
Hanging upside down over the gate, she could just make them out as they crouched by the rear wall and together slid the shrouded body from the lowest shelf. Setting it carefully to one side, conspirator number one lay down in its place and crawled into darkness. Conspirator number two passed the lantern through and followed.
Terizan waited a moment for her eyes to readjust to full dark, checked that there were no more cloaked conspirators approaching, and flipped down to the ground. The gate was heavy for one person to manoeuvre, but she didn't need to open it very far. She slipped through, closed it, and, keeping her fingertips on the centre crypt, made her way to the back wall. By the time she reached it, she was in darkness so complete it hid the hand she held in front of her face. 
Fortunately, it was impossible to get lost inside a tomb. When the silence suggested the two she followed had moved on, she climbed onto the lowest shelf and slid through the narrow opening.
There was just barely room enough to stand on the other side of the corpse shelf. Her fingertips danced over rough stone; a crack in the rock, a natural fissure. She counted twelve paces, felt the air currents change, and stopped. Barely an arm's length from her face, the fissure opened up into a much wider passageway. 
When she held her breath she could hear a quiet hum of sound. When she crept silently forward and peered out of the crack, she could see a faint greying of the dark off to her right.
***
The conspirators were meeting in one of the catacombs' square tomb-within-a-tomb areas and enough light spilled out the entrance that Terizan could just make out the Carters' crest carved over the arch. As she came closer, the sound fractured into a number of voices all making the kind of anticipatory small talk that suggested the meeting had yet to start. Since there were more people present than the two she'd followed, there were clearly other routes in.
She could lie down and peer around the corner into the tomb well below where most people would even think of looking for intruders, but there was no way of knowing how many more conspirators were still to arrive. Assuming this was the meeting of conspirators the Council had hired the Thieves' Guild to find and not merely a social club for necrophiliacs, she had to find a less exposed vantage point.
Pressed up against the stone niches that lined the passageway, she glimpsed a line of grey at the edge of her vision. Peering over the shrouded body laid out in the shoulder-level niche, she could see a crack in the rock as wide as her thumb. Moving quickly, she scooped up the corpse – breathing through her teeth at the intensified smell of rot – and stuffed it in with the body in the niche below, any small sounds she'd made covered by the sudden rhythmic rise and fall of a single voice inside the tomb. It sounded like…
Poetry?
No surprise that, given the venue, images of death were prevalent. 
The niches were narrow and not easy for the living to get into, but Terizan had been in more difficult places and she managed to line her right eye up with the crack. There were seven cloaked figures in the tomb. Not a large conspiracy, but she supposed seven motivated people could do some damage. After all, she'd managed to destabilize the throne of Kalazmir all by herself.
As she watched, the poet finished, slid the scroll into a pocket, and blew his nose, clearly overcome. She could see three faces clearly and didn't recognize any of them. Then a fourth raised both arms, the cloak sliding back as he gestured for silence and, with some surprise, Terizan recognized the heavy gold links he wore around one wrist. She'd had her eye on that bracelet for a while. It seemed as though Ajoe the Candle-maker was involved and, not only involved, in a position of some authority. Maybe grief at the death of his wife and infant son had addled his brains and turned him from law-abiding artisan to…
Poet?
"We ask justice for the dead," Ajoe declared, his voice rough with grief.
Terizan hoped the next couple of lines would rhyme. She liked Ajoe and didn't want him involved in anything that would result in his head on a spike in the Crescent.
"Overcrowded streets slow the arrival of what few healers there are. The high taxes paid by the apothecaries keep medicines too expensive. The rulings of the Council kill those we love. Those who lead have failed us and must be removed."
Not poet.
"Who will lead us to justice?"
The other six mirrored his position, arms up. "Who will lead us?" they repeated.
Terizan had assumed the question was rhetorical, the sort of thing secret organizations chanted to get in the mood for conspiracy, but, as she watched, a translucent figure floated down from the ceiling in the far corner of the room. Pride kept her from bolting this time. Pride and, well, it seemed there was some truth in familiarity breeding contempt. 
It took her a while to recognize the ghost, but, in her own defence, the last time she'd seen Councilor Saladaz his head had been on a spike in the Crescent after he'd been executed for betraying caravans to the bandit chief Hyrantaz for a percentage of the stolen goods. 
He seemed to have gotten his head back.
His voice a distant whisper, he began to speak of how the Council had been responsible for countless deaths in Oreen. Men, women, and children all lost to life and love because of the actions or inaction of the Council. "We all know the Council is corrupt. We all know the Council must be stopped before more loved lives are lost." Thought about rationally, nothing Saladaz said made much sense, but it was obvious the seven people listening weren't thinking rationally. Like Ajoe, these men and women were lost in grief and that grief was being expertly manipulated by the dead councilor. He'd always been able to work a crowd into near hysteria and while death had lowered his volume it had focused his skill.
In a weird way, Terizan admired Saladaz's ability to hold a grudge beyond the grave. The Council had him executed and now he used what he had – grief stricken visitors to the Necropolis – to exact his revenge. It was probably a good thing he didn't know she'd been the one who'd exposed his dealings with Hyrantaz.
"The Council must be removed," Saladaz whispered, moving about the tomb and touching each of the conspirators in turn.
They shuddered and chanted, "The Council must be removed."
Terizan shuddered with them, remembering the weaver's touch. It was a small step from grief to despair.
"The dead must have justice."
"The dead must have justice!"
Terizan would have bet serious coin that when Saladaz spoke of the dead, he meant only himself.
"We must take action to avenge our dead."
"We must take action to avenge our dead!"
"When the time of mourning is done, we will take action," Ajoe the Candle-maker added in a tone as definite as the dead councilor's had been suggestive.
Saladaz's face twisted as the other six repeated, "When the time of mourning is done." Throwing off their cloaks, they began to wail and beat at their chests. His mouth moved but it was impossible to hear his rough whisper over the grieving and finally he surrendered to the inevitable and wafted back up through the tomb's ceiling. 
Leaving seemed like a good idea to Terizan. Besides Ajoe, she'd recognized another of the seven by the silver and lapis clasp that bound her thick grey hair. She didn't yet know the woman's name, but she knew she worked on Draper's Row and that was enough. Sliding silently out of the niche, she waited a moment for her eyes to adjust and then, fingertips stroking the stone, moved into the dark of the catacombs, counting her footsteps back to the crack in the tomb wall.
***
The name of the woman who owned the silver hair clasp was Seriell Vanyaz, her eldest son had recently died in a construction accident in the new city, crushed under a load of stone. It took her a long time to sleep when she finally returned home and she called out his name as she tossed and turned.
The next morning, after too little sleep of her own, Terizan settled the clasp in her pocket and crossed the bridge into the Necropolis. All she had to do now was ask an acolyte for the names of those who'd been interred over the last few months and match the faces of the mourners to the faces of the conspirators.
She could hand the names to the Tribunal a day early. The Tribunal would hand them to the Council and then, probably before Terizan had even counted her share of the payment, the Council would add another seven bodies to the City of the Dead.
She'd thought about telling the Tribunal that Councilor Saladaz was the only actual conspirator.
"A dead councilor? Not only dead but beheaded? You saw him then? Conspiring? Alone?"
Council might believe that Saladaz wanted revenge, they'd known him in life after all, but they'd never believe a dead man was working alone. Ajoe and the others might be grief-addled puppets but they were conspiring. 
Of course, now she wanted an acolyte there were none around.
She stood for a long moment outside the tomb that hid the entrance to the catacombs and, frowning slightly, traced on the surface the path of the underground passage, climbing up and over the rising terraces. When she was fairly certain she was as close to the meeting room as she could get, she began to read the names carved into the stone.
Councilor Saladaz's family name was Tyree. Terizan knew it because she'd robbed his townhouse once. Well, twice actually, but it hadn't been his townhouse the second time because he was already dead. 
The rear wall of the Tyree family tomb rested directly over the part of the catacombs where the meeting had been held. 
"The carving of the colonnade is thought to be exceptionally fine."
Terizan had often been accused of walking silently, but the Ayzaruites could give her lessons. Heart pounding, she turned to find the same older man who'd spoken to her the day before. At least she assumed it was the same man; one acolyte looked pretty much like another, and besides, she was better with jewelry. "The what?"
"The decorative columns." He gestured helpfully.
"I was wondering…"
"About the mason?"
"No!" She didn't think she could cope with another lecture on stone carving. "I was wondering about the recently…" She paused and stared into the Tyree crypt. Saladaz had been dead for nearly a year. "I was wondering why the ghosts of the Necropolis don't move out into the city."
"They are tethered to their bodies by my Lady's will. They are not alive and she will not give them the freedom of life."
"She won't?" That was interesting. "She seems a little annoyed about it."
The acolyte shrugged. "My Lady is the Gateway and she would prefer the dead accept her assistance."
"But if the body was moved out of the Necropolis…"
"If a body with an active spirit was removed from her influence then it could go where it would." His tolerant smile suggested he didn't know why he was bothering to explain what everyone knew. "Except back into the Necropolis of course."
That answered the one question that had really been bothering her. None of the seven conspirators were violent people. Violent in their grief, maybe, but not the sort to start whacking Councilors even with the encouragement of a dead politician. She couldn't believe it of Ajoe the Candle-maker and she doubted the others were much different. So what was Saladaz actually working them up to?
He wanted them to remove his body from the Necropolis.
Once he got them to commit, they probably wouldn't bother being subtle; they'd crowbar the gate off the tomb, bundle him up, and bury him secretly in the city somewhere. After that, he could haunt whoever he wanted to. 
Terizan rubbed her arm. If forced to choose, she'd take Ajoe and company over the Council in a heartbeat. Unfortunately, unless they were going to move Saladaz tonight she didn't have that option. The Council would have either the names of the conspirators or proof there was no conspiracy by tomorrow or they'd begin to implement their extreme new security measures. As a thief, Terizan wasn't fond of the idea of extreme new security measures.
Nor, as it happened, did she particularly care for the idea of someone like Saladaz wafting about Oreen.
If she gave the names to the Council, they'd deal with both the living and the dead and things in Oreen would continue on the way they had been. No extreme security. No dead councilors being a bad influence on the grieving. No Ajoe the Candle-maker. No Seriell Vanyaz. She reached into her pocket and stroked the silver and lapis hair clasp.
Good thing the Council had given her another option. 
The acolyte cleared his throat, breaking into her reverie. "It is, of course, a crime to steal a body from the Necropolis," he declared.
"How do you prevent it?"
He stared at her as though she was out of her mind. "We are a presence in the day and no one comes into the Necropolis at night. The Necropolis is haunted."
Terizan sighed. "Trust me, that's not the deterrent you think it is."
***
"He'll let her use my loom!"
Terizan backed away from the crypt. Hanra Seend followed.
"He'll let her use my loom!"
And a little further away.
"She won't take care of it. I know she won't."
And further still.
"You have to tell him not to let her use my loom!" Between my and loom, Hanra stopped following.
And that gave Terizan the rough length of Ayzarua's tether.
Terizan moved quickly between crypts and tombs touching nothing. Unfortunately, there was one ghost she couldn't avoid, but she did her best to delay the inevitable by waiting until she saw a pair of cloaked figures slip into the catacombs and then humming all twelve verses of Long Legged Hazra. If tonight's meeting followed the same pattern as last night's that would give Saladaz time to appear and begin talking.
Motivated, Terizan got through the three locks on the Tyree tomb in record time. Once inside, she carefully lit her tiny lantern and swept the narrow beam around the shelves. It wasn't hard to find the councilor's corpse; he was the only member of the family to have been beheaded. 
Breathing through her mouth, she wrapped the shrouded body in waxed canvass and tied off the ends, leaving a length of rope just a little longer than Ayzarua's tether. Then holding the end of the rope, she dragged the body out of the tomb. 
"The dead must have justice!"
Apparently, she'd pulled him away from his rant. She kept moving and didn't look back.
"Thief! Stop thief!"
He could yell all he wanted. Unless there was a horde of dead constables around, there was no one in the Necropolis to stop her. A quick, nervous glance from side to side determined that there were no hordes of dead constables. 
"Do you know who I am, little thief? I am Councilor Saladaz Tyree!"
"You were," Terizan muttered, picking up speed on the raked gravel off the path. The ranting turned to threats behind her until she stopped by the tomb with the loosened bolts. 
"Fool! I learned the secrets of the City of the Dead. I gathered those who would hear my voice. Everyone knows you can not stop the dead! I will have my revenge."
Terizan ignored him and continued one tomb further. Her arm barely fit between the bars, but she managed to put the end of the rope in Ayzarua's outstretched hand. The moonlight extended just far enough for her to see the Goddess' welcoming expression turn to grinning bone. 
A little unnerved by the sudden quiet behind her, she turned to come face to face with Saladaz. He roared and reached for her. With the rope in the Goddess' hand, his body was now close enough that she was just within the limit of his tether.
Oh, that was clever!
She spun around, pressed hard against the bars, and stared into the darkness behind the Goddess. The acolyte had said that if she stared long enough, the gateway would open. 
She needed that gateway open.
Goddess. Skull.
Skull. Goddess.
Five lines of icy cold down her back. Again. And again. Overcome by a despair so deep she wanted to die, Terizan sagged against the bars and clutched the Goddess' hand. 
When her flesh touched stone, the darkness behind the statue lightened. A tiny circle of pewter grey grew larger and larger until the Goddess stood silhouetted against it. 
Eyes squinted nearly shut against the cold wind roaring past her, Terizan caught a glimpse of Saladaz's face and knew the Goddess had reached out to assist his spirit through the Gate. His translucent form stretched into caricature, he howled, "The dead must have justice!" as he disappeared into the grey.
Terizan lifted her other hand just far enough to flash a rude gesture.
She dropped to her knees as the gateway closed. Dragged her tongue over dry lips. Realized with the clarity that came from nearly dying that by attacking her Saladaz had sealed his own fate. The despair brought on by his touch had opened the Gate. Without that despair, she could have stared into the darkness until she starved and nothing would have happened. 
Well, if she'd starved to death the Gate would have opened, but she didn't have that kind of time.
She took a moment to convince herself that she'd meant to do it that way. 
As soon as she could stand, she'd put the body back in the tomb. Without Saladaz, there was no conspiracy, only seven grieving men and women. 
Unfortunately, the Council had asked for proof of nothing, but even she wasn't that good. She'd have to bring them proof of something else.
In the morning, she needed to have a word with an acolyte and get those names.
***
"There is no secret organization meeting in the Necropolis and conspiring against the Council."
One steepled her fingers and smiled over them. "Prove it."
Terizan threw a small crumpled scroll on the table. She'd picked the poet's pocket when he left his shop to get some lunch.
Two snatched the scroll from Three's fingers before it could get covered in scented oil. Unrolled it. Frowned. "This is a ballad mourning a dead love."
"And not a good one either," Three muttered reading over Two's shoulder. 
"Poets?" One asked, lip curled. "There are poets in the Necropolis?"
"Dressing in black. Wearing silver jewelry. Rhyming into the darkness with broken hearted. And I'm not going back in there for another poem, I barely escaped as it was." Lines of cold across her back. Her shudder was unfeigned. "You can send someone else if you need more proof."
"We will."
"Go ahead."
She meant it and that convinced them. After all, if there was a conspiracy, and she turned down the job, it would go to a thief who might be less than scrupulous about the names he or she offered the Council. Terizan would never be responsible for something like that.
And everyone knew it.
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