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      Stephen’s god died a little after noon on the longest day of the year.

      The Saint of Steel had not been a major deity, but neither had He been entirely obscure. He had four temples, staffed with priests and paladins, and the bishop of His church sat on the council in Archon’s Glory beside the elders of the other local churches—the Forge God and the Four-Faced God and the Temple of the White Rat. His paladins, Stephen among them, rode out when the Saint’s duty demanded swords and men to wield them, and rode back to the temple nursing their wounds, only to ride out again when they had healed.

      It had never occurred to Stephen or any of the others that a god could die. Such things happened in mythology, not in real life.

      He had just come back from a long, grim journey, hunting demons. It was not the Saint of Steel’s primary function, but the Dreaming God’s paladins had asked for assistance, so Stephen and three of his brothers had gone out with them. Demon hunting was ugly work, mostly involving possessed livestock, and while the Dreaming God’s chosen were skilled at exorcism, a two thousand-pound bull inhabited by a furious demon was not something anyone wanted to tackle alone. The Saint’s paladins were killing machines, first to last, and the god did not seem to mind loaning His chosen to the Dreaming God when demons were what needed killing.

      They were riding over the ridge on the road to the temple when Stephen felt his god die. His first thought was that his heart had stopped. It was as if someone had punched a mailed fist into his gut, reached up under his ribs and torn everything out. It did not feel like a wound, it felt as if he’d been cored.

      He collapsed forward over his horse’s neck. Distantly, he heard the sound of a body hitting the ground, and the shout as one of the Dreaming God’s paladins saw what was happening. And then he heard the sound of his brother Istvhan praying, harsh and rapid, and it was such a strange thing, that prayer, because Stephen knew instinctively that no one was listening.

      “What is happening?” he said, gasping into his horse’s neck. “Where is the Saint? What…?”

      The world spun around him. He could feel the black tide rising, crawling up from the ground, the tide that whispered of battle and bloodshed, but there was no sheen of golden light over it to sanctify it and make it holy.

      He was dragged off his horse and looked up, baffled, into the face of one of the demon hunters. Jorge, he thought vaguely. A handsome man, at least when he wasn’t coated in road grime and still stained with the blood of demon cattle. Strong enough that he could hold Stephen upright, even in full armor. Strong enough that killing him would be difficult, and he must be killed, surely, he was the enemy.

      “Stephen!” snapped the other man, shaking him. Stephen tried to focus his eyes. It seemed very difficult. The black tide lapped around his vision. He reached for his sword.

      “Stephen, what’s wrong?” the enemy said. Was he the enemy? He must be, he was here and the god was dead and the tide was closing over Stephen’s head. “What is happening to your people?”

      “It’s the Saint,” said Stephen, as blackness closed over him. He drew his sword. Somewhere, not too far distant, he heard a man scream. “The Saint is dead.”
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      Three years later

      

      Stephen stared at the ceiling of his room and thought, as he did every morning, about simply not getting out of bed. He could stay here until the end of the world, looking at the plaster ceiling and the long, dark wooden beams, while the square of light from the window crawled down the wall and across the floor and faded away to nothing.

      As he did every morning, he prodded the space in his soul where there had once been glory. There was only silence. There would never be anything there again. And then, as he also did every morning, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and got up. Grace was lost to him but he still had duty, and duty would carry him forward.

      The Temple of the White Rat was quiet at this hour, or as quiet as it ever got. In an hour or two, it would be a beehive of activity, filled with clerks and clerics moving back and forth, hundreds of people solving small, practical problems and occasionally even the large intractable ones. The Rat’s priests fixed things that could be fixed, and when things were broken past all mending, they helped people pick up the pieces.

      There was no mending seven paladins whose god had died, and who had shattered themselves to further pieces in the carnage that followed. Still, the Rat had taken them in, broken as they were. Both the Dreaming God and Forge God had offered, but the Rat priests had been the ones who ushered them inside, still bloody from the wounds they had taken and inflicted in return.

      Even now, Stephen did not know if he should be grateful for that kindness. He did not think that he could bear to stand beside the paladins of living gods and be eaten alive with envy for what they had. But at least in the house of those warrior gods, there would have been someone able to stop us. The White Rat claimed no paladins. He was served by law clerks and healers and diplomats, not by steel. Stephen often felt as if he was a dog in a hen yard, a protector who might turn feral and the gods knew how much damage he might cause before he was brought down.

      The Rat’s servants were not fools. They had seen the damage the Saint of Steel’s chosen wreaked in the aftermath of the god’s death, and they had faced it, unflinching. The temple set aside a wing for the broken paladins and asked nothing in return. As soon as they could rise from their beds, one by one, the remaining paladins had asked to be allowed to serve.

      Stephen pushed open the door to the dining hall. There was strong tea and biscuits for those who wanted it. A dozen other early risers were hunched over their mugs, some of them already going over the day’s work, a few simply sitting with their hands around the mugs, staring blearily at nothing. On the far wall, a mural of the White Rat gazed down benevolently, holding a book in one paw and a balance in the other.

      Stephen took a mug of tea and a biscuit, and sat down at a bench. Istvhan came in a few moments later to join him. He had always been the biggest of the paladins, a great bear of a man with shoulders like an ox. People tended to assume that he must be stupid because of his size. This was a very dangerous thing to think.

      “We are both still alive this morning,” said Istvhan, as he had said nearly every morning for three years.

      Stephen grunted, as he had also done nearly every morning for three years.

      There had been a time when that was not so certain. They had lost many of their brothers and sisters early, some to suicide, more who had simply not woken up from their stupor after losing the god. A few to darker things. For a time, they had thought they might lose others, but the final seven survivors had rallied. The care that the Rat priests had shown, tending to those who would never wake, was part of the reason that the broken paladins had asked to serve. A debt was owed. The dead could not pay it, so the living must pay it for them.

      It would have been difficult to explain to anyone other than Istvhan how that debt had kept Stephen alive. He could not give up while he owed others so much. Even if the Rat denied any such debt, until the ledgers had balanced, Stephen could not allow himself to stop moving.

      These were depressing thoughts. He was grateful when Istvhan looked over at his plate and said, “What in the name of the little household gods is that?”

      “An abomination,” said Stephen. “I believe the cook called it gravy.”

      “Gravy is not that color.”

      “I did not say the cook was correct.”

      “Can we burn them at the stake?”

      “We’re not those kind of paladins. Anyway, it tastes okay if you close your eyes and pretend you’re eating literally anything else.”

      Istvhan groaned and went to endure trial-by-gravy himself.

      After breakfast, Stephen and Istvhan went back to the paladin’s wing together. The schedule was posted on a chalkboard at the head of the corridor. His fellow paladin read it, then clapped him on the shoulder. “Off to look menacing in court,” he said cheerfully. “You?”

      “Walking one of the healers through a rough neighborhood.”

      “Ah, lucky you. I do not mind scowling for hours, but my feet don’t care for the standing. And it’s hard to look menacing if they bring me a stool.”

      Stephen snorted. “Still with the one trial?”

      “Sadly. I could break the man and be done with it, but these so-practical Rats say that would look bad.” He shrugged.

      The trial in question was of a man who had become obsessed with one of the Rat’s servants, following her and sending her unwanted gifts, until finally obsession had tipped over into something much darker. The Temple would undoubtedly win their case but it was a grim, wearying job, and Istvhan’s part in it was to make sure that no one physically intimidated the woman while justice was done.

      A great deal of the work that the paladins did for the Rat was along those lines. Stand here and look scary. Walk here and glower at anyone who might be tempted to bother the healer in their work. Guard the bishop, not because we expect trouble, but because it needs to be known that the bishop is not without defenses. It was a far cry from their old duties, but not, in truth, an unpleasant one. Although if the enemy did not kill him, it was possible that his charges would.

      “These Rats are going to turn my hair white,” Stephen said. “This healer’s never had an escort before. He works in Weaver’s Nest and I am told he said he didn’t think he needed one.”

      “Is Weaver’s Nest the slum where that fellow is chopping off people’s heads and dumping their bodies by the river?”

      “One and the same.” Stephen rubbed his face. “How did they live this long without us?”

      “No idea,” said Istvhan cheerfully. “But on the bright side, no one’s stabbed me in months.”

      “Me neither.”

      They both made a sign to avert the evil eye, then laughed. Stephen gave Istvhan a friendly shove and went to sword practice.

      The Rat called no fighting men, so the Temple had never had a formal training ground. A small salle had been built in the city’s heyday for visiting paladins from other faiths and guards that might travel in a bishop’s entourage, but that had been long ago. The salle had filled up with dust and cobwebs and broken furniture that no one could bring themselves to throw away. The labor of cleaning it out had sweated the last of the illness from the seven broken paladins. Stephen remembered that the first spark of enthusiasm he had felt, after the god had died, was when he stood in the doorway of the salle and thought, We can fix this. It was the first positive emotion he had felt in a long time.

      He touched his lips out of habit as he passed the tiny shrine in the door. It was probably the last shrine of the Saint of Steel left on earth. Someone—a Rat servant—lit a candle in it every morning. There had originally been five candles. Stephen had removed four of them and left the single one remaining so that it was no longer a shrine to the living, but to the dead. The unknown maintainer of the shrine had only lit a single candle the next day. With such tiny, unspoken gestures, the broken paladins and the servants of the Rat had negotiated the way forward between them.

      Stephen hung his sword on the wall, took down a practice blade, and set to work.

      Forehand, backhand, parry, thrust. There was no chance, in such bloodless work, of the battle tide rising. It was repetitive, often tedious, but it was as close to meditation as he could manage these days. The sword required focus and concentration, a narrowing of the world to the next motion and the next instant, no farther ahead, no farther behind. When he practiced the sword, for a brief time he was not broken.

      He had found, in the first year, that he could no longer pray. The silence where the Saint had been was too final. Prayer only reminded him of his emptiness.

      Prayer reminded him of what he had become, however briefly, when the god had died. The sword, though, the sword was still good.

      After practice, he joined the others in the washrooms, sluicing the sweat and grime off his body. For creatures who sometimes lived in sewage, rats were fastidious about grooming, and the Rat’s servants were no exception. This, at least, Stephen could admit was an improvement over the temples of the Saint of Steel. The god had cared a great deal about battle, but not so much about washing up afterward. Hair still damp, he emerged from the baths, looked up at the sun and realized it was time to go and meet the healer.
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      The healer in question was a middle-aged man with a creeping bald spot across his skull, and long-fingered, delicate hands. Stephen had not met him before, and extended his hand. “Stephen.”

      “Brother Francis.” He looked Stephen up and down with sharp, kind eyes. “The Saint of Steel?”

      Well, it was obvious enough what god he had served. Stephen still wore the cloak with the god’s insignia on it—the stylized sword, the gold flames, the hand holding the blade and pouring golden blood down the length. All the broken paladins did. The Temple not only mended them, they replaced the cloaks once a year with new ones, the symbol already embroidered onto the back. The Rat had accepted their offer of service, but did not require them to forget who they had been.

      Stephen had not forgotten. Neither, apparently, had anyone else. “It is, yes.”

      “You’re one of the berserker paladins.”

      “I was, yes.” Stephen gazed over the healer’s head. “If you are concerned that I am dangerous, you may ask the Bishop to assign a different guard.”

      “You’re a large man with a sword,” said the healer, surprising him. “Of course you’re dangerous. I believe that’s the point.”

      Stephen felt his lips twitch. “You have me there, Brother.”

      “I still think it’s all foolishness,” grumbled Brother Francis. “I’ve never had a problem in Weaver’s Nest. They’re good people, they’re just poor and desperate.”

      “Three severed heads were found in the river in a month.”

      “Yes, but they know me.” Brother Francis waved his hands, as if to indicate that severed heads were either inconsequential or one of the normal hazards of the job, Stephen wasn’t quite sure which.

      I believe I can actually feel the individual hairs turning white on my scalp. “Nevertheless, the Bishop feels that it would be wise to take precautions. Shall we go, Brother?”

      “Yes, yes.”

      A heavy satchel of remedies lay at his feet. Stephen picked it up automatically and the other man smiled.

      “Well, if you don’t mind doing the heavy lifting. I’m not quite as young as I was.”

      “You have essential skills,” said Stephen. “I am merely the muscle today.”

      The healer grinned. “Six stops,” he said. “And unless things go very much better than I fear, I will send you home at the last one. That’s going to be a watch through the night, until the fever breaks or…” He didn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t need to. Stephen was familiar with the fevers that took men after wounds, and knew how they could go.

      They set out through the city together from the Rat’s temple, the little round healer and the broad-shouldered knight. The route took them past narrow buildings set on narrow streets, little better than alleys. Two or three steps above slums, but the specter of poverty hung over the area. Everyone knew how easy it would be to slip. Stephen had grown up in a building like that himself. He knew all about the slip.

      The healer was a talker, but he did not expect Stephen to do more than grunt occasionally, which was oddly restful in its way.

      It was nearly noon when they reached the first house. Stephen took up a guard post outside the front door while the healer went inside. He leaned his back against the worn brickwork. Because it was only a poor neighborhood, not a bad one, people looked at him directly, at least at first. When their faces changed and they hurried away, he could not be sure if it was because of the insignia on his cloak or because he was, as Brother Francis said, a large man with a sword. A group of children in an alley across the way were jumping rope. They looked at him too, but in the disdainful way of children for strange adults, not fearfully. Stephen strained his ears to catch the rhyme they were using.

      

      Mister Brass

      Didn’t pay his tax

      Headsman gave him forty whacks

      Two, four

      Six, eight

      How many whacks did it take?

      One…two…three...four…

      

      On take, the tempo increased dramatically and the child in the center, face deadly earnest, began jumping as fast as she could, determined to outlive the unfortunate Mister Brass. Stephen smiled. He remembered that one from his youth. The best he’d ever managed was thirty-three whacks.

      Funny how I can remember that, but I can’t remember half of last week. Getting old, I guess. He wasn’t even forty, but some days he felt positively ancient.

      The healer bustled out again, closing up his satchel. “Next!” he said cheerfully, and he and Stephen went to the next stop, while the little girl was still trying to out-jump the headsman.

      Stephen stood guard outside until the third call, where the healer called him in. “Brother Francis!” said his patient, aghast, struggling to sit up. “You can’t—a caller—and me looking such a sight—!”

      “Miss Abernathy,” said the healer, pushing her gently back down, “you’re beautiful no matter how you look.”

      Not the most coherent sentiment, but he means well. Stephen bowed. “You look magnificent, madam,” he said. “I should apologize to you for coming in armed, in all my dust.”

      Miss Abernathy, who was at least eighty, blushed.

      “Forgive me,” murmured the healer, after they left. “There’s not a great deal with her that I can fix, but she’s bored and lonely on top of her aches.” He grinned up at Stephen. “Having a handsome young fellow to look at for a few minutes was better than any medicine I could mix up.”

      “Young? I’m thirty-seven.”

      “And I’m sixty-one, so I don’t want to hear it, child.”

      Stephen abandoned that line of argument. “And she isn’t bothered by…?” He flicked the cloak with his hand.

      The healer did not pretend not to understand, which was another reason Stephen liked him. “She’s forgotten what happened, if she ever knew.”

      “Ah, well.” Stephen eyed the steps to the next building. “Would you like me to go to this visit as well? Perhaps lift some heavy objects and flex a few times?”

      Brother Francis considered this. “Wellll…one never knows about an individual’s tastes, but I don’t think Mister Coates would enjoy that on quite the same level.”

      Stephen snorted. The healer grinned at him.

      This one lasted quite awhile, and there were no children jumping rope to distract him. Stephen opened his pack and pulled out his needles and a thick ball of yarn. Knitting socks was not a particularly glamorous hobby, but it filled the same mental need as the sword—careful work that held his attention and hopefully did not allow his mind to wander too far afield. Plus at the end, you got socks out of it, and no one appreciated good socks like a soldier.

      His current project was faded red. Well, pink. The dye hadn’t taken properly and washed out almost at once. The merchant sold him the whole lot for a quarter of what it was worth and Stephen had been making dusty pink socks for over a month. His fellow paladins had groaned when they saw the color, but they all wore the socks anyway. Archenhold was cold in winter and proper footwear was important. You never knew when you were going to get called upon to do a forced march somewhere.

      Not that the Rat does many forced marches. I’m not sure where we’d even go. To deliver a set of law clerks to an urgent trial, perhaps.

      The healer came out again. Stephen put the needles away.

      They proceeded this way, through neighborhoods getting progressively worse and stops getting progressively longer. Brother Francis came out of one stop with his face grim and pinched.

      “Problem?”

      “A growth,” said the healer. “Looks like a cauliflower, in the breast and under the ribs. There’s nothing anyone can do, but make her comfortable.” He sighed. “Well, nothing that any of us can do. A true healer, perhaps, with a god’s gift on them, might be able to give her ease, but we have only medicines and our two hands.”

      Stephen bowed his head. “Making her comfortable is not so small a thing.”

      “I know,” said Brother Francis, sighing. “It feels like a small thing, in the face of…” He gestured aimlessly. Stephen nodded.

      They fell into step together, though Stephen had to slow his stride so that the healer could keep up. Francis glanced up at him. “May I ask you a question about your order? I do not wish to give offense.”

      Stephen braced himself internally. Now it comes. At least the healer had asked him, not one of the others. Better me or Istvhan than Galen, or god forbid, Wren. “If you wish.”

      “Why do you still wear the cloak?”

      It was not the question that Stephen had expected. What happened? or perhaps, Why did it happen?

      What did you do, when the god died?

      Were you one of the ones at Hallowbind?

      “The cloak?” He looked down at it as if he had never seen it before.

      Brother Francis made an impatient gesture. “The cloak with the saint’s symbol on it. If the god is no longer alive, why continue to wear a symbol that so many fear?”

      Stephen was silent for a moment. A rivulet of brown water gurgled past them. There were no drains here, and he could smell nightsoil and decay.

      “It is good that they fear it,” he said finally. “It is a warning.”

      Brother Francis raised his eyebrows. “A warning?”

      “That we are still dangerous.”

      The healer tilted his head back to look Stephen in the eye. “You’ll forgive me, youngster, but you don’t seem particularly dangerous to me. Large man with a sword not withstanding.”

      The bishop had said something similar to Stephen, three days after his god had died. “Are you still dangerous?”

      “I will always be dangerous, your holiness,” he had answered. Even weak as a kitten and shackled to the bed by leather restraints, it had seemed the truth to him.

      She smiled. She was an older woman and the bones of her face were handsome rather than beautiful, and she was not a fool. “Are you a danger to me?”

      “Not right now.”

      “If one of your fellows is lost to the rage, will you stop them from harming the innocent?”

      “Yes,” he said, without hesitation. “As long as I draw breath.”

      “Then I think we had best keep you here.” And she turned to the acolyte with her, and ordered him unbound.

      He shook his head, as much to clear the memory as to disagree with Brother Francis. “If they see the cloak, they know that the battle tide might take me without warning. And if it happens, they will know to get out of the way.”

      “Can it still take you? Without the god?”

      “Yes.” That came out very curt, and Stephen regretted it at once. The healer was putting his safety in Stephen’s hands, he deserved to know what manner of bodyguard he had acquired. It was simply that he wanted explanations, and Stephen was so very tired of explaining. “It is not the same, but it is still possible.”

      It is all darkness and fumbling and rage. It is a black tide lapping over my head, where once the god poured golden fire over my nerves and turned me into the holiest of killers.

      It had happened twice in three years. The first time, Istvhan had picked him up by the throat and held him until he blacked out. The second time, Galen had snapped while they sparred and then Stephen had snapped trying to hold him back, and they had battered each other insensible in the training salle. He’d broken Galen’s arm. Galen had smashed half his ribs. No one else had been hurt, but it had been too close, too damned close. It had been over a year since the tide had risen for any of them. If the paladins were not precisely healing, at least the scars had grown thick. Sometimes Stephen thought they might yet live through this, as broken and battered as they were.

      “I am sorry,” said Brother Francis. “I do not mean to prod old wounds. Is there a sign that I should watch for? Some way that I might bring you out of it?”

      He thinks it’s like a fit or a seizure, thought Stephen wearily. He has no notion of the truth. But he is trying. “It’s unlikely. If we stumble over the fellow cutting off heads, perhaps, or are set upon by a dozen men. If it should happen, I suggest that you run. And if you can, bring back another paladin from the temple.”

      “And they’ll know how to stop it?”

      “Yes,” said Stephen.

      “Nothing you can teach me, though.”

      Stephen looked at the small, round man and stifled a rueful smile. “I’m afraid not.”

      You do not seem the type, my friend, to leap on my back and strangle me until I black out, or to bash me over the head, or simply to cut me down where I stand. Better you leave it to my brothers and sisters.

      That was the debt owed, and the promise. He would watch the other six. They would watch him in return. And the moment any of them fell to the blackness, they would turn on each other and try to stop the tide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      At the next stop, the healer went up a rickety flight of steps, then another. Stephen almost insisted on going with him. This neighborhood was definitely teetering on the edge of very bad indeed. Buildings leaned together over the narrow streets and trash clogged the gutters. Some of the buildings had collapsed and were now roofed over with tarps and blankets. No one looked at him here, but probably because he was large and armed, not because anybody knew or cared about the Saint of Steel and His paladins’ crimes. They had far more pressing concerns. Slum-weavers had built a colony in the eaves of the houses, and the evening air was full of the little dark gray birds coming to their hanging nests to roost. It was the birds that had given the Weaver’s Nest slum its name. Possibly there was a loom somewhere in the neighborhood, but Stephen wouldn’t count on it.

      Ironically, had it not been for the severed head issue, he was probably safer because he was with Brother Francis than Brother Francis was because he was with Stephen. The White Rat’s servants were sacrosanct, even in such questionable places. You did not touch the Rat’s people, because you might need them to stitch you up later, or spring you from prison, or make sure that your elderly mother didn’t starve once you’d been hanged. There was little honor among thieves, but there was a great deal of practicality.

      It is a safe bet that whoever is out there chopping people’s heads off is not terribly concerned about long term consequences to the community, though.

      A gnole scurried by, staying close to the wall. The small, badger-like creatures had moved into Archenhold a decade or so ago, and they proved so adaptable and such inoffensive neighbors that hardly anyone could remember a time when the gnoles hadn’t been living in warrens in the poorer parts of the city, engaging in street cleaning and odd-jobs. Stephen nodded to the gnole and it nodded back, striped face flashing in the gloom.

      Brother Francis came back out a few moments later. “Yes, as I thought,” he said, his voice low even though there was no way that anyone inside the house could have heard him. “I will be here until sometime tomorrow. Please tell them at the Temple.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” asked Stephen.

      Brother Francis shook his head. “If we could fight sickness with swords, even I might take up the blade.” He sighed. “No, the fact is, paladin, that we healers like to believe that we make a difference, but when it comes to illness, the patient will usually live or die regardless of what we do. If we are lucky, we do not make it any worse. But it is a comfort to the families to know that we are there. So I will sit with this poor woman and bear witness to her fight, however it ends.”

      Stephen bowed to the healer. “Promise me one thing before I go, Brother.”

      “Eh?”

      “You will not leave until daylight. Even if she loses her fight tonight.”

      The healer pursed his lips. “I do not wish to be a burden to the family in their grief.”

      “There is a man going around chopping off people’s heads.”

      “But I know these people. They all recognize me.”

      Stephen almost said, “Will they recognize you without a head?” but clamped down on it. Instead, he said, “Promise me, Brother, or I will stand here until dawn.” He did not scream, You daft man, this person won’t care you’re a healer! but he suspected the effort cost him a few more white hairs. Was no one suitably worried about the severed head situation?

      The way people are treating this, you’d think decapitation was just a natural event that happens sometimes, as if people’s heads tumble off like leaves in autumn.

      “Oh, very well.” The healer threw his hands in the air. “If it will make you happy.”

      “Ecstatic,” said Stephen gravely.

      “Hmmph!”

      He turned to go, when Brother Francis called after him: “Do you pray?”

      Stephen blinked at him. His first mad thought was that the man was trying to proselytize, which was frankly absurd. The Rat sent lawyers and healers to a crisis, not missionaries.

      “Not much, any longer,” he admitted. “Not since…”

      The healer nodded. “Of course,” he said. “I should have thought. Well, if you find yourself so moved, pray for this woman. And for me, that I do nothing to make her suffering worse.”

      Now there is a prayer that I can get behind, thought Stephen, as he walked away. Oh gods, if any of you are listening, please grant that we don’t make things worse.

      Stephen made his way back through the side streets. No one bothered him. Once he’d crossed out from under the slum-weaver nests, things improved. This particular one wasn’t a dangerous neighborhood, at least if you were large and male and had shoulders like a warhorse. Seedy, maybe. The Scarlet District, where licensed prostitution occurred, kept hired guards, both to protect their workers and to keep unlicensed prostitution from happening nearby. He was just outside that band of protection, but not so far outside that it became truly dangerous.

      His boots clicked on the cobbles in an even beat. Left right left right…Mister Brass didn’t pay his tax…left right left right…two four six eight, how many whacks did it take?

      One two three four fivesixseveneight—wait, what?

      Running footsteps broke the pattern. He looked up, startled.

      There are many kinds of running footsteps, of course—panicked flight, hot pursuit, and many shades in between. The hunter always sounds different than the hunted, because the hunted is looking over their shoulder while they run. These were hunted footsteps. Stephen turned, seeing a dark shadow in the mouth of the alley, and then the shadow was rushing toward him. He grabbed for his sword, cursing the inattention that left him vulnerable—and the shadow threw itself…herself?...into his arms.

      “Hide me!”
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      Stephen said, “Um, what?”

      This was not particularly suave, but he had not held a woman in his arms for a number of years. In the reflected lamplight, he caught a glimpse of large gray-green eyes and dark, fog-frizzed hair.

      “I’m so sorry. Hide me!” she hissed into his ear, then ducked her head down and tried to angle him so that he was between her and the mouth of the alley.

      His god might be dead but chivalry still lived. Stephen grabbed her to hold her upright and looked around for pursuit.

      Was someone about to cut her head off? True, he was a bit far afield of Weaver’s Nest, but it wasn’t as if the sort of people who chopped off other people’s heads obeyed strict neighborhood boundaries. Bare moments later, he heard more footsteps. Not a headlong flight this time, but the heavy tread of booted feet. Two of them. He peered through the rising fog and saw indigo at the end of the alley.

      Only one religious order--Stephen balked at calling them holy--wore that shade of indigo. The Servants of the Hanged Mother, a goddess so unpleasant that even the priests of the Four-Faced God couldn’t find much nice to say about her. Given that the Four-Faced God treated even locusts and maggots with reverence, this was saying something. He hesitated to say that they weren’t murderers, but it was doubtful that they had anything to do with the severed head situation.

      “Keep your head down,” he muttered, and moved so that she was up against the wall of the alley and his cloak covered both of them. The scent of sage and lavender rose from her hair.

      He felt a pang of guilt for what he was about to do, but it was a vast improvement over anything the Motherhood was likely to do to her.

      “Hey! You there!” called one of the Motherhood men. “Have you seen a woman go by here?”

      Stephen turned his head and gave the man a slow, hopefully lascivious smile. “I’m seeing one right now!” he called back, and bucked his hips a few times, pressing her farther against the wall. “I’m very sorry, ma’am,” he said under his breath.

      The Motherhood men wore twin expressions of disgust. One actually stepped back.

      “Try Carmine Street,” Stephen suggested. “There’s more girls down that way. You can get your own. This one’s taken.” And, very quietly, “Extremely sorry, ma’am.”

      And once they’ve left, this young lady will want to put a knife in my good bits and frankly, I should probably let her.

      The young lady in question let out a sudden moan, loud enough to make him jump, and shouted, “Oh, yes!”

      Oh Saint, she isn’t.

      She was. In fact, she was trying to climb him like a tree. Stephen had to brace himself against the wall and grab for her leg, which she was trying to wrap around his waist. To his mild horror, she let out another cry of feigned ecstasy.

      “Please,” he whispered. “My ears!”

      “Sorry,” she whispered back. “Yes! Yes!”

      The Motherhood priests were still staring at them. Suspicion? Voyeurism? Stephen had no idea.

      “Oh, is that how you like it, then? Like that?” He watched the pair out of the corner of his eye and whispered, “I am so incredibly sorry about this.”

      “You’re doing great. I hope. Yes!”

      His unexpected partner in this deception was not a particularly tall woman, but she was solidly built, with ample breasts and a backside to match. Stephen was in a unique position to observe this without being able to appreciate it in the slightest.

      The only saving grace of the situation was that, despite the fact that he had a moaning woman in his arms, Stephen had not been less aroused in recent memory. The angle of her leg around his waist meant that she had missed the aforementioned good bits and was grinding against his swordbelt, which had caused the padding he wore under his chainmail to ride up. A narrow band of skin over his hip was now caught between the leather swordbelt and the mail links, with her full weight upon it. It was not a good sensation. Also, the Motherhood burned people at the stake when they thought they could get away with it. This sort of thing focused the mind remarkably.

      He felt the Motherhood men’s eyes traveling over him. The young woman was moving enthusiastically against him, but she was, well, frankly she was very bad at it. She was pumping her legs like a child on a rope swing. He clamped his teeth on a groan as the chain links embedded themselves deeper into his skin.

      I am going to have a truly unique bruise when this is over…assuming the metal doesn’t just tear the skin right off…

      The Motherhood men stepped closer. Stephen slid his hand up the back of the woman’s neck and pressed her face down against his shoulder. His hip screamed at him. Saint’s blood, he’d had sword wounds that hurt less.

      In fairness, the swords were usually sharp.

      The two Motherhood priests turned on their heels and stalked away in disgust. “Heretic,” one said, just loud enough for Stephen to hear.

      He couldn’t quite make out what the other one said in response, but he caught the words saint and steel and dead.

      For a moment the rage touched him, the black tide lapping at his feet. Heretic.

      He could turn and advance on them. He would not draw the sword until he was upon them. You did not waste the power of the draw if you did not need to. Not hearing the sound of steel unsheathed, they would be a half-heartbeat slow in turning, and that was all the time he would need. The one on the left first, the taller of the two, who moved like a man who might have a hidden dagger. Then the one on the right, while the first was still falling. The black tide would roll over him and it would be tinged with red and…and…

      …and there would be no god to draw him back from the tide. And there was an innocent in his arms.

      The priests vanished at the end of the alley. Stephen heard their booted feet on the cobblestones as they walked away. He and the woman stood in silence. Well, he stood in silence. She clung to him, half-supported by the brick wall of the building behind her and by his arm around her waist. He managed to shift just enough that the mail was no longer in danger of actually ripping his skin off, and that was as much as he could hope for. She looked up at him, wearing a rueful expression. Her eyes really were quite large, even when they weren’t wide with fear. There were lines at the corners of her mouth that made him think she frowned more often than she smiled. Her quirked lips softened those lines, but only a little.

      “Are they gone?” she asked softly.

      He looked both ways, then nodded and set her down. His hip cried out in relief.

      “Thank you,” she said, as he adjusted the hauberk and tried, discreetly, to see if he was bleeding. “I’m so sorry!”

      “My profound apologies for the liberties, ma’am.”

      “Don’t be absurd. I was the one taking liberties with you. You saved my life.” She peered around him, checking the mouth of the alley. “Ugh, I hate those Motherhood thugs.”

      “We all do,” he said wearily. “May I offer you escort to wherever you are going?”

      She frowned up at him. “Are you really a paladin? You’ve got the cloak, but I wasn’t sure…” She trailed off.

      “I was,” he said. “Now that my god is dead, I am a paladin of…no one in particular.”

      And now she knows exactly what I am. He braced himself for her to flinch and step back as if he might run mad at any moment. But instead her face cleared and she reached out and took his elbow.

      Either she is extremely sheltered or she banged her head while she was attempting to climb me like a tree. Either way, chivalry demanded that he come to her assistance.

      He just wasn’t used to people looking at him as if he wasn’t a pariah. Other than the Rat’s servants, of course, and that may simply be because they would work with any number of pariahs if it would solve problems.

      “My shop is in the Glover’s Quarter,” she said. “If you could just see me past the Scarlet District, though…”

      It was Stephen’s turn to frown. The Glover’s Quarter was an expensive and fashionable district in Archen’s Glory, at least twenty blocks from the street in which they stood. “You’re quite a long way from home,” he said.

      She heaved a sigh. “I was going to the graveyard,” she said. “I needed startleflower, and it usually only grows in areas that are burned over, but of course you never get that in the city, but then I was near the Rose Street Cemetery, and I saw some. Because they scythe the areas around the edges, where they haven’t put any bodies yet, right?”

      Stephen had only a vague idea what she was talking about, but nodded anyway.

      “Well, they do it a few times a year, and that takes down the tall grass, so it has some of the same effect. You get it sometimes in sheep meadows, too, if they haven’t got very many sheep.”

      This was more than Stephen had ever contemplated the growth habits of plants in graveyards. “All right,” he said. “So you were picking flowers in the graveyard?”

      “After hours,” she said. “Err…I mean, I wasn’t stealing, it’s not like startleflower is worth anything. And I wouldn’t touch flowers on a grave.” Her wide eyes grew alarmed. “Errr…You’re not going to turn me in, are you?”

      “You are clearly a hardened criminal, madam,” said Stephen, trying not to laugh. “But I think I can let you go with a stern warning.”

      She glared at him, then broke into a grin. It was a broad grin, showing a crooked front tooth, and it made her very briefly beautiful.

      “So why did you need this startleflower?” asked Stephen, trying to move past that unexpected moment.

      “I’m a perfumer,” she said. “Startleflower doesn’t smell like very much, you’d think it was a very weak floral, but it brings out the notes in sandalwood much better than anything else I’ve found.” She paused. “Ah, don’t tell anyone that, will you? I mean, it’s not like it’s a trade secret, except it sort of is, and it’s hard enough to find startleflower as it is.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Well, if you can’t trust a paladin…” She flashed that crooked grin again, and Stephen’s heart lurched in response.

      What the devil is wrong with me?

      Istvhan would clap him on the shoulder and tell him that it had been too many years since he had a woman. Istvhan had a somewhat earthy approach to life. And there was nothing remotely seductive in the woman’s manner.

      Other than the bit where she had her legs wrapped around you and her arms around your neck. He hadn’t felt the least twinge while she was doing that, though. Of course, the throbbing bruise on his hip hadn’t helped.

      “Anyway,” the perfumer continued, “I was coming out of the graveyard and pretty much fell into the Motherhood fellows’ laps. They’d seen me through the fence and were just waiting. They accused me of scavenging mandragora from graves. Which is stupid, because who in their right mind wants to smell like mandragora?”

      She looked up at him as if expecting an answer to this and Stephen had to admit ignorance. “I’m afraid I don’t have any idea what it smells like.”

      “Oh! Bitter and rather herbal. The leaves smell like tobacco, so you could maybe use it as a base note but extracting the scent’s a terrible business, you can get enough under your nails to kill you just cleaning the equipment, and at that point, why not just use tobacco?”

      “Indeed,” said Stephen, with what he hoped was appropriate gravity.

      She shook her head, her downturned mouth turning down even farther. “I tried telling them that, but…well…you can guess how well that went over.”

      Stephen could indeed guess. The servants of the Hanged Mother were not noted for their sense of humor, or for the ability to admit a mistake. If the Archon had not looked with such favor upon the Motherhood, no one would have tolerated their presence in the city for very long.

      “When I got my chance, I took off running. I thought I could hide in some trash or something, but dammit, this area is relentlessly clean.” She scowled as they walked. “And then I saw you and thought that we must be near the Scarlet District—um, I’m not implying anything—”

      Stephen’s lips twitched.

      “—and I thought maybe you’d help me. And here we are.”

      “You weren’t wrong. We’re only two streets over from the Scarlet District. That’s why it’s so clean; the Scarlet Guild pays for street cleaners,” said Stephen. “Says it cuts down on unlicensed prostitutes trying to work the district edges.”

      The woman loosened her grasp of his arm and leaned away from him.

      “I don’t use their services,” said Stephen, not sure if he should be offended or amused. Prostitution bothers her, but not the possibility that I’ll suddenly go into a berserk rage? “I serve at the Temple of the Rat, who brokers deals like this. I was acting as a guard for a Temple clerk when they laid out the grid and determined who would pay for each street. There had been an arrangement before, but with the gnoles taking over most of the street level cleaning, it all needed to be re-negotiated.”

      “Ohhh.” She gave him another crooked smile. “Sorry. I should have known…I mean, a paladin wouldn’t…”

      “Well, there’s no reason a paladin wouldn’t,” said Stephen, honesty compelling him. “Just not this one.”

      Her smile grew. “You must think I’m ridiculous, granted what I was doing to you earlier.”

      “I would not presume,” he said. “Someday I may even get the hearing back in my right ear.”

      She laughed, then sobered abruptly. “I fear I’ve had to learn how to make the noises for…that sort of thing.”

      Had to learn. Interesting. Was she an actress? A prostitute? No, the woman who had thrown herself at him with such profound lack of skill was definitely not a prostitute.

      Stephen had no idea how you complimented a woman on her ability to imitate someone in the throes of passion without sounding like an unrepentant lecher. He took refuge in directions. “If you don’t mind going the long way around the Scarlet District, we’ll come out closer to the Glover’s Quarter. But cutting through the District can be…ah…awkward.” Which was putting it mildly. The very best assumption that anyone would make was that his charge was a lady of negotiable virtue and he was a hired bodyguard.

      “That’s fine,” she said immediately. “After all, we need to protect the hearing in your other ear.”

      Stephen burst out laughing, as much from a sense of difficult waters navigated as from the joke. It was such an unexpected sensation that it surprised him.

      Has it really been that long since I laughed? Have I become so sour?

      He had lived through things that would sober a man, certainly. Still…

      I used to have a sense of humor. I remember it quite vividly. Istvhan and I would snipe at each other for hours.

      Perhaps he had simply taken to keeping his humor behind his eyes, as if laughing aloud would be disrespectful to the dead.

      And it does not take divine insight to know that is a great foolishness.

      He laughed again, several times, on the walk past the Scarlet District. The perfumer had a dry sense of humor and whenever he laughed, she would break into that crooked, charming grin.

      “This should be close enough,” she said at last, as they emerged from an alley onto a larger street. Unlike the ones controlled by the Scarlet Guild, trash had piled up around the edges.

      Stephen’s eyebrows drew together. “Are you certain?”

      “I have lived here for several years,” she said, unthreading her arm from his.

      “It is no trouble to walk you the rest of the way.” He tried for his best winning smile. I used to know how to smile at women. “I hate to leave a rescue only halfway finished.”

      It was the wrong thing to say. Her gray-green eyes chilled. “I am afraid that I do not require further rescue, but thank you.”

      “I apologize, madam.” He shook his head, feeling his smile turn rueful. “I just put my foot in it, didn’t I?”

      A long pause. Then she either took pity on him, or the awkwardness of the situation bothered her as well. “It’s not you,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. “If I go in at this hour with a man, the woman who lives over the shop next door will begin shouting about sins of the flesh at me.”

      “Completely understandable.” Should he bring up the severed heads? No, they were a good ways off from Weaver’s Nest now, with the Scarlet Quarter between them, and the streets to the Glover’s Quarter were all well-lit and well patrolled by guards. Best to let her go her way and not become one more problem that she was trying to get away from. “I will wish you a pleasant night, then.”

      She studied him for just a little longer than necessary, then her eyes softened. “Thank you, paladin.”

      Stephen watched her cross the street and vanish around a corner. He had turned away from the mouth of the alley and started toward the temple before it occurred to him that she had never told him her name.
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      Grace could not get the paladin out of her head. It was ridiculous. It had been a week. She’d seen the man for less than thirty minutes. She didn’t even know his name. Granted, in that thirty minutes, they’d been quite physically close, but that wasn’t the same as knowing anything about him. She’d taken a risk grabbing onto him, but she’d seen the paladin’s cloak as she approached, so it was less risky than it might have been. There was the chance, of course, that he could have stolen the cloak and been impersonating a paladin, but that happened less often than one might think. It was held to be extremely bad luck. You had to contend with both an angry temple and an angry god, and neither of those were conducive to a long life.

      Her gamble had paid off. He’d treated her with absolute propriety, even while she was mashing her breasts against his chest and doing her best impression of a prostitute.

      Well, she hadn’t really been worried. Paladins, whatever their many, many flaws, stopped when you said, “Stop.” Their gods tended to get very irate otherwise.

      Which gives them points over some people I’ve known.

      A puff of steam from the flask in front of her brought her back to the present. Dammit, she’d nearly let the water boil instead of simmering. It was only rosemary, which didn’t require careful handling, but there were oils that would have been ruined by such carelessness.

      She’d been far too careless. Leaving the graveyard without even thinking to look where she was going? Forget the Hanged Motherhood. A runaway carriage could have done her in. I was extremely lucky, even if I did have to count on a paladin to rescue me.

      She hated being rescued. Admittedly, he probably hadn’t meant anything by it. If you were a paladin, that was something of a professional hazard, wasn’t it? Saving people?

      Grace slapped the table, making the glassware jump. God’s teeth, why was she still thinking about him? She had orders to fill and she was probably never going to see the man again. Oh, in passing, perhaps—Archon’s Glory wasn’t enormous, not like nearby Anuket City—but she certainly wasn’t going to be in a situation to talk to him again, let alone to wrap her arms around his neck and smell the scent of his skin…

      “Bloody hell,” she said out loud.

      She liked the way he’d smelled. That was the problem, certainly. She always did respond better to smells than to looks. He’d been handsome enough, in an unremarkable way, but it wasn’t like she could even remember what color his eyes had been—

      Blue.

      “Bloody, bloody hell!”

      He smelled clean and warm, with notes of leather and metal and, for whatever reason, gingerbread. You didn’t expect men to smell like gingerbread. It might have been whatever soap he was using, but Grace didn’t think so. She’d have bet money on the type of soap he was using, which smelled vaguely of lemon balm and was bought in bulk by the military, the college, and most of the temples. It was inexpensive, it got the job done, and it definitely did not smell anything like gingerbread.

      Could it have been something in the armor? His armor had smelled faintly of frankincense and even more faintly of lanolin, but that was because of the oil they used on metal. Everybody in armor smelled something like that. You could tell how much money someone was willing to spend by exactly how much they smelled of sheep. In Anuket City, Grace had been able to estimate the rank of military officers by what scent had been added to the oil. Everyone used clove oil and chalk on their weapons, but only the highest ranks could afford clove oil for their armor as well. As you moved down the ranks, the oils got cheaper and stronger. Rank and file got nothing but lanolin, and in a wet season they smelled like a flock of sheep. Frankincense was mostly reserved for holy orders.

      Grace couldn’t think of anything that would make oiled metal smell like gingerbread, but the gods knew she didn’t know every single smell in the world.

      She wondered if she could blend a mixture that would be masculine, but with gingerbread notes. No, don’t be ridiculous. I could blend it, I just couldn’t sell it to any of these accursed nobles. Manly, so far as they’re concerned, is sandalwood and tobacco. Leather if you’re lucky. Amber sometimes. But definitely sandalwood.

      Grace was really quite sick of sandalwood. She’d tried to move the fashion toward cedar, but they used cedar to keep away moths in this city, so everyone had entirely the wrong associations with it, which was a damn shame. Cedar was one of her favorites. But no, she was still stuck mixing a signature scent for nearly two dozen noblemen, each of whom wanted something distinctive! Unique! And which also smelled like sandalwood!

      She stared at the flask in front of her, now reduced to a proper simmer. She had only needed a small amount, not enough to break out the big copper distiller, and a good thing too, since apparently she couldn’t even be trusted to heat a simple solution at the moment.

      He’d offered her his arm and she had taken it, almost involuntarily, because that was what you did. And then, when she might have pulled back, she didn’t want to. He’d been wearing a chain vest with a tabard over it. She’d heard the soft sound of the links. But his sleeves were leather, plain and serviceable, and she could feel the hard muscle underneath when she slid her arm through his.

      Leather, metal, gingerbread. Soap. Warm skin. It had been a good scent. And there was just no way to reproduce it. You couldn’t distill skin.

      Well, maybe you could, but the authorities would frown on it. Certainly you wouldn’t get a scent you wanted to wear. I don’t think perfume that smells like burnt meat is going to catch on any time soon…hmm, well, okay, maybe you could do it with a cold-fat technique, the way you do with the florals that you can’t heat… Annnnnd now I’m thinking about how to make perfume out of human flesh. Yep, that’s completely normal behavior. Nothing odd going on here.

      Grace put her hands to her cheeks. Her face felt hot. Granted, it was fairly warm in her workshop right now, and she did have a flame going to steam the oils. It was a large room, but workbenches against every wall and tangles of glassware made it feel smaller. Stacks of books teetered on the edges of the tables, and Grace had a bad habit of writing notes to herself in grease pencil on the walls.

      The front room, where Grace spoke to clients, was spare and uncluttered, holding only three tall cabinets that in turn held dozens of tiny, elegant jars. Marguerite said that it was important to present clients with an illusion. It made them much more likely to part with their money.

      Why did he smell like gingerbread? Maybe he’d been baking. Baking was a totally normal activity that normal people did. Unlike, say, mooning around for days thinking about how a total stranger smelled and how to duplicate it.

      She lowered the heat and looked around the cluttered workshop. At last her eyes settled on her most prized possession, an ancient leather-bound journal written by a man who didn’t know if he wanted to be an alchemist, a cosmetologist, or an herbalist. The perfumer who had taken her as an apprentice when she was nine had given it to her…well, not given, exactly. Threw at my head while shouting, “Useless! As useless as you are!” but who’s quibbling? He’d never been able to make any sense of the thing, but Grace had kept trying, deciphering the crabbed handwriting and the absurd alchemical notation by candlelight, until she could unlock the secrets within its pages.

      Which were all, let’s face it, fairly divorced from reality. The author had been more concerned with making things fit into his notion of divine spheres of influence and concocting scents based on the beauty of their alchemical formulas than actually making anything that smelled good.

      When her articles of apprenticeship had been purchased, the book and the clothes on her back were the only things that Grace had taken with her. Her master had not even allowed her to take her own journals, claiming that she was trying to steal his secrets. She’d had to work backward from memory to recreate her own scents, and it had taken months.

      The book, though…she still felt a great affection for the book. Even if these days, she used it more for divination than inspiration.

      She closed her eyes, flipped pages blindly, and stabbed her finger down. “All right, book, let’s see what you think about the paladin.”

      She opened her eyes and found her finger resting on the line “…the black milk of the virgin beyond the grave, simmered in a dung heape under a magnetic fielde for 33 1/3 dayes will turn to a homunculus, red in colour, which may be fed on…”

      “Well, that was helpful,” she told the book.

      The door to the shop clattered open. “Appointments only today!” Grace called over her shoulder, slamming the book closed.

      “Yes, I know!”

      Grace moved the flask off the heat, relieved. “Oh, it’s you. How goes?”

      Her landlady and dearest friend swept into the room. Not that she had much choice—

      Marguerite wore an enormous plumed hat, the sort that swept into the room whether the wearer wanted to or not. Grace gaped at it.

      “What in the name of all the saints is on your head?”

      “It’s the latest fashion,” said Marguerite, pulling it off her head. The motion released a smell of hair oil and a dusty, powdery feather smell. Her hair had been flattened down and rumpled by the hat and she tried helplessly to fluff it with her fingers. “Simply everyone who is anyone at court has them.”

      “It looks like you stuck an entire dead egret on your head.”

      “Two egrets,” said Marguerite. “On some of the more expensive hats, they’ve stuffed the actual bird and have them wearing little jeweled collars. It’s quite awful.”

      Grace shook her head, horrified and amused. Marguerite’s hair was rich blue-black, which made the bits of egret down stuck to it stand out even more. Her clothes were exceedingly fashionable and immaculately tailored, a rich wine-red that brought out the tawniness of her skin and turned her natural plumpness into the sort of curves that caused men to walk into walls.

      Grace envied her the ability to carry off clothes like that. She would have been so ill-at-ease in a similar outfit that she would have tried to take it off within fifteen minutes, convinced that everyone was staring at her with horror, or worse, with pity. Marguerite claimed that it was all a matter of attitude. “Get the attitude right, and everything else follows,” she always said.

      Marguerite had plenty of attitude. She was, in fact, a spy for Anuket City, the neighboring city-state. Grace knew this because Marguerite informed her up front when they discussed the terms of her lease.

      “Why are you telling me this?” Grace had asked, boggling at her.

      “Because you are a perfumer,” Marguerite had replied. “The most close-lipped profession on earth.”

      Grace had opened her mouth, shut it again, thought of the man who trained her, who had also frequently threatened to cut out her tongue so that she could not tell his secrets to his rivals. “Fair,” she said finally.

      Marguerite had smiled like a cat with a bowl full of cream.

      So far as Grace could tell, being a spy mostly involved talking to servants a great deal and buying drinks for sad young men in the Archon’s employ. Marguerite took her rent in perfumes, which she turned around and sold to the nobility and the upper levels of Archenhold’s government. The situation suited Grace just fine, particularly since many of Marguerite’s informants continued to buy perfumes long after Marguerite had extracted as much information as possible from their servants.

      “The Squire wants more of his special scent,” said Marguerite, as if to emphasize this chain of thought.

      “There’s a batch already mixed,” said Grace wearily. “It’s just sandalwood with a dash of orris and myrrh. He could get it made up on half the street corners in the district.”

      “Yes, and he could send a boy to pick it up, too, but he wants the excuse to look at me meaningfully and press my hand to his clammy bosom and tell me how sad his lodge has been since I left it.”

      “You stayed there for a week during hunting season. A year ago.”

      “And it was dreadful,” said Marguerite, with a theatrical shudder. “All those idiots in fancy outfits racing about on over-bred horses, while the hunt master tried not to scream. I felt for the man, I really did. And he was absolutely the best informant in the place, too. Knew every single visitor to the lodge, how they treated their horses, and who had mounts too expensive for them to afford. Give me one like him in every house, and I could retire a rich woman.”

      “You’ll never retire,” said Grace, sliding the Squire’s bottle of perfume into a padded box. “You enjoy judging people too much.”

      Marguerite grinned at her. “Well, there’s that. Anything exciting happen while I was away?”

      Grace gnawed on her lower lip. “Yes. No. Well…”

      “Now I’m interested.” Her friend grabbed a stool and perched on it.

      “What do you know about the Saint of Steel?” asked Grace.

      Marguerite’s eyebrows went up. “The god that died, wasn’t it? That was…hmm, must have been three, four years ago now. Were you here yet?”

      Grace shook her head. “It was just before I got here from Anuket,” she said. “I remember hearing about it, and that’s probably why I recognized the cloak at all. But I didn’t pay very much attention at the time, what with…” She spread her hands. There was a man’s name on her tongue, but she didn’t particularly want to spit it out.

      Marguerite knew the name as well as she did. “Yes, certainly. You had a lot more to worry about. Let me think. There was quite a kerfluffle at the time among the temples, because nobody knew you could kill a god—or that they’d stay dead, anyway. Not just mythological dead. The Hanged Mother killed herself, but she didn’t cease to exist.”

      The Hanged Mother again. Grace shook her head, disgusted. The indigo-cloaked Servants of the Motherhood were a nuisance to more than just innocent perfumers lurking in graveyards.

      Marguerite continued, tapping her fingers on the edge of the stool. “Anyway, nobody knows why the Saint died, so everyone in holy orders was panicking because if the god had been killed, what if one of them was next? But it hasn’t happened again, so everybody relaxed after awhile. If it was a murder, the killer got away with it.”

      “What happened to the pala…people who served the Saint?” asked Grace.

      There was no chance that Marguerite hadn’t caught that slip, but her friend let it pass. “Well, it wasn’t good. A lot of them ran mad, attacking people, killing themselves. The worst was the temple near Anuket. The high priest went completely berserk and burned the whole place down. From what I heard, he was screaming about making a pyre fit for the god. There were some other incidents, but that was the worst one. It was a mess, though, and a lot of people died.” She drew her knees up onto the chair, heedless of the wrinkles in her court dress. “With any temple, of course, you get the genuinely god-touched and then the ones who are working as support staff. The god-touched ones had the worst of it. The priests mostly died or went mad. Even if they lived through the initial shock, there were a lot of suicides after. Hard to keep going when you’ve lost your god, I guess.”

      Grace licked her lips. There was no point in trying to be subtle, Marguerite would get the story out of her in short order. Still… “What about the paladins?”

      “The paladins?” Her friend tipped her head back and gave Grace an amused look down the sides of her nose. “Holy berserkers. Very death-or-glory, come back with your shield or on it types, as I recall. The god also supposedly made them very hard to kill, and also kept them from hurting the innocent, which is the main problem with your usual berserkers. When the god died, though, they all ran mad for a bit, until somebody bashed them over the head or stabbed them or whatever. Why, what about them?”

      Grace felt herself blushing. “Well, clearly they didn’t all die.”

      “You are making me very curious,” said Marguerite. “No, they didn’t all die. A great many did, I’m afraid, though I don’t know the exact numbers. The survivors mostly went to the Temple of the Rat, I believe.” She shrugged. “Worked out well enough, since the Rat doesn’t call fighting men of His own, and now they don’t have to hire out. And I’m not sure what other god would have taken them.”

      “Hard for them, though,” said Grace. She thought of the paladin in his grey cloak, the amused lilt to his deep voice. It was impossible to imagine him running berserk and killing anyone.  “Having to live on some other god’s charity.”

      Marguerite shrugged. “Even gods have poor relations, I suppose. Now tell me why you’re so interested in the late Saint of Steel and His paladins.”

      Grace coughed. “Well, I was out looking for startleflower…”
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