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Chapter 1

MAX ON THE ROAD

THE AIR WAS THICK and the heat oppressive. Outside the flap of can-
vas that covered the doorway, a vast range of beige desert overlaid by a
scattering of scrub ran to the horizon. The line of dust raised by the ap-
proach of the caravan hung motionless in the air, stretching south from
the oasisinto a cluster of low hills. Max dropped the flap, turned, and
descendedthe short flight of steps, his eyesstill smarting from the desert
sun. Eachstair had the solidity of rough board, reassuring after the sands
of the past few days, except for the bottom one, which yielded under
MaxOsfoot in a very unstairlike fashion. He rocked back and squinted
down. The stair shifted in the gloom and becamea man dressedin loose
dark clothes sprawled out on the floor, burbling pleasantly from some-
where in a comprehensive stupor. By the look of him, he might be
burbling still when the caravan passed through the next time, heading
south again at the end of its run. That probably meant the local rotgut
was either very tasty or very dangerous. Max stepped acrossthe man
and proceeded across the room.

At the other end of the room was a bar, on which Max rested an el-
bow. The room itself occupied a natural gully in the rock next to the oas-
Is, covered over with a heavy canvastent. Cablesran from eyebolts driv-
en into the rocks up to timbers that supported the canvas roof.

Another caravan had been parked at the oasiswhen Max had arrived,
but most of its crew had not beenin evidence. They were certainly miss-
ing no longer. Gently reeling forms were propped in chairs and on
tables, and piled in low mounds on the rock floor. An arm wrestling
match was in processat one side, deep in the shifting green haze from a
half-dozen guttering candles. The bartender emerged from a shadow be-
hind the counter and pushed a mug at Max. "You know any good ruins
around here?"Max said to him. A hefty growl from the other end of the
bar drowned out any reply. The man behind the growl, Max discovered
as he turned to eye him, was about seven feet tall, and waving a trestle



table over his head with one massively corded arm. "You want another
drink?" Max said. "I'll buy you another drink."

The guy growled and hefted the table. "Okay," Max said, "no drink." It
was just as well, asthe bartender had managed to conveniently disap-
pear from sight. Behind the counter, framed by several large boulders,
was a cave containing stacks of large kegs. The upper lip of the cave
formed a narrow ledge overhead. Dangling in front of the ledge over the
bar was a line of additional kegs, lashed together in threes and suspen-
ded by cables from pulleys. The cablesran down to a rack of marlin-
spikes in the rock at the end of the bar, just on the other side of the
counter from Max, in fact. The giant swung the table again and took a
bead on Max.

"Don't beridiculous," Max said. "It's too hot for this kind of nonsense."
The man reared up with the table. "All right, then," said Max, "have it
your way." Max leaned over the counter, selected one cable, grasped it
firmly with his right hand, and sharply cocked his right wrist. A blade
sprung out of his sleeve below his palm and slashed the rope. Max rose
swiftly into the air asthe trio of lashed kegs at the other end of the bar
equally swiftly descended. The kegs struck the waving table, the table
overbalanced as its wielder lost his grip, and with one loud thud and a
trio of lesserthuds the table hit the giant's head and the kegs again hit
the table. All collapsed in a clatter and small cloud of dust.

A final two shards fell to the floor, there was a moment of silence, and
then the unmistakable sound of a contented snore arose from deep with-
in the heap.

Max swung from the rope onto the ledge over the bar and seatedhim-
self. He sipped at his drink, which he had retained in his left hand, and
slid the knife backinto its spring-loaded sheath."Fortunately for you," he
said down at the pile of wreckage, "it is far too hellish out here to get in-
volved in serious exertion." After another week at the outside the cara-
van would be clear of the desert, he thought, and then it was a straight
shot acrossthe plains to Drest Klaaver, where at last report Shaawas
hiding out. He was looking forward to seeing Shaaagain. If ShaadidnOt
try to kill him on sight, that is.

The bartender had reemerged from his hiding-place. "So what about
the ruins?" Max called down.

"Ruins?" the man said, looking out at the room. "Whaddaya need more
ruins, what you did here isn't enough for you?"

FOR A CHANGE, Max was not actually on the run, which is to say
that he didn't think anyone in particular was after him. Of course, his



perception (which happened to be wrong) did not materially changethe
situation. He did indeed have a pursuer, and later that night the pursuer
caught up.

The large moon was up, too, along with some of the small fast ones.
Max dangled his legs over the tailboard of the rear wagon, watching
ground pass in the pale light. A large shaggy form loped around the
wagon and hoisted itself next to him. "I still say you should have hacked
him into little pieces,"the shaggy hulk said. "If you could have waited
for me, | would have hacked him into little pieces."

"All the time with you, Svin, it's fight, fight, fight, hack, hack, hack,"
Max said. "I'm not going to say your philosophy may not be superior,
and it certainly has the virtue of simplicity, but by the same token -"

"It is the course of honor, the only true path for a warrior born," Svin
said with a note of finality.

"That's fine asfar asit goes,"Max said, "but not all of us are warriors
born. Some of us subscribe to the possibility of old age instead."

Svin thought that over. Shadows passed over the large moon - three
circling dwarf buzzards, moonlight shimmering on their feathers. The
smallest one swooped down to have a look at them, its ten-foot wing-
span draping a darker black over the rocks. "Look at that thing," Max
said, waving his hand at it. "It's got a body to feed, but it managesfine
without a lot of hacking and slashing. | don't know how much of a goal
in life those things have, but they seemto get by pretty well on a more
passive lifestyle."

"Where do you think it finds enough to eat?" Svin, perhaps becauseof
a Northern metabolism honed in the icy wastes, was perpetually hungry.

“There's always carrion around somewhere, if you know where to look
for it and youOre willing to do what youOve got to do."

Svin shook his head. "Carrion, Max, is for lesserbeings. We will die in
battle, as a man should, and go triumphant to meet the gods."

Max, who hadmet some of the gods, had not beenimpressed. "Watch
out for remarks like that, Svin, you never know who's listening."

"Fah!" Svin said. "What does it matter if -" Max heard a muffled 'clunk’
next to him. Svin beganto raise one hand to his head, then fell over back-
ward into the cart. A heavily thatched arrow with a flat blunt head
dropped into his lap. Max pushed off the tailgate and landed silently be-
hind a rock. The wagons began to clatter and jangle away down the path.

A low voice buried in areedy gargle came from the samedirection as
the arrow. "Honor have addressing | Maximillian, Vaguely
Disreputable?”



Max raised himself slightly and squinted over the rock.

Back there in the gloom, he thought he could make out two glowing
orange sparks, spaced at the right separation for eyes. "E You're
Haddo," he said.

"Haddo am I. Serve | Great Karlini. You come?"

Karlini? "Yes, I'll come," Max said. "Of course I'll come. Justlet me get
my stuff." He got up and sprinted after the wagons.

Svin was breathing, and a large lump was forming on his forehead not
far above his nose. Max shook him, without noticeable effect, then rolled
him into a more secure position deeper inside the wagon. Shaking his
own head, Max found his two packs, slipped the larger one onto his
back, and jumped to the ground. The caravan moved away behind him.
The pair of orange eyes approached.

"You were a little rough on poor Svin back there," Max said, handing
Haddo his arrow.

"Situation's nature was unsure [."

"Yes, well, | suppose they don't make barbarians like they used to,
either."

"Considerate you are," Haddo said, indicating the arrow, which then
disappeared inside a sleeve. The glowing orange spots (which Max as-
sumed were eyes,for want of a better explanation) floated in the opening
of a hooded black cloak. The moonlight failed to penetrate the opening,
and in fact seemedto make little impression on the surface of the cloak
either. "Thanks give I."

Haddo glided off into the desert to the west. Max followed. "Nice bit
of shooting, though, Haddo."

“In practice, I."

" E So how is everything, Haddo?"

"Problems. Always are problems."

"E Are you going to tell me what's up, or do | have to wiggle your
tongue myself?"

“To wiggle, first must find," said the featureless black hood. "Karlini
will tell."

"Where is Karlini?"

"Days by foot. Trackless are wastes."

Max sighed. More time stomping through the desert. "In the old days,
they had machines, Haddo, machines that could have -"

"Old days gone. Matter not. Still now, things not bad."

"I wouldn't exactly call walking for days through trackless wastes 'not
bad"."



Haddo sounded smug. "Said | only distance by foot. Did not say by
foot we go. Brought | bird."

THEY REACHED THE BIRD before dawn. Max and Haddo climbed
yet another hard-packed rise in the false light, watching for more of the
thorny succulents that had already snagged the strap off the pack Max
was toting in his hand. At the bottom of the down slope below the rise
was a dark rounded sand dune. Haddo scampered down the slope and
whistled a low trilling whistle. The dune stirred and rose. It was the bird.

Only major cities and other big-time operators usually kept the big
buzzards, which might mean that Karlini had come up substantially in
life since Max had seenhim last. The buzzards ate a lot, but not being es-
pecially concerned about their menus, each one could serve quite ad-
equately asa refuse disposal department for a metropolitan area. Among
the species of giant birds, they were also about the dumbest. No one
needed much intelligence from a bird, of course, but it was helpful if the
bird had the attention span to remember what it was doing through to
the end of its current task. The buzzards were particularly notorious for
getting distracted during official state visits or large pageants and unex-
pectedly taking off for their ancestral breeding grounds, often bearing
with them several surprised dignitaries. Farthrax the Munificent had
been crowned Emperor, in fact, after returning, the better part of a year
later, from the mountains where the breeding took place. He had always
refused to talk about it, but the general amazement over his return was
enough to cement him as a favorite of the gods.

"Is this thing safe?" Max said.

“Through trackless wastes rather walk you?" Haddo said.

He resumed whispering in the bird's ear slit. Max grabbed a dangling
rope and climbed aboard. Haddo scratched behind a feather, patted the
bird on the side of the head, and came back. Max helped him swing into
the saddle in front of him, forward on the body between the wing roots.
The bird stood, hopped up and down tentatively a few times, flared its
neck feathers, and flopped down again.

"Nothing say you," Haddo muttered. He screechedat the bird. The
bird screechedback, then lurched to its feet. Max checked the belt hold-
ing him in the saddle. The buzzard fanned its wings, broke into a run,
strode up the ridge, and hopped into the air.

The sun rose as the bird circled, gliding and gradually gaining alti-
tude. Thermals and whirling dust devils sprouted from the desert floor.
The bird began to move in earnest, gaining speed with precise flicks of



its wingtips, spiraling up one thermal and launching itself across the
desert to the next.

Around noon a line of craggy hills appeared in the northwest, and
later in the afternoon the hills were rolling in a picturesque but jagged
scroll beneath the broad wings. The hills were as barren as the desert, but
the exposed rocks displayed colorful strata of red and purple and bright
yellow. The shadows lengthened and the colors of the rock had begun to
glow with deeper hues when Max suddenly thought he smelled damp
salt. "Haddo," Max said.

“"Not to bother,"” Haddo snapped. "Landing procedure complex is." A
salt lake grew underneath, tucked into the folds of the hills, silent and
smooth in the still air. The buzzard banked around a peak and headed
for an island. The island was covered with buildings - no, a castle.

Then Max took a closerlook. The castlewas not onan island, the castle
wasthe island. Walls and towers dropped smoothly into the lake and the
upper part of one ring of crenellations protruded from the water like a
reef of stepping stones, the top of each rectangular block barely awash.
The bird circled once around the central cluster of towers, gauging the
air currents, abruptly nosed over, and dived. It pulled up just above a
flagpole, sideslipped onto a walled field, ran a few steps, and settled to
the ground.

Max helped Haddo down and followed him to the front of the bird,
feeling like the flagstones of the courtyard were executing sharp banks
beneath his feet. Haddo whistled something at the bird, letting Max
scratch under its neck. After a moment, Max gingerly straightened.
"Okay, Haddo," he said. "Thanks for the flight. Now what about
Karlini?"

Haddo gave a final remark to the bird. "Here wait," he said to Max,
and staggered off through a doorway. Someonepassedhim coming out,
the someone wrinkling his nose fastidiously.

"Wroclaw!" Max said. "Nice to see you again."

"Very good to seeyouy, sir." Wroclaw' s gaunt skin was an olive-drab
green, and his boneswere of not quite human proportions. His ancestors
had been conjured, one way or another, but that wasn't something usu-
ally discussed in polite company. "Are you fit, sir?"

“That remains to be seen.| suspectit depends on what Karlini wants
out of me."

Wroclaw coughed discretely. "Very good, sir. Will you seethe master
now?"

"l hope so, Wroclaw, | really do."



"Ahem, yes," Wroclaw said, "sir. Will you follow me, please?"Crossing
the doorway, Max's hair crackled with static and he caught a whiff of
ozone. Inside the corridor, though, the air was much cooler and the tang
of salt was much less apparent.

"Do you know what I'm doing here, Wroclaw?" Max said.

Wroclaw rounded a corner and came to a stop at the entrance to a
cramped circular staircase."Any idea | might possess,"Wroclaw said,
"would undoubtedly be lessthan the complete truth. The master is, asal-
ways, the best person with whom to raise the matter."

A raven cawed faintly seven times, somewhere off in another wing.
"Oh, goodness,"” Wroclaw said. "Time for dinner already. Please wait
here, sir, the master will be along shortly. Alas, | find myself also serving
as the cook."

"Very well, Wroclaw." Max leaned on a stone windowsill across the
staircaseand watched shadows creep up the hills. One hill had gone into
total eclipse by the time a figure bounded down the stairs toward him,
running one hand through its hair. "The Great Karlini, | presume," Max
said, "and if you don't tell me what's up very quickly I'll turn you into a
carp and eat you, raw.O

"Oh, good, Max, it is you," said the Great Karlini, pushing hair out of
his eyes."Haddo is certainly faithful, but his eyesight isn't quite perfect
and we're never too sure what he'll bring back."

"That robe needs to be washed."

Karlini looked down and started, apparently noticing the cluster of
fresh stains for the first time. "Good old Max," he said. "How do | man-
age without you?"

“That depends on what you've gotten yourself into this time."

Karlini dropped an arm acrossMax's shoulders and led him down the
stairs. "So, Max, how have you been?"

Max stopped. "That's it," he said. "I'm out of here. See you later."”

"Max, now don't -"

Max crossedhis arms. "Look, Karlini, you get me dragged all the way
out here, ruining a perfectly good if somewhat arid caravan trip, and
then you wonOttell me why. Haddo won't talk, Wroclaw won't talk, you
won't talk. You know what that saysto me? What that saysto me is that
you want me to do something that probably involves human sacrifice,
and | bet we both know who's the relevant human."

Karlini satdown next to him on the stair. "Don't glower at me like that,
Max. It's not that bad, but it is a long story. Actually, it's not that long a
story, but it's sort of -O
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"Karlini."

"All right, all right. You noticed the castle?"

"Yeah, sure. Looks like a nice place."

"Well E it's okay."

"So, what's wrong with it? It have rats? Things?"

“It's not what it has," Karlini said, "it's what it does. It moves."

"Moves."

"Not like earthquakes, | mean, or settling ground. | mean you wake up
in the morning and the whole castleOfumped somewhere else. It's been
here for almost two weeks, but before that, it was bounce, bounce,
bounce. Just enough time to get an idea where we are, and then, poofl!,
another hemisphere. Last month we spent six days somewhere around
the North Pole. We almost froze. I'm just waiting for this thing to head
for the open ocean."

"I assumewe'll get to the real point when you tell me why you can't
get rid of the place. You got a problem with the landlord?"

Karlini looked suspiciously at Max. "You sure you haven't heard about
this before?" Max shook his head, no. Karlini sighed. "Well, that's the
problem, all right. It won't let me get rid of it. | can't even walk out the
door.O
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Chapter 2

THE CREEPING SWORD

AT THE SAME TIME Haddo was flying Max toward Karlini's castle |
was sitting at my desk minding my own business, the major thought on
my mind being whether I'd be able to afford to eat after the day after to-
morrow. There was no way | would have known about Max and Haddo
at that point, of course, but | wouldn't have cared anyway since I'd never
heard of Haddo or Max or Karlini. Food was the issue, and realizing it
was already past the middle of the day and | hadn't had a customer in a
week, and wondering how hungry I'd have to get before I'd be walking

the streets looking for odd jobs and manual labor. Then someone
knocked on the door. | put the half-drained flask | had beennursing in a
drawer and said, "Come in.O

A woman camein. "My husband has been kidnapped," she said, and
that meant all of a sudden things were looking up.

Her husband had a large warehouse on the docks and a fleet of barges
on the river. He hadn't come home the previous night. According to her,
he had always come home before. A note had appeared under the door
in the morning. She passed it over to me.

Payment of 20,000gold zalous will causethe return of Edrik Skargool.

He is not hurt, yet search will cause death. More instructions will
forthcome.

The Creeping Sword

"Huh," | said. The style was stilted, making me think of someonewho
was trying to sound educated without the benefit of actually having an
education. On the other hand, the words were spelled right and the pen-
manship was neat. Still, | didn't have to look too closely to find the major
unusual detail. The medium was a sheet of burnished copper, and the
words had apparently been etched into it with fire.

"Do you have any idea who this Creeping Sword is?" | asked.
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"Certainly not, of course not," she said. "That is your job, isn't it?"

| made a noncommittal sort of hrrumphy sound and let her start talk-
ing again. Shehad gone to the police, such asthey were. With the current
political situation, the police weren't about to investigate anything, un-
lessthe order came asa command from the Guard. SosheOdjone to the
Guard. The Guard was having too much fun enforcing martial law to
worry about another kidnapping. The only kidnappings they were inter-
ested in were the ones they were doing themselves. | hoped for Skar-
goolOsakethey werenOthe oneswho had picked him up. | wasn't about
to fight the Guard for him, even if she paid me a lot, and | didn't think
anyone else would be prepared to either. "Will you find him?" she asked.

"|OIl do my best," | said, "under the circumstances. That's my job."

Shemade an unhappy face at me. Sometimes that was a good tactic -
I'm a man, and like any man IOllturn gooey under the right circum-
stances- but it wasn't going to work on me this time. | already didnOtlike
her. "If | pay you good money and give you my trust," she said, "I would
expect that you would at least be willing to guarantee -"

| had beenleaning backin my chair. Now | let the chair fall forward so
the two front legs hit the beam floor with a sharp "thud", and pointed a
finger at her for further emphasis. "Look, lady," | said. "Roosing Oolvaya
Is a big city. There must be fifty thousand people here. Any day of the
week a bunch of them disappear and never get found. Now weOresitting
with a dead Venerance, the son who probably knocked him off is in
charge, and mercenaries are running around the streets giving orders to
the rest of the normal Guard. You think the messout there doesn't make
the usual messworse? Well, it does, lady, a lot worse. People are getting
rounded up, people are getting executed, and people are getting kicked
into the sewersjust for being in the wrong place. Not criminals, not only
political folks, just people, you understand that? In this kind of situation,
a lot of old grudges find themselves getting settled, a lot of nastiness
pops up. It's rough out there."

"But." she said, still pouting, "but what should | do, then?"

“If you hire me, I'll find your husband if he'sfindable. Are you hiring
me?"

"Yes, yes, of course | am, even if -O

OThen get ready to pay this Sword person."

"But 20,000 zalous! How could I -"

"|OIl get you the money back if | can."

"But can't you bargain with -"
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"You might reflect,” | said, "on the fact that money can generally take
more wear and tear than husbands can."

Sheshut up. | asked questions, but none of the answers were helpful.
She didnOtknow of any disgruntled employees. The list of business en-
emies was short; she said her husband had a reputation as a straight
dealer. They had no children.

"Who gets everything if he dies?" | said.

"Why, I'm not sure. | really don't know."

| had yelled down for a messengerearlier, after the scentof work had
floated in with her, and the messengernow returned with Turbot. Tur-
bot was in more-or-less the sameline of work as me, whatever that was,
and we used eachother asbackup man when things were happening. He
was glad to have something to do that might pay, at least as glad as me.
As the wife was leaving in Turbot's custody she paused and looked back.

"Will you find him?" she repeated.

“Yeah, I'll find him," | said. | strapped on my sword and headed for the
manOs warehouse.

SKARGOOL CARGO WAS A HULKING TWO-STORY BUILDING
with heavy timber walls attached to its own wharf. The manager was a
hulking man named Kardu Chog. He wasn't attached to a wharf, but one
finger was brandishing a ring with a stone the size of a rowboat.

"Me, | was first mate on the first barge Skargool ever sailed," Chog said
expansively around a cylinder that looked like a cigar but smelled a lot
more like a swamp after a range fire. Tobacco leaves were one of the
things Skargool imported, shipped up the river from the south. "First
mate, aye, and crew too. The two of us, like brothers." He waved at the
humidor on his desk, offered me a cigar. | shook my head. He shrugged
and took a massive pull on his own, aline of solid ash advancing toward
his mouth. "Skargool and me, we go way back.O

"What about his wife?" | said.

"What do you mean," he said slowly, "about his wife?"

"His wife. How long does she go back?"

Chog leaned back in his chair and squinted up through the smoke.
"Mind you now, | don't really know her, but she'sbeenaround now for,
oh, five years, six. Why are you interested?"

"Justasking questions," | said. "Part of the job." | poked around, check-
ing in with the workmen.

From all accounts, Edrik Skargool was indeed that rare thing, a rich
boss well liked by his employees. Another relevant fact also came to
light: Skargool walked home daily, along the same route.
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| left the warehouse, crossed the street, and entered the dive on the
other side; step out on any street around the wharves and there was
bound to be a bar within arm's reach. When my drink came| laid an ool
next to it. "The Skargool place,” | said.

"Yeah?" said the bartender.

"Anybody seem interested in it?" | spun another ool in the air.

The bartender licked his lip and thought, then shook his head sadly,
eying the ool on the counter. | pushed it toward him. “"Let me know," |
said, and told him how to find me.

| worked my way along. From the feel of the kidnap note this thing
had beenajob worked out in advance, not a bit of random work popped
on the spur of the moment. The Creeping Sword, whoever or whatever
he was or they were, would have hung around getting a handle on
Skargool's movements, and might even still be keeping an eye on things.
Maybe somebody had noticed something. It wasnOta real good bet - the
waterfront was always filled with transients, and with the number of
out-of-town fighters bolstering the Guard things were bound to be
worse, but maybe one of the regulars had an eye open. 1f nothing else,
the Creeping Sword might hear | was asking questions and go after me.
Coming out of the fourth bar | felt a bump and tug at my side. Attached
to the touch was an arm. | grabbed it asthe kid tried to twist away. He
was somebody | knew.

"How's business, Glinko?" | said.

Glinko looked around at me and turned white. "ItOs you," he said.

| shook him up and down a few times. "Yeah, Glinko, it's me," | said.
"YouOre losing your touch. YouOre also turning into an idiot."

"I didnOt know it was you," he said plaintively.

"Save it. Just as well youOrehere. Maybe you can do something for
me."

A look of calculation appeared. | shook him again, then opened my
hand and dropped him. The street was muddy. The streets were always
muddy. "You didnOt have to do that," he said.

"You didnOthave to try to pick my purse, either. Fortunately for you, |
generally take the long view." | showed him an ool out of SkargoolOs
wifeOs advance.

Glinko stopped trying to clean himself off. The coin interested him.
Coins always interested him. Coins interest most of us. "Who caresabout
mud anyway?" he said. "What do you need?0

“The Creeping Sword," | said.

“The who?"
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"ThatOs what | want to know. This Sword kidnapped a businessman."

"Skargool?" Glinko said.

"Yeah," | said, "thatOs right. Tell me about it."

"You going to give me that?" he said, meaning the ool.

"You going to give me a reason to?"

He glanced around the street, then slipped around the corner of the
bar into a narrow alley. The street had only been about three times the
width of the alley, but except for us the alley was empty. "I know Skar-
gool," Glinko said in a low voice, "I know most of the guys down here.
ThatOsvhat | do, | keep an eye out." Glinko was a spotter for one of the
thief-gangs. "SkargoolOs right guy, pays good, heOgjood to the workers,
you know? Half the guys around want to work for him. Then a couple of
weeks ago a lot of bad talk started. A ship of his was late, see,and all of a
sudden thereOsalk like Skargool might have sold the crew to the slavers.
ThatOsow it started. Last | saw him was two days ago. He was walking
home. He didnOtlook good. He looked real depressed. Now today heOs
missing, itOs all around the street."

"Okay." | gave him the ool. He said he'd nosearound for me and check
in later. He went back to the street, and | slipped out the other end of the
alley.

| tried a few more bars without much more luck and ended up at the
Grumpy Gullet. Civil unrest or no, Slipron was there, at his usual table in
the back. | handed him the kidnap note Skargool's wife had given me.

Slipron screwed a lens into one eye, Oolvayan glassin a bone housing,
and scrutinized the engraving, rubbing the copper plate between two
fingers. Then he tapped the plate with a fingernail and swiveled the lens
up at me. "It's worthless, of course, excepting perhaps only the metal
itself."

Slipron being the best fence in Roosing Oolvaya, his comment meant
he could move the thing for a profit and was willing to bargain, but
selling it was not what | had in mind at the moment. | told him so.

"Ah," Slipron said. "Well. This engraving is not professional work." He
rested a finger acrossthe inscribed wards and closed his eyes.The letters
around his finger swam briefly. He brought the plate up to his face and
sniffed. "A firepen. Definitely a firepen."

The tapster was passing with atray of foaming mugs, and | snagged a
full one for Slipron. He handed me back the ransom note. "I know of
Edrik Skargool, and | consider him a good man," Slipron said. "l also
note the line of this letter that reads 'Search will cause death'."
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"| figure theyOretalking about search by sorcery," | said. If an anti-
searchspell had beensetup around Skargool, any finder probe keyed to
him would setup feedback in the protector field, feedback that might be
enough to fry him. Whether the Creeping Sword had the facility or the
money to get a spell like that was another matter. | thought it was a bluff.
Even if it was a bluff and a sorcerous searchmight find Skargool, hiring
a magician to run a decent searchwould cost a lot more than my own
time. If it wasnOfa bluff, and the magician wasnOigood enough to avoid
or neutralize the no-search field, that would be it for Skargool.

Of course, | wouldnOt hire a magician. | wouldnOt even go near magic
unless it grabbed me by the neck and forced my nose into it. Magic is
more trouble than itOsworth. It messesup everybodyOslife. It had
messedup my own life enough in the pastto give me more of an educa-
tion than I'd ever wanted. No, all this caseneeded was legwork, and leg-
work | know.

Slipron said. "What if they donOtcare what kind of searchit is, and
they Sword people spot you looking for him?"

"Give me a little credit,” | said. "This is my job, and | know what I'm
doing. | know how to be careful."

Slipron looked doubtful. A chair scraped next to us, and a gust of gar-
lic announced the arrival of Gag the Hairless. The name went back to the
time when the bladder of gas Gag had been using to blow open the
strongbox aboard a barge had blown up in his hand instead. His hair
had grown back around the flash-burn scars,but a name is a name. "The
wordOs out youOre looking for a snatcher," Gag said.

"Sure," | said, "why not? Have you got one?"

"Who knows?" Gag said. "This townOsso crowded this week, you canOt
keep anybody straight.”

| tossedhim an ool. Fortunately for me, Skargool's wife was paying ex-
penses. Gag flagged the barmaid. The barmaid brought him a bottle,
which Gag upended, wiping green froth off his mustache. He burped,
and said, "Okay, now," leaning forward on one elbow. "A guy hears lots
of things. You donOtalways know what to think, you know what | mean?
This guy Skargool, one day you hear one thing, then you hear something
else. One day everybody wants to work for him, the next day you hear
he's flogging his crews."

Slipron, whose attention had apparently wandered off to another part
of the room, looked back at Gag. "Flogging?"

"Yeah, flogging," Gag said, "I mean like with whips. All these years
he's shipping grain, oats, like, and then all of a sudden they say there's
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always been loot underneath. Treasure, | mean, gold, jewels, real loot.
Buried under the oats, all these years. | mean, I've got nothing against
oats, I've got to eat too, but oats isnOt the same as loot."

“That's an interesting story, Gag," | said. "Now work the Creeping
Sword into it."

"You out of your mind?" Gag said. "WhatOs that?"

"ThatOs what I'd like to know. You find it out and itOs worth money."

"HowOs about a, whatta you call it, a retainer?"

"IOllpay," | said, "when | have something to pay for. DonOtpush your
luck. You hear plenty of stuff, Gag, and thatOgood. Find out who started
this talk about Skargool."

Gag scowled and drained the bottle. | had been keeping an eye on the
rest of the room, watching for someone else,and now he camein, head-
ing straight for a small table in the back of the place in a corner mostly in
shadow. | rose and went over. A steaming casserolewas already present
on the table, and the guy was digging into it by the time | crossedthe
room.

| pulled up a chair acrossfrom him. "I want to talk to your boss,"|
said.

He didnOtbother to look up; | was sure he'd spotted me on my way
over. He didn't miss much, that's why he had the job he had. "Are you on
a case,"the man said, swallowing a mouthful off his knife, "or you just
looking for some action?"

"ItOs a case."

He grunted, pulled a piece of fish out of the casserole,squinted at it,
and threw it over his shoulder where it stuck to the wall. "We may have
a job, too. Interested in some honest work for a change?" The guy
laughed a coarse harsh laugh.

"Depends on the work," | said.

"Sure it does," he said. "Somebody'll come by your place."”

"Right," | said. The table I'd shared with Gag and Slipron was empty,
so | headed for the door. | was almost there when it crashed open behind
a pair of lances and a rabble of tough-looking men wearing the freshly
printed armbands of the Guard.

"All right, you goons," the corporal shouted as he raised a truncheon,
“this place is closed! Move out to the street and -"

The place erupted. | ducked as a small table flew over my shoulder
directly toward the corporal, plunged my fist into an eye, shook my left
leg loose from a set of sharp teeth, and as | shoved a hand with a knife
out of my way something crashed into my back and knocked me to the
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floor next to the wall. Sticking close by the wall, | dodged and crawled
forward and climbed through a broken shutter onto the street. A knot of
fighting guys spilled through the door to my left, the three Guard mer-
cenarieswatching the front of the building turned to deal with them, and
| limped away from the bar down the street and around the first corner.
My back was throbbing, but I figured that was part of the job; maybe I'd
sock Skargool's wife for some extra expense money when | hit her with
the final bill. | rinsed my face in a trough and walked away from the
wharves into the city.

My office was over a laundry in the GhoulOsQuarter near the wall on
the south side, the clapboard sign with its open staring eye creaking
gently in the breezefrom the river. A man was waiting outside my door
at the top of the stairs. "You are examining the disappearance of Mr.
Edrik Skargool?" he said.

"WhatOs it to you if | am?" | said, unlocking the door.

He followed me into the office.

"l represent the Oolvaan Mutual Insurance Carriers."

Oh, no, | thought. "Insurance?"

"Yesindeed. Mr. Skargool has a substantial policy, amounting to per-
haps 140,000 zalous."

| lowered myself gingerly into my chair. "Bonded insurance?"

"Yes, of course, bonded. Certainly."

Insurance, dammit, insurance. This was real trouble. I'd never worked
an insurance casebefore, and | didn't want to start now. Look at it this
way, a lawyer whoOdonce shared a bottle with me had explained things.
When you can ride for an hour and get to a new place where there's a
totally new set of laws and jurisdiction, when people disappear without
a trace all the time, either becausethey're dead or just becausethey want
to disappear, when you need to buy a policy in one city and know it'll be
recognized someplaceelse, youOvegot to have one key thing. You've got
to have some widespread authority nobodyOs going to argue with.

Insurance was a contract with one of the gods.

The tweedy man crossed his legs. "Unfortunately, our organization is
understaffed and" (he gave a delicate cough) "chronically overworked, so
it is our policy to rely on local assistance for claims investigation
whenever possible.”

"Now wait a minute," | said. "LetOs clear a few things here. | -"

"l apologize if | have not made myself clear." With his faded tweed
cloak and his slack pale face, he could have been any namelessfunction-
ary buried in a bureaucratOscoattails. His voice, though, had the

19



uncompromising tone of someonewho always got his way, on his own
terms. Even if he wasn't dangerous himself, he had to have big-time
friends. OWheneveran investigation is in progress,” he told me, "we em-
ploy its findings."

"Come on, at least youOve got to pay a royalty on -"

"No. Consider the effort a tax on your business practice. You may also
consider it a licensing test. We expect any investigator to comply with
our own standards for proof-of-claim."

"Standards?" | said. "What do you mean, your standards? | know this
job like I -"

"Then you will have no difficulties,” he said, Owill you. A causal chain
or other validator of legitimacy must be demonstrated. Casesof fraud or
collusion are punishable, both on the part of the beneficiaries and the
investigator."

I'd never seenone of these policies, of course, but that wasn't going to
be any excuse.If you got noticed by the gods, I'd always heard that the
best thing to do was keep your mouth shut and do whatever they
wanted, and hope theyOdforget about you when you were finished. But
what would it take to get finished? "What if this, ah, investigator can't
come up with a definite solution? Sometimes nobody can tie up all the
pieces, no matter how good they are."

"Ah," he said ."hOmIndeterminate casesare not desirable. With proper
validation and under special circumstances, they may be, ahem, reluct-
antly accepted. Quite reluctantly."

"Okay," | said, "I get it. IOvegot no choice. IOlldo what you want, I'm
not an idiot. So what kind of insurance does Skargool have, anyway?"

“Life," he said, "Of course."

"DonOt you have ways of knowing whether he's still alive?"

He turned up one corner of his mouth in what might have been a
smile, or maybe just a nervous tic. "Omnipotence is not one of our pat-
ronOsvirtues. Thesethings take time and energy, and attention." He got
to his feet.

"Just one more question," | said.

"Yes?"

"Who took out the insurance, and when?0

He gave me the tic again. "The wife," he said, "of course. One month
ago."

ORight," | said. "How will | get in touch with you?"

“I will be in touch with you. Good day." The door closed behind him. |
opened the desk drawer and took out the flask, then decided to just hit

20



my head against the wall for afew minutes. | turned around, and while |
looked for a spot on the wall that didnOtalready have a dent the door
creaked open behind me again.

"What now?" | said, but this time the man whoOd come in was
different.

With a shapelesscap pulled low enough over his face to rest on the
bridge of his nose, and a generally squat frame, the guy looked like no
further than second cousin away from a giant toad. "Da time ta seede
boose is now," he said.

"Yeah," | said, "da boose."| forgot about the flask and followed after
him out the door.

We wound around local streets, heading generally back toward the
docks, and finally entered a shuttered house where we descendedto the
basement. Beneath an old rug was an iron grate. The guy rolled up the
edge of the rug, being careful not to disturb a slender thread that ran
from one frayed corner off into the darkness. Then he turned his back,
did something behind him in the gloom, and waited. Running water
gurgled below the grate, gradually growing fainter. Finally the grate
clanged and squeaked open. The edge of a ladder was revealed, leading
down into a big pipe that | hoped wasnOt the sewer.

A concealed mechanism drained the last swirls of water away as we
reached the baseof the ladder. Next to the ladder a section of the stone
facing wall had opened, revealing a crawlway. Bending low, | followed
the guy into the wall, through several ascending turns thick with slime
and algae, and up out of the garbage into a small torchlit anteroom.
Three other exits led down through the floor or into the walls in a similar
manner as the one weOdentered through. Four men got up from a table
and pushed me against the wall. One of them frisked me, two others
kept their hands on their swords, and the final one nervously slapped a
large cudgel against his palm. They didnOtfind anything; as| kept find-
ing reasonsto reiterate | wasnOtn idiot. The thugs moved aside and one
grunted, tilting his head in the direction of a wall tapestry. | moved the
tapestry aside and went through the concealed door behind it.

The new room had walnut wall-panels, a bookcasefilled with leather-
bound volumes, and a large desk with a man seated next to it. The man
was wearing a dressing gown embroidered with dragons and other
mythical beasts and on his nose he had a pair of spectacles,through
which he was studying a ledger-book. He looked mild-mannered
enough, and he could be, but generally he wasn't: this wasn't the first
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time weOdmet. The bosslooked up at me, over the tops of the spectacles,
and said, "Sit down. What's on your mind?"

“Its not a what," | said, sitting. "It's a who. Edrik Skargool. Somebody
kidnapped him, but it doesnOt sound like you."

"Hah," he said. "The kid hasalip." He leafed through his book, altern-
ately watching me over his glassesand glancing down into the book.
"Skargool. Here he is." The bossread for a moment. "He's rich, yeah, but
it's mostly property, not alot of cash.He pays his protection dues regu-
lar, no trouble there. Kidnap ratingOslow, so youOreright, hah, why
should | take him out? Stupid. Whoever did it, stupid. Some people got
no businesssense."His eyeslooked up at me again. "Like to know your
own ratings, hah?"

"Sure, except IOmsure it would cost me more than IOmworth to find
out. I'm sure you know that, too."

"Hah," he said noncommittally.

"Anyway, thatOsbeside the point," | said. "The one thing | do need is
this. You have anything on somebody called The Creeping Sword?"

“The what? Creeping Sword? You got to be kidding. What idiot kind
of name is that?"

| passed him the kidnap note.

"Creeps," he said, studying it. "Some punk. Punks all over the place.
Whole damn town is crawlinl with punks." He glowered at the note, then
glowered at me, and then spun the note back at me like a throwing star.
Then, for good measure, as | ducked out of the way and let the note
chew itself into the back of my chair, he grabbed his ledger book and
hurled it acrossthe room. It was big, and heavy for a book, and made a
loud thud against the stone wall. The guards from the room outside the
tapestry suddenly appeared and began to drag me out the rest of the
way out of my chair. "Civil wars," the boss yelled, glowering now at
everyone in sight. "I hate OemBad for business. Lousy for everybody.
What?"

| had been gargling at him, hoping he would remember me before the
boys actually started carving. The boss stared at me for a second, then
said, "Forget about him, he's all right. Put him down."

They dropped me back acrossthe chair and filed out. | sat up, worked
my shoulder around a bit, and worked the kidnap note out of the wood
of the chair as | worked on steadying my breathing. "Thanks," | said.

"Yeah," he said, which from him passedfor an apology. "So I've got a
job too you can come along and help. You know Kriglag?"

OlOve heard of him, never met him." Kriglag ran the wharf rackets.
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"HeOsa dope. He thinks he's gonna work with this new Venerance,
what's-his-name, cooperate with all these fresh mercenaries, end up fen-
cing their loot maybe, | don't know what all. Maybe he's a big enough
idiot to work with somebody whoOd call himself a Creeping Sword."

"IOm listening."

“I'm gonna take him out,"” the boss said. "I'm gonna take him out to-
night. You want to be there?"

"Yeah," | said, "I do. Thanks again."

"You're with Netoo." He jerked his head at the tapestry. | went
through it and told the boys | was with Netoo. | followed the one with
the cudgel through another tapestry and down a hall.

There were thirty of us, more or less, divided in four teams. | strolled
around the assembly room, asking the usual questions, until we moved
out.

Night had fallen by the time the first two teams sloshed off into the
sewers; sometimes | think more activity and commerce in Roosing
Oolvaya takes place in the sewersthan overhead in the streets. Neverthe-
less,the bunch of us under Netoo headed into the streetswith the sorcer-
er. Shewas up in the front, next to Netoo, helices of fine blue lines mak-
ing gloves around her gesturing hands as she walked. The blue shapes
left a slowly fading trail behind her in the air.

The clamor of someriot a neighborhood or so to the north came inter-
mittently to us through the tangled alleys. There was no sign of the
Guard, though, and | wondered if the boss had managed to convince
somebody to concentrate on other areas for this particular evening. A
tendril of river fog curled around a building ahead of us and up our
street. We entered the fog, and Netoo stopped the team to confer with
the magician.

The magician gestured a few times, almost lost from my view in the
fog, cocked her head to listen to nothing, and nodded. Netoo motioned
us on. We crept one block, exiting and then reentering the fog, turned
right, and moved down an alley. Netoo touched the shoulder of a man
holding a bow. The man fitted an arrow and shot. The arrow turned into
a shadow and disappeared into the mist. This was followed half-a-
second later by a soft clunk and rattle, and then the thunk of a falling
body. The magician nodded again and whispered to Netoo. "Around the
next corner,” Netoo said. "The house with hanging plants. All ready?
Okay, go."

We spread out and padded quickly around the corner.
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Shadows dark against the light mist flitted over the rooftops from oth-
er directions. They hit the roof as we hit the front.

Steel abruptly clashed. | paused to let my teammates engage, then
charged through the crowd and hit the door shoulder-first. The door
burst easily open onto a courtyard with other forms already struggling
there. | charged through them too, aiming for the inner door. Shouts of
"No mercy for traitorsO and "Death to the usurper!O, our attempt to dis-
guise our origin by implicating local malcontents, came from behind,
above, and below, indicating that the sewer teams had reappeared as
well. | grappled with the inner door and it sprang open. A robed func-
tionary scuttled past down the interior hall, looking frantically in my dir-
ection. | grabbed him by the collar and said, "The Creeping Sword."

"I know nothing," the man said, trying to faint, so | hit him over the
head with the flat of my sword.

It went like that for awhile. Then | found Kriglag. Taken totally unpre-
pared and with all his escaperoutes cut off, Kriglag was trying to make
the best of a hopelesssituation. He was drunk. | wedged myself into the
closetwith him and dragged him to his feet. Jugsrolled off his chestand
shattered on the floor. "Kriglag!" | said.

"Hwazigah?" he said, eyelids sagging.

"The Creeping Sword, Kriglag. The Creeping Sword!" | said, yelling it
into his ear.

"A bad, a bad guy," Kriglag said, and started to snore. | shook him.
Then | broke the neck off a jug heOdapparently missed in the confusion
and poured the contents over his head. Kriglag opened his eyesand said,
"Wha?"

| put the tip of my award where his crossed eyes could focus on it.
OThe Creeping Sword, Kriglag."

"Gemmy outa here.O

“Tell me about the Creeping Sword."

OYou get me outa here first."

| slapped him across the jaw. "Tell me why | should bother,O | said.

KriglagOshead was clearing. "Creeping Sword, yeah. This guy from
up-river someplace.Had this idea. He'd make cashand a good-guy im-
age at the same time, snatching rich rats."

Maybe his head wasn't that clear after all. "Rich rats?"

"Rich scum." Kriglag paused to cough for breath. "Guys with lots of
dough who got it by being scum. People nobody would miss, be glad to
see them go."

"So he came to you. What did you tell him?"
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"IOmno fool." Kriglag said. "l told him, try it out. If it worked maybe
10d take him on."

"Where did he go?"

"I dunno. He was supposed to come back when he had results."”

"Anybody else know about it?"

Kriglag smirked and breathed a foul breath in my face.

"My partner,” he said.

| lay the edge of my sword along his throat. "Who?"

Kriglag kept smirking. "Get me out of here or you'll never know."

| hesitated. Then, with a chorus of "No collaboration!", a bunch of my
new friends burst into the room behind us. Kriglag looked over my
shoulder at them, glanced back at me, and lunged toward my blade. |
couldnOtbelieve a survivor type like Kriglag would go sofar asto impale
himself, but just in casel pulled the sword out of his reach. "YouOrea
sap," he yelled at me as they dragged him away.

| spent a few minutes with his ledgers. Kriglag kept records so lousy
you couldnOtfigure out a thing, which surely meant, from his perspect-
ive, they were some pretty fancy accounting. Still, | was able to tell that
heOdlone alot of businessmoving hot goods, goods that had started out
in warehouses on the wharf. | couldn't find out which warehouses, but |
made a list of the stuff. One of Netoo's people arrived to take charge of
the books, so | wiped off my sword and went home.

A messengerwoke me in the middle of the night with a note from
Turbot.

New message received. Ransom drop tonight.

Turbot, always maniacally terse, apparently had things under control.
| went back to sleep.

| SPENT THE NEXT MORNING running down the list of business
rivals SkargoolOsvife had given me. None of them had anything bad to
say about him, and none of them seemedto have anything to hide. None
of them had missed any of the hot warehouse goods Kriglag had entered
in his ledger books, either. It wasnOtuntil | was finishing up with the
fourth name on my list that | suddenly wised up. | asked the guy for his
own rundown of SkargoolOs competitors.

The names he gave werenOt on my list.

Their stories were even more interesting than the onesfrom the list of
Skargool'swife. They knew Skargool better. They knew him well enough
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to know heOdbeen getting upset. HeOdfound out someone was stealing
from his stocks. And heOd gotten suspicious about his wife's fidelity.

They couldn't understand how Skargool had suddenly picked up
these rumors about flogging, and slavers, and being a general taskmas-
ter. They all liked him, and they were his competitors in a notoriously
cutthroat field. According to them, he was honest to a fault and under-
worked his employees, if anything.

Then | wasted a few hours talking to firepen dealers.

The firepen had beena fad item a few seasonsbefore. After the initial
enthusiasm, people realized that the pens wore out much too fast to be of
real use,and in any caseweren't good for anything besidesgraffiti. They
would write on walls, metal, pavement, indeed on anything but paper
and parchment. Paper and parchment they would ignite. Flashy but im-
practical, and occasionally downright dangerous. The type of thing some
upriver yokel might think was pretty hot stuff.

One minor sorcererwas still making the things, selling some out of the
stall in front of his home and a few others to local merchants. Demand
had settled down to maybe a dozen pens a month, so he was able to tell
me quickly where each one of them had gone. The second merchant he
sent me to was a hit.

"This kid with pimples and a big rusty sword and an accent,"the wo-
man said. Displayed on a table in her stall were an array of neatly
stacked fresh fish and assorted gewgaws in baskets. "Thought he was
heavenOgjift itself. Maybe he was, back home, with them country girls."
She sneered at me and tried to sell me a fish.

The guy had bought the pen three days before, which fit.

| went back to the wharves to hunt up Glinko. When | found him, |
wished | hadnOtooked. HeOdbeen fished out from the ebb spot behind a
piling under a wharf. Somebody had gotten his fingers around Glinko's
throat. The marks of the fingers remained, and something sharp on one
of the fingers had torn open his carotid.

As | gazed down at Glinko | became aware of another man gazing
down next to me. It was the representative of the Oolvaan Mutual Insur-
ance company. "You are making progress?" he asked.

"Absolutely," | said to Glinko. OLots of progress."

OWill we have to pay on the claim?"

"Without knowing the exactterms of Skargool's policy, | donOtknow.
You might."

"When will I know?"

“Tonight," | said, "sounds like a good bet."
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He inclined his head at me and stepped away. Sincel was already in
the area, | stopped in to see Chog, the manager at Skargool Cargo. The
man with the boat-sized sharp-jeweled ring.

"Had some trouble, | see,"l said to him. One of his eyeswas red and
purple and swollen shut, and his knuckles were scraped raw.

OWith the Guard," said Chog. "Hounding me, they were, mercenaries
hounding me, me with a reputation in this city."

"Right. Mrs. Skargool got another note this morning, did you hear?"

"Good news, that must be good news. My friend's return must be near.
The two of us, Skargool and me, like brothers."

"So you said," | said. "I'm going to make the ransom drop tonight."

"I must know the outcome as soon as possible."

OAslong asyou mention it, you can hear it direct. Drop by SkargoolOs
house tonight around midnight."

"Midnight. | surely will be there." Chog smiled.

| went to SkargoolOsnyself and settled accountswith his wife. Shewas
holding up remarkably well under the strain, tried flirting with me, more
seriously this time, and everything. | took Turbot aside and discussed
things with him, and then he took his sword and left.

| had never seenthat morningOsnote, so | examined it to passthe time.
It was firepen on copper again. When | compared it to the first one,
though, the script was slightly different. | showed it to Mrs. Skargool.

"You ever see this handwriting before?" | asked her.

Sheheld it closeto her face and studied it carefully, then looked up at
me, her clear blue eyeswide and guileless. "No, no, I1m certain I've nev-
er seen this before," she said. "Is it important?"

“Not really," | said.

At dusk a messengerarrived with the last note. The messengerdidnOt
know anything, he'd just beenhanded the note on a street corner with an
oolmite coin, and after handing it over he scurried quickly off into the
dark without even asking for a tip. The note read:

Packthe money in two sacks.At eight the detective will take the sacks
and walk to the corner of Avenue of the Fifth Great Flood and Brewer
Street. He will come alone.

The intersection was in a shabby section of the wharf district. We pre-
pared the loot, and at eight | left the house.

Tacked to a wall at Fifth Great and Brewer was a folded cloth. Inside
the cloth was another copper plate. The inscription told me to go to the
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Haalsen Traders wharf, which was about a three-minute block away. At
the wharf, yet another note instructed me to go down a ladder and put
the sacksinto a dinghy moored at the base.It was about time to put the
sacksdown somewhere; twenty thousand zalous could get pretty heavy
on you. The note also suggested| wait at the bottom of the ladder for the
next half-hour or so. | put the bagsin the boat, a cable tied to the boat
drew tight and pulled the boat away into the shadows under the wharf
next door, and | cooled my heels for a time. When | decided I'd rested
long enough | climbed the ladder and went back to Skargool's house.

As soon as | walked through the door SkargoolOswife pounced. I'd
had trouble dragging a useful word out of her for two days, and now
sheOd finally decided to talk.

"Did you give them the money? Where's the money now, didnOtyou
get it back? WhereOs my husband? What -?"

"Shut up,” | told her. "l only want to say the whole thing once,and I1m
not going to say it until everybody's here."

"Where's my husband?"

"| donOt think he's coming."

She started to snarl and spit at me, but at this point | didnOtcare. |
knew her too well by now, not that there was that much to know. Kardu
Chog the manager arrived, followed shortly after by Turbot. He gave me
a very slight nod and sat down by the door.

"Now will you tell me -" said Skargool's wife.

“Not yet," | said. "That's not everybody."

The wife and Chog both started. "What are you talking about'?" Chog
said.

"What | said," | said. "WeOre waiting for somebody else."

Mrs. Skargool looked around nervously, at everything and everybody
except Chog.

Exactly at midnight, several minutes later, there was a final knock on
the door. It was the guy from the insurance company.

| stood up and started to talk. "SkargoolOsdead," | said, mostly ad-
dressing his wife. "He was probably dead before you came to see me.
Skargool was kidnapped by The Creeping Sword, but that's about all
anybody's told me that's been true.

"Chog, here, was the silent partner of Kriglag -"

Chog made a sudden lunge out of the couch.

"Stay," the insurance agent said.

Chog stayed. His hand had frozen in the air, on the way into his op-
posite sleeve,and one foot was raised. | nodded at Turbot. He went and
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pulled along knife out of Chog's sleeve,then pushed him back onto the
sofa. Chog was breathing, and his eyeswere darting frantically, but oth-
erwise he didn't move at all. Turbot sat down too.

"Kriglag ran the wharves," | continued, "and one of the things he ran
was hot merchandise. A lot of the merchandise was stuff that Chog stole
from his own warehouse. Skargool's warehouse, really, but Chog was
running it. Since Chog kept the records and Skargool trusted him, it took
awhile for Skargool to catch on.

"By the time he did, Chog had another plan. Kriglag had told him
about The Creeping Sword. The Sword was this idiot kid from upriver
someplace, probably, and he had this idiot idea. He would kidnap a
businessman who was both rich and nasty to his employees, but not so
nasty that someone wouldn't be willing to pay the ransom. | guessthe
Sword wanted to become some kind of folk hero, kidnapping only
people who deserved it. If his victims didnOt show up again, either,
nobody was supposed to be too upset. After all, they were bad people,
right?

"All Chog had to do was run around spreading stories about how rich
and how terrible Skargool was, and wait for the Sword to bite. | donOt
know exactly how long it took, but he was right on the mark. The Sword
showed up, right on cue.

"The thing was, Chog was following Skargool too, and when the
Sword picked up Skargool, Chog followed the Sword. After the Sword
wrote his first kidnap note, Chog came in and got rid of them both.

“That was it for The Creeping Sword, and that was it for Skargool.
ThatOsabout it for the case,too." | waited until | could seethe look of re-
lief appear on the face of SkargoolOsvife. ThatOsiow much | didnOtlike
her. "Except for one thing," | said to her, "the insurance. That was dumb,
real dumb, taking out the policy yourself. | donOtknow whether you love
Chog or he loves you, or whether he made you think he does or you
made him think you do, and | donOtcare.| donOteven careif you deliber-
ately set me up so I'd figure out about Chog and the Sword and think
that was the whole story. What | do care about was the other thing on
your husbandOsmind, finding out that you and Chog were playing
around behind his back, and probably figuring out the other reason heOd
never noticed Chog stealing from him. You, keeping his attention dis-
tracted. It wasn't just Chog, it was you too. Both of you conspired to Kill
Skargool and get the insurance and take over the business."
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Shehad frozen, like Chog, when | mentioned the insurance. The insur-
ance man hadnOthothered to interrupt, he'd just pointed afinger at her. |
turned to him.

"Satisfied?" | said.

"Eminently," he said. He pointed a finger at Chog and then at
Skargool's wife. Balls of flame materialized and consumed them. Then
his form lit up in a quick flash followed by a column of billowing smoke.
When vision returned a few secondslater he was gone, apparently de-
materialized into the vapor. | think only | noticed the catch on the front
door asit snapped shut, and the small puff of cold outside air. That was
all right with me; | figure everybody's entitled to their tricks of the trade.

"Who was that?" said Turbot.

"Either a magician working for the insurance company,” | said, "or
some god, slumming." Hopefully he wasnOt god, and if he was | hoped
I'd done well enough by him so now he'd leave me alone. As it turned
out later, I'd done too well for my own good, but | still didnOtthink I'd
had a choice. We split the ransom money, which Turbot had stashed out-
side after he'd recovered it from the hiding place he'd found when he'd
tailed Chog from the ransom pickup spot earlier, and went home.

It had been a lousy case.|Odsort of liked Glinko. | thought | would
have liked Skargool, too.
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Chapter

THE GREAT KARLINIOS PROBLEM

WROCLAW BEGAN CLEARING THE DISHES. "Thunda-tenchon
dropped by the house about a year ago," said Ronibet, Karlini's wife,
spearing the last floret of broccoli and handing her plate to Wroclaw.
"Stayed for a month eating up all our food, but we did manage to make
some good progress with him while he was around. | heard he went off
and gave a presentation on our results at a conferencedown on the coast.
OManifold Processing in Stabilization of Third-Order Aura-Linked
MatricesO - isn't that what we called it, dear?"

"Huh?" said Karlini. He had spent the meal alternately muttering to
himself and staring darkly at the walls. It was highly uncharacteristic be-
havior for Karlini, whom Max often thought was the most manic talker
he'd ever met. KarliniOs gaze wandered off again.

Olhaven't gone to a conferencein years," Max said, wiping the remains
of a fruit rind from his clean-shaven lip. His tunic, which he had
loosened for comfort, was open at the neck, revealing a small amulet
covered with a delicate filigree of microscopic runes, several dust-speck
jewels scattered through the curls. "HavenOtwanted to waste the time.
Nobody ever says anything important at those things anyway; all the
good stuff they always want to save for themselves. Not that | blame
them, mind you."

Wroclaw appeared again with a cigar box. Karlini stirred and reached
for it but, at a sharp glance from Ronibet, slumped back into his chair.
Max took a cigar, bit the tip off, stuck the other end in his mouth, and,
waving off Wroclaw's long flaming match, snapped two fingers in front
of the cigar. The end of the cigar sparked red and a small cloud of smoke
arose.

"Always showing off, arenOt you," Ronibet said.

Max turned his hand over, revealing a miniature striking pad and flint
affixed to the end of his thumb and third finger. Max grinned at her, then
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slipped the device off and returned it to a pocket. "So how's that animal-
cule stuff you were up to?"

“It's coming along," Ronibet said. "Remember that cell theory we
talked about? All living matter can be subdivided into other microscopic
living units down to a certain level? It's now clear that the theory is sub-
stantiated. Not only that, | think I've identified those food-to-magic con-
version organelles you postulated.”

Max puffed thoughtfully on the cigar. "Good work," he said. "Better
than good, important. If you can figure out exactly how magical essence
gets produced, down inside these cells of yours, then the Plan becomes
more than just a mad pipe dream."

"You and your Plan," Karlini muttered. "As long as I've known you,
there's always beenthe Plan. And what good hasit ever done you? What
good hasit done for any of us? Justa lot of fool dreaming, thatOsall it is.
WeOll never be rid of the gods, thereOs no use even talking about it.O

"What's eating the Great one?"Max said to Roni. "I thought he wanted
to quit being dominated as much asany of us. DonOtl remember him go-
ing on and on about getting his free will back?"

"I've changed my mind. ThereOsno such thing as free will," said
Karlini. "If it's not the gods itOll be something else. Politics, economic
forces, bad weather, there's always some force running your life."

"Yeah, fine, then," Max said. OTheforce thatOsrunning my life at the
moment is you, you nincompoop, sothere. You planning to tell me what
I'm doing here and why youOrein such a crabby mood or am | supposed
to keep dragging it out of you chunk by chunk?"

"He's right, dear," Roni said. "Knowing Max, | think he'sbeenvery pa-
tient with you."

"Yeah, that's me," Max said, "the very soul of patience. Sowill you tell
me about this curse, already? You can't leave the castle, you said. Does
that mean the invisible wall of molasses, the endless maze, the -"

"His heart stopped,” Ronibet said.

Max looked at her, looked at Karlini, uncrossed his arms and leaned
forward, then sank backin his chair. "Hmm." Max examined his cigar ab-
sently, stuck it back in his mouth. A large cloud of smoke rose. Max fol-
lowed it upward with his eyesuntil it grew together, all at once, and co-
alesced into a compact ball. "You walked out the door and keeled over?"

"That's about the size of it, Max," Karlini said.

"Now that,” Max said, watching the smoke ball roll along the ceiling,
"Is very interesting indeed. Was it a spell or a curse, | wonder. | assume
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you had your life-protectives running? What am | saying, of course you
did. Could this thing have keyed off them?"

"| thought of that," Karlini said. "l havenOjust beensitting around here
doing nothing but mope. I've come up with a lot of possibilities, and
none of them have been any help at all.”

"Don't get testy again," said Max. "Settle down, | was just thinking out
loud. You brought me here so | could figure out a way to get you out of
this, you don't have to get sharp at me. ThereOsi0 way around it Dbetter
go back to the beginning and give me the whole story." He raised an eye-
brow and eyed Karlini.

Karlini ran a hand through his hair and absently ruffled it further.
Ronibet looked at the hair and sighed. "All right, Max," said Karlini, star-
ing off at a line of brightly colored pennons dangling from the mezzan-
ine balcony. "This is how it started. We're sitting at home, the place on
the cape by the ocean, you remember it. Nice morning, clear sky, no
portents, nothing, so we're having breakfast outside on the terrace for a
change, when all of a sudden a whirlwind starts to blow up. | reached
for the napkins -"

"Stick to the facts," Max said.

"Huh?0 said Karlini.

"You've never reached for a napkin in your life, pal."

Karlini looked over at Ronibet. "This is supposed to be a friend?" he
said.

"Yes, dear," Ronibet said, "and not just any friend, one of your very
best friends. That's why youOregoing to ask him to risk his life for you,
and why he's going to do it."

Max grabbed his cigar out of his mouth and leaned forward. "Now just
a second there -"

"Hear the whole thing first, Max," Roni said.

"E Yeah,"Max said. "Justremind me to stop making friends, all right,
Karlini?"

"Okay," Karlini said, "Roni went for the napkins, and E where was 12"

“The gong," Ronibet said.

"Right, okay," Karlini said. OSowe're looking off the terrace into this
whirlwind, which seemsto be centered about half-a-mile from the house
just uphill from the beach where the scrub starts. The wind has kicked
up something fierce even where we're sitting, but becauseof the dust
and flying grass and shrubs we can tell that the thing is a lot more in-
tense at the center, so intense that itOsstarting to form a funnel and
stretch up into a tower. Then, all of a sudden, the sky rings."
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"The sky?" Max said. ORings, with sound?0

"That's right, like weOresitting under a solid metal dome, and
someoneOgist hit it with arod about ten miles long. Dull metallic boom,
just massive, the sky reverberates,the house, the ground, us, everything -
it's like an earthquake with sound. All the dishes bounce off the table.
I'm barely able to keep from bouncing off the terrace, but my insides feel
like goo in an eggbeater.And then, right in the middle of the whirlwind,
this castle starts to materialize."

Orhis castle," Roni said.

"By now giant bolts of lightning are running up and down the wall of
the funnel cloud. As we watch, the lightning sparks begin to light up a
ghostly image of a castle. At first all it looks likes is an image, a mirage or
some strange optical effect, since itOstransparent and parts of the castle
donOtappear to be there at all. The lightning keeps flashing, and as the
image of the castle gets more distinct, we can seethat it's rotating slowly
in the samedirection asthe funnel, hanging in mid-air a couple hundred
feet off the ground. Then we get a really sharp bolt on the far side, and
before | finish squinting from the flash the castle starts to solidify in earn-
estand drop down toward the ground at the sametime. The wind starts
to die. The castle drops faster, still turning, and then it hits the ground.
Everything shakes again and the earth jumps all over the place, about
what you'd expectif a small mountain suddenly came out of nowhere
and fell in your backyard, one last bolt of lightning strikes one of the
towers, and then the lightning's gone. The castle digs itself into the
ground like a corkscrew, slows, and stops. The funnel pulls up into the
air, the wind dying, and all of a sudden itOsgone, too. EverythingOsquiet
and peaceful. Justlike it was about thirty secondsbefore, exceptthe only
difference is that now thereOghis castle sitting at the edge of the beach,
chunks of dirt torn up all around it, what's left of a grove of trees sticking
out from under the right side, and a small cloud turning slowly over-
head and pouffing out in little streams of vapor.O

OSo of course,O said Max, Othe first thing you did was run right over.O

OYouOd have done the same thing,0 said Karlini.

OYeah, well, maybe,O Max allowed.

"Sol ran some scanson the castle from the house, but asfar as| could
tell, it was inert. Given the nature of the manifestation weOdjust seen, it
was certainly a surprising result, but it held up on cross-check. From
everything | could find out, the castle was nothing more than a pile of
rocks and mortar and the usual construction stuff. Roni wanted to leave
it alone,Osaid Karlini, glancing at her and then quickly looking away to
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study the ceiling again, Obutl couldnOt,you know, just let it sitting there,
looming away, not explaining itself at all. In the back of my mind was
the thought that the owner might be about come out and decide to con-
guer the neighborhood, or maybe that somebody had stolen the place
and dumped the evidence on us Banyway, with things looking the way
they did, | thought it would be safestto checkit out further and at least
try to figure out what we were dealing with.

Ol picked out a few supplies -O

"He emptied out half the lab and piled the stuff on poor Haddo," Roni
put in.

"- some relevant equipment - things | knew we might need - and we
strolled over.

"A good portion of the structure is under water at the moment, so you
couldn't get the full impact on your way in, Max, but this place is big.
Seenup close,right from the base,it just hung there in the sky, massive
and craggy, all these towers and battlements and hulking escarpments
holding who the hell knew what kind of nastiness.Black stone, and gray,
scarcely a touch of color in the whole place, except for some lichens and
some singed-looking moss on the walls. And absolutely silent, not a
sound, the kind of quiet you hear in the forest when some serious
creature has just chased most everything out and anybody's who's left is
just holding their breath and trying not to move, hoping the thing
doesnOnotice them and goes away. But every test | ran, even standing
next to it, was negative. As far as| could tell, the castle had never been
near a spell in its life.

"It was cold, though, cold enough so frost was condensing on the walls
and the air was getting chilly just from standing next to it. There hadn't
been any snow or ice on it when it arrived, so | made the tentative as-
sumption that whatever processhad landed it there had also sucked the
heat out. Now, I'm not sure thatOghe whole truth, but | don't know if it
matters.

"We decided to take a walk around and seeif there was anything dif-
ferent about the back. There was no obvious way in on our side, you see,
and | wasn't sending anyone up a sixty-foot sheerrock wall unless | had
to. If the ground had been perfectly flat, a brisk stroll around the castle
back to the place we'd started would have taken at least twenty minutes,
maybe half-an-hour. Of course, asl've said, the terrain was really a mess
from the castletrying to screw itself into the ground. Right up next to the
wall the earth dropped down ten to twenty feet where the thing had dug
itself its own earthen moat. Cracks and pits and snaky crevasseswere
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running all over the place, and mounds and rough hills were piled up
between them. The smell of churned dirt hung everywhere.

"The castle didnOtstay exactly quiet, either, as it turned out. As we
clambered along, every so often weOdhear it give a creak or a rasp or a
giant groan as it settled, and the ground would quiver a bit all over
again. The thing that was starting to worry me more than anything else,
in fact, was the idea that the castle had dropped in for a visit, and was
getting ready to take off again, probably with the samewind and storm
and generally messing up the neighborhood it had arrived with. As it
turned out, of course, | was right, but it wasn't imminent at that point.

"So on the side of the castle facing away from the house, we finally
found something helpful. The rock basethe castle was resting on looked
like the top of a mountain that had been sheared away. Parts of it had
been filled in or built up with additional rock, you know the way that
sort of construction goes, but the area we were facing was solid cliff.
About thirty feet up, where the cliff seemedto end and the rock wall
began, we could seea gateway. A roadbed extended out from this gate
over our heads. Sincewe were looking from underneath, we could seea
set of big buttresses springing from the cliff wall to support the bottom
of this roadbed. Where the buttressesended, about ten feet out from the
wall, the roadbed also ended in a ripped-off edge where the rest of the
span had apparently beentorn away. Sowe backed up for a better look
and spotted a portcullis in the gate, partly raised - an entrance, sure
enough, but it was still thirty feet up. By the time we had finished our
walk around the castle, though, it was apparent that that was the best-
looking way in.

"l didn't want to use any active magic around the castle, at least until |
had a better idea of what was going on, so that meant anything dramatic
like levitation was out. We all know how much energy levitation takes,
too, and | didn't want to incapacitate myself for a week just to get into a
position where the trouble might really start. Instead, Haddo managed
to get an arrow with atrailing line up through the portcullis. We pulled
through a rope and | climbed up the wall.

“The place still looked deserted from the top of the roadbed. Beyond
the metal spikes of the portcullis, the road made an abrupt turn to the
right and rapidly ascended,somy view of the inside was limited. | could
seea few burned-out torches setin socketsin the walls, and a niche for a
guard station, but that was about it. Roni thought it was a perfect setup
for a trap, and frankly | thought so too, so | ran a few more probes b
everything | could think of, in fact. Again, nothing. | checked the
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portcullis and the gateway itself. Nothing. | even pushed a mirror
through the entrance to inspect the inside surfacesof the gateway. Noth-
ing, nothing, nothing. Sol walked in. And, of course,"Karlini said, hold-
ing his head and looking disgusted, "there was something, and it got
me."

He took a drink of water.

"I walked through the entrance and the most powerful field spell I've
ever felt jumped out of nowhere. Whoever setit up had power to burn,
power that would have put any of us in a coma for a year. Roni told me
they saw a burst of light, mostly reds and purples. All | know is that my
aura suddenly went visible. Whenever I've looked at it, it manifests asa
solid shell standing about a foot out from my body. The shell has a
slightly fuzzy edge, and the spaceis filled with blocks of shifting color.
Sincel'd restored my personal defensesbefore starting out, | should have
seenan unbroken surface with a dull metallic, slightly reflective sheen.
Instead, when this field hit its surface the aura rippled, irregular patches
all over the place turned yellow and started to glow, and then these
glowing yellow patchesbeganto peel up, like scaleslifting off the skin of
a snake. YouOdhave thought | was molting, if you can believe that. Small
globules of writhing tendrils darted in through the gaps under these
scalesand spread out. The tendrils shot around like flying worms, diving
through the floating blocks of aura and down into my skin. | could feel
my consciousnessbeing cataloged.” Karlini shuddered. "It wasn't fun. It
was like having each piece of my mind turned into a fingernail and
drawn slowly down a long slate wall.

"Did | mention that | couldn't move a muscle?1 tried to fight back, of
course, but every defense, counter-spell, or neutralizer | thought of was
squelched before it could even form. The thing had clamped such a lock
on me, it was all | could do to even string two thoughts together. Seemed
to go on forever even though not very much time had elapsed - lessthan
a few secondsexternal - but you know how perception plays tricks when
you're in that type of situation.

"Still, there was something strange about it, | mean something even
stranger than the rest of it. | was aware that something was missing. You
know how, even under the strongest attack, you always get some
glimpse of the consciousnesson the other end? Backscatter,or whatever?
Well, this time there was nothing. It absolutely felt like there was nobody
on the other end, nobody there at all, and never had been.

OOkay, so maybe theyOdleft a monitor trap, fine, you run into them
sometimes, but they have tradeoffs. The heftier they are, the more
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difficult it is to hide them. The more you invest in them the more it takes
out of you. And the more powerful they are, generally speaking, the
more powerful you have to be to be able to charge them up.

"So there | was, caught in the most humongous thing of its kind I'd
ever heard of, wondering who could have built it and having the sinking
feeling they were on the way to seewhat their trap had reeled in. But
they weren't."

Karlini stared at his glass of water. ODonOive have anything more in-
teresting than this clear stuff?0 he said.

OYouOve had quite enough of the hard stuff lately, dear,O said Roni.

"Are you sure youOreon my side?OKarlini muttered under his breath.
OOh,all right. Sothese ectoplasm-style tendrils start to get shimmery, fall
in on themselves, and go out, and patches of the field started to relax,
and | discover all of a sudden that what was holding me up isnOtolding
me up any more, IOmjerking in every direction, and while 10mfalling
down IOmseeing the last tendrils slide off into the flagstones. The rest of
the field floats away and dissipates. My aura, by this point, was the shab-
biest thing you've ever seen,tatters and holes and rips all through it, and
| sure didn't have the energy to try to restore it. An aura may not be the
person, as Iskendarian claimed, but at the very leastit's reflective of the
person's state. | felt like my aura looked. All | could do was lie there and
try to breathe.

“Then | heard a noise out on the roadbed on the other side of the port-
cullis. Roni, disregarding my explicit instructions, had come up the rope
after me. | opened my mouth to tell her to stay away, but before | could
say a word she was over the edge of the drop and heading for the en-
trance. Of course, | shouldn't have worried, Roni's the smartest person |
know. She stopped outsidethe gate."

"Well, he didn't look quiteready to die," Roni said, "at least not at that
moment, so | didn't want to take the chance that running after him
would call down the same attack on me.O

"I got myself rolled over and kind of staggered toward the exit,"
Karlini said. Olsuppose you could say | made it. My body made it, any-
way. Justas| crossedthe plane of the portcullis | felt a terrible pain in
my chest, like it was being crushed by a giant foot. | started to passout.
Roni grabbed me as | started to keel over backward -"

"He was also turning a fairly remarkable blue color," she said.

“- and we both fell back inside the gateway.

OTwo things happened, or rather one thing happened and one thing
didn't. The thing that happened was that the pain in my chest went
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away. The other thing was Roni - nothing happened to her. Nothing at-
tacked. The monitor spell didn't appear.”

"It wasn't a permanent guardian,” Max said, "it was a one-shot."

"Right," said Karlini, Oand I'd sprung it.

"Roni and | sat there for awhile. When | could stand again we started
to explore the place, seeif there was any other way out. We didn't find
anything. The spell that had snagged me was the only trap we could see,
but that spell had bound me to the airspace of the castle. Whenever 1
tried to leave my heart stopped. It wasn't only through that first door-
way, it was flying, climbing over the wall, teleporting, every possible
way of getting away | could think of. Obviously, | wasn't supposed to
leave. Wasn'tisn't the word. I'm still not supposed to leave."

"However you had entered the castle,"Max said, Oyouwould have ac-
tivated the monitor. It didn't care whereyou came in, it only cared that
someonehadcome in."

"ThatOsvhat we think too, Max. | also suspectthe monitor was looking
for the right kind of person, somebody with the right level of magical ex-
pertise. That's the reason for all that intensive scanning and probing |
went through; it was checking me out to seeif | was qualified. | suspect
that especially because of what happened later."

“There had to be more," Max said.

Karlini squinted at him. "Of course there's more. Well. Roni and the
rest could come and go at will, but | was stuck in here. The next thing |
knew, they had all decided to move in with me. They carted over all the
laboratory equipment and most of the library, and a whole pile of other
stuff. The castle had plenty of food, so we weren't about to starve. It also
had some inhabitants of its own, like the big bird you rode in on. What it
didn't seem to have was a clue to what was going on.

“Then on the third day | was upstairs in one of the towers, searching
an area | hadn't visited before. | had been climbing a circular staircase
that wound around the core of the tower, with rooms on eachlevel open-
ing off a landing. Most of the rooms were locked behind these solid
wood doors cross bound with iron plates, and | hadn't run across the
keys yet, so mostly I'd beenslogging up and down the stairs, looking for
secret passagesand suchlike. | was thinking about sitting down to rest
for a moment when | came around the corner to the next landing, high
up in the tower. The door off the landing was hanging open. | mean it
wasn't merely open, it was hangingthere, dangling at an angle from the
top hinge, scorched and gouged and pretty well bashedin. All the sur-
facesin that areawere scorched aswell - wall, ceilings, floor. An outline
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of burnt soot against one wall showed the form of a tapestry that had
been flash-fried. | -O

"Was there a smell?O Max said.

"Yes, there was, it was a burnt odor, but the smell wasn't fresh; say at
least a week or two old, it wasnOtan illusion. Anyway, through the
broken door | could seean office. As | climbed past the door, though, |
suddenly realized that | had gotten sleepy, very sleepy, in fact so sleepy
that | felt my eyelids dropping closed and found myself starting to snore.
Without even knowing it | must have fallen to the floor, becausethat's
where | was later, but that wasn't on my mind at the moment sincel had
slipped smoothly into a dream.

"l was in that same office, working on - something, | don't know what.
A wide window to my right overlooked the lower works of the castle
and a mountain landscape. Even though | didn't get a good look outside,
| could tell that the mountains stretched much higher than the elevation
of the tower. There were snowcaps at the upper levels. Something was
on my mind, again I'm not sure what, and | decided to take a walk to
think about it. | pushed back my chair and went to the door.

“The door was locked, but there was no lock apparent - and no
doorknob, door pull, or lever either. Instead, | raised my right hand and
touched my palm to the surface of the door. Aural colors appeared
around my hand and rippled out over the door. The image of the door
wavered, asthough there had been a layer of thick clear liquid lying on
the surface and plunging my hand into it had disturbed it. It didnOtseem
that the substanceof the door itself was rippling, it was more like tossing
a stone into a pond - you can tell that the bottom of the pond isn't really
moving, but you're getting a refractive effect from the waves in the wa-
ter. Anyway, this ripple pattern spread rapidly out over the surface of
the door. When the pattern reached the wall, the door swung open.

"I walked out onto the landing. Again, it was the same scorched land-
ing | had just crossedwhile | was awake. The difference was that now, in
the dream, it was intact - no soot, no fire, no damage of any kind. A col-
orful tapestry showing somekind of political conclave hung on one wall
where | had seenits burnt outline a moment before. As | walked out the
door, though, a bright glint on the floor caught my attention. | bent
down to look. The glint was from a clear faceted jewel setin a unfamiliar
gold ring. My mind was still distracted by whatever | had been thinking
about, so before | quite knew what | was doing, | was reaching for the
ring. Suddenly my mind clicked in. | realized 1Odnever seenthat ring be-
fore, and it certainly had no businessbeing there, just sitting on the floor,
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and | had better not touch it, but my hand kept going. The ring was
pulling it in.

Ol was frozen in position, bent over on the floor, fighting my own
hand. My hand slowed, but | was already too late. My forefinger touched
the ring.

"Sheets of lightning crashed out of the ring and danced along my
body. The jewel was like a pinpoint slashedout of the sun. | felt - how do
| describe it? - | felt like my aura was being drained down my forefinger
and into the ring. More lightning came out, followed by balls of fire. My
perception was strange, distorted, | was stretching out and being com-
pressed and wrapped around, the world was getting vaguer and more
distant, and then - snap! -the world was gone. And | woke up."

Karlini took a drink of water, let his head flop back, and gazed up at
the ceiling, which Max thought by now he must have memorized by
now. Max looked away, staring at a spot over Karlini's head, his lips
pursed, and took the final few puffs on his cigar. Roni drummed her fin-
gers on the table.

“Let me give you my analysis," Max said finally, "and you tell me if it
matches what youOvecome up with. Whoever the true master of this
castleis, he setup afairly involved anti-theft system, which you sprung
part of. | assumethat this - well, call him a person, even though he prob-
ably wasn't - this person figured he might be attacked or kidnapped,
evenin his own castle.In fact, that's what happened. Your dream was no
dream, it was a replay. This person's enemy had left that ring as a trap.
The ring sucked in the guy's aura and whatever aura-bound powers he
had, and his consciousnesstoo. Sounds like a pretty interesting ring,
when you think about it E especially since the ring isn't around now.
You havenOfound it, right? Whoever setthe trap transported the ring in-
to the tower from some other place and then pulled it back when it had
done its job."

"Why couldn't they have physically dropped the ring there?" Roni
said. "Why spend the energy for a transport?"

"Even if you could get into a place like this in the first place, would
you want to stroll up and plant a booby trap right under your victim's
nose?No," Max said, "if it was me I'd spend the extra power and be glad
of it. I'd rather not be anywhere in the vicinity. Anyway, the ring went
off, but somehow the castle master managed to leave a record of his last
perceptions in that area of the tower. He meant for this record to be
triggered by the next person who showed up. Probably not just any next

41



person, either, I'd bet, but rather the person who had set off the other
alarm.

OBoththe dream and the monitor and the whole moving castle itself
are part of the alarm. If the master really was attacked and subdued, the
castlewould take off, and would keep going until it had found the right
kind of person to get him loose, or to conduct the revenge if it was too
late. The castle was also going to make damn sure that the person it had
chosen didn't leave until the rescue had been arranged.”

"Yes, but, Max," Roni said, "the person who'd been trapped by the
alarm couldn't leave the castle to do the rescue."

Max took a small bite out of the stub of his cigar and munched reflect-
ively on it. "Well, Roni, that's the major detail | don't like. The castle mas-
ter goesto all this trouble to trap somebody who's supposed to rescue
him, then makes sure that rescuer can't leave the castle. There's a couple
of possibilities. One, the master figured the rescuecould be done without
the rescuer having to leave the castle. | assume if that was possible,
Karlini would have already thought of something. Right?"

"It can't be done,"” Karlini said. "At least, | can't figure out how."

"We can go over it again later. The second possibility is that the person
trapped in the castle was supposed to get somebody else to actually do
the rescuing." Max raised an eyebrow, swiveled it around at Roni and
Karlini.

Karlini sighed. "Right, Max. That's the way we figured it. The person
in the castle is a hostage. That's me. I'm supposed to pull in favors, or
hock myself, or sell whatever treasure | have to get this guy rescued."”

"Or," said Max, "you're supposed to call in your friends."

"How many magicians do you know of who have those kind of
friends?" Roni said, with a touch of sarcasm.

"Aha," Max said, Onow that is exactly the point that concerns me the
most. OHe rose and started pacing around the table. OIf| were thinking
about groups of magic-users, well, there's the confederations and spe-
cialty guilds. Of course, their members aren't what you'd call cordial to
each other, they're more backbiting societiesthan anything else. There's
the few teams and partnerships you run acrossnow and then, but - why
was your doorstep the first place this castle showed up?"

Karlini nervously adjusted his chair. OWell, it wasn't really the first
place - O

OOtherstops aren't the point if nobody sprung the trap, and you know
it. It sounds like a setup. It sounds like a setup to reel in our gang, find
out who we really are, and then -O
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OMax, ever since I've known you you've been seeing plots -"

"Yeah, I'm still alive too, and -O

OBut thereOs nevdreera plot -O

OWhat about the -O

OMax, shut up,0 Roni said. "You too, dear.OShe glared pleasantly at
them while she waited. "Thank you. Now, Max, Karlini's trapped here.
You know the only method we can think of to get him out is to rescue
the owner of this castle. What Karlini didnOttell you is that he's already
traced the ring. It's in Roosing Oolvaya. Somebody has to go get it, and
you've got the best chance of anyone we could find. Will you do it?"

Max had stopped with his back turned to the table and his hands
clasped behind his back. "I'm the best one? Not Haalsen Groot? Krinkly
Louise? Boorgonga? For that matter, what about Shaa?l was just on my
way to see him, | know where he is."

"You're it, Max," Karlini said, not looking at him either. "Groot's settled
down with his import business. Louise is down south someplace.Boor-
gonga might be in hibernation for all | could find out. And you can't
honestly tell me you'd wish this on Shaa,especially after what he ran in-
to last time. HeOducky he can walk again; he probably wouldnOttalk to
any of us if we showed up with a cart full of bullion.”

"E You know this guy in the ring is probably a god. You know what
that says about whoever trapped him."

"We know, Max,O Roni said.

"You know what the gods think of me"

OMax,Karlini said" "give me another plan, any plan. Tell me who to
hire. LetOscook up some real zapper of a spell, scareup an army, | don't
know, come up with something else, anything."

Silence fell, lengthened. Then Max turned around.

OOnetry," Max said. OThat'sall we get, we all know how these things
work. And we all know damn well who's the best choiceto try it. I'll do
it. Of coursel'll do it. But that doesn't mean | have to like it." He took the
dead stub of cigar out of his mouth, looked at it, and scowled. The dark
butt shimmered and began to glow, turned white, a painful white, and
exploded. The stemware rattled. Sparks and tiny flaming embers drifted
down. Max jammed his hands into his pockets, still scowling as he
watched the sparks go out. "Aargh," he said disgustedly. "All my life |
work to learn more, pick up more tricks, get more competent. All sol can
end up in messes like this.O

OAIl so you can help out your friend when he'sin a jam?" said Roni.
"What else would you do with all that competence?0

43



"Yeah," Max said, "right. | guessit's too late to complain. | just hope
this thing isn't going to involve undead. IOvehad undead up to my neck
lately.O He spat out a stray twist of tobacco. Ol hate undead."

Roni and Karlini looked at each other. "Uh, Max?" Karlini said.

44



4

Chapter

SHAA OUT OF PRACTICE

ZALZYN SHAA FLED EAST, having left Drest Klaaver just ahead of the
squad bearing orders for his arrest on a charge of practicing medicine
without alicense.Shaa'sskills asa physician were not in question. His li-
cense, however, had been issued by the preceding government, which
had left power abruptly and without advance notice. Shaahad been re-
laxing in his lodgings at the back of his consulting room, his feet up on
an ottoman, browsing through a recent case digest from the Imperial
Conclave of Physicians, when the former Chief of Police had arrived to
request his services. The former Chief of Police had made this request by
the simple expedient of launching himself through a window from the
street, demolishing Shaa'scoat rack, and collapsing onto the rug, bleed-
ing profusely and (Shaadetermined quickly) in afairly terminal fashion.
Shaa,estimating the consequencesof being associated,in even such a cir-
cumstantial manner, with the losing side in a power grab, had quickly [i-
quidated his practice and packed his tools and light valuables on the
former Chief of Police's horse, which he appropriated in lieu of other
payment for his services.He rode swiftly through the Bridegroom Gate
at the west end of the city, made a wide detour through the northern ag-
ricultural district, and headed east for the river.

Pursuit, as Shaa had expected, was not significant, the new govern-
ment undoubtedly having better ways to squander its resources than
bringing down players of no conceivable worth to anyone but them-
selves, especially those with the bad taste not to present themselves
neatly for incarceration. Shaawasn't too upset about his strategic depar-
ture. He had discovered early in his apprenticeship that medicine, exer-
cised with whole-minded diligence and without a leavening of other
projects, offered something less than comprehensive satisfaction. As a
result, Shaa'sprofessional history tended toward bouts of medical prac-
tice interspersed with abrupt career shifts. He had been established in
Drest Klaaver for almost three years - leavened, it was true, by several
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significant episodesof mortal peril Bbut for him this amounted to virtual
stagnation. It had beentime for a change, he reflected, and a new taste of
the open road.

The road was clear, the surrounding ground cultivated and gently
rolling, and it was spring to boot. The clear air was full with the smell of
young grass, turned earth, and the occasional cow. Small towns and
hamlets came and went. Shaarode patiently, doing calisthenics in the
mornings and working out with his rapier at noon, appreciating just how
well his shattered tibia and assorted sesamoids had come back together
without even the trace of a limp. By the time Roosing Oolvaya and the
mist of the river appeared on the horizon, Shaa felt ready for them.

Some of the peasants and townspeople Shaa had spoken to as he
neared the city had told him rumors of growing unrest and political in-
stability. The tales hadn't bothered him much - Roosing Oolvaya was al-
waysin a state of unrest, and instability was something of a local custom.
Still, asthe sprawling district that had overgrown and then surrounded
the city walls grew nearer, it became apparent that actual checkpoints
had beensetup and patrols were on the roads. Smoke from several fires
hung in oily nets above the city.

A permanent bazaar of tents and stalls and cut-rate stableyards for
caravanslined the shoulders of the major west road, but no structures in-
truded on the roadbed itself. There was traffic in both directions. Farm-
ers and their carts predominated, but a trickle of refugees headed out-
ward as well. Shaawatched faces as the former Chief of Police's horse
ambled on. Amid the soil-rooted and weather-gouged stolidity of the
farmers and the city-honed craftiness of the residents was a mixture of
hues, creases,shapes,and statures from placesfurther afield; all human,
but not without their human share of diversity. The cosmopolitan air
was certainly not unusual in a district given over to itinerants and
traders, quick deals and quick fights, but the typically boisterous and
surging character of the place was subdued. A general feeling of wari-
ness lay atop everyone's features.

Well, Shaathought, that is fine with me Whenever something broke,
one kind of person left (or hid in the cellar) and another kind of person
showed up. He had been both, at one time or another. At the moment he
felt like the kind that showed up. Of course, he was out of practice.

The western gate drew up and the militia on duty waved him through.
Shaafound a stable a short distance inside and left off the horse, shoul-
dering the saddlebags, and walked on, checking his bearings and reas-
suring himself that he could still get around in the city. There had been
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no recent floods, so there was little danger of civic renewal substantially
changing things. The next block - ah. He turned into an alley. The alley,
scarcely wide enough for a large person, narrowed further, its
protruding second-story balconies drooping to within head-cracking
range, then wound to the right and suddenly terminated after an abrupt
twist to the left again at a closet-sized cul-de-sac surrounded by blank
three-story walls. Several ferns protruded from the dusty ground. Shaa
parted the leaves, revealing a grating. He wrestled the grating to one
side and stretched an arm down into the shaft, feeling along the facing
stones. The first stone was solid, as was the second, and the third B but
then the third stone tingled suddenly against his hand and wobbled un-
der his touch. Excellent, it was still keyed to him. He pulled the now-
loose stone free, exposing a recessin the wall. Ah, Shaathought again.
Quite satisfying.

Rummaging through the saddlebags, Shaaselected a sack of supplies
and a pile of assorted implements, which he secreted about his person.
The saddlebags fit neatly into the gap in the grating shaft. He slid the
stone into its slot and the grating into its frame and started back along
the alley. Two twists before the exit to the street, Shaaheard a muffled
thud from around the bend in front of him, asthat of a head encounter-
ing a low-hanging balcony, followed by a whispered but scathing curse.
Letting his cloak fall back, Shaareached acrosshis body and grasped the
hilt of the rapier on his hip. A young man in a red and yellow tunic
stepped around the corner, rubbing his forehead with one hand and
waving a long blade with the other.

"Yes?" Shaa said.

The man looked up, startled, his eyes snapped to Shaa's shoulder,
where Shaawas now not carrying his saddlebags, his eyesnarrowed asa
look of avarice appeared on the face around them, and he turned the
point of his blade toward Shaa. Shaa brought his own point up as he
lunged. Shaa visualized his blade puncturing the right ventricle and
severing the descending aorta, but he had decided to be lenient. He was,
after all, a physician, and that did involve certain oaths and a particular
underlying philosophy, no matter that they might prove inconvenient
from time to time. The man beat ineffectually as Shaa'ssword punched
through his right biceps and neatly withdrew. The bravo staggered back
against the wall, his own blade dropping from his fingers and his other
hand clasping his wound, and sank slowly to the ground. His mouth
made an open astonished circle. Shaastepped over his legs and contin-
ued toward the exit.
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As Shaareentered the street, a small pack of dogs appeared going the
other way, back into the alley. "Ah," Shaasaid again, inclining his head
pleasantly at them. "My compliments." The last dog nodded back, and
Shaa strolled off into the city.

The old part of Roosing Oolvaya was a cramped place, constrained by
the shapes of the city walls and the crabbed windings of the narrow
streets. Even in the bazaars and business districts the crowds were
sparse. People looked over their shoulders and walked lightly, keeping
watch for mercenaries, the militia, and the Guard. Some stores were
closed, many with boards thrown up and rudely nailed acrossdoors and
shattered windows, while other stores and buildings had been sacked
and burned. Smashed merchandise lay trampled on the cobblestones.

Severaltimes Shaaencountered bands of armed men marching freely
through the streets. They wore armbands showing an unfamiliar rune
that looked, to Shaa,roughly like a flaming purple pretzel. Shaawas not
accosted, though some of the troopers eyed him expectantly and
fingered their swords. It was still early in the afternoon, the day was
pleasant, and tempers were comparatively mild, though, so it appeared
that the different forces were not yet spoiling for trouble.

Shaawandered in aroughly eastward direction with his earsopen for
news. Finally the street he was on took a sharp zag and unexpectedly
opened onto the Boulevard of the Fifth Great Flood. The Boulevard,
much wider and with a much more lively atmosphere than the earlier
streets, was the center of the waterfront entertainment district. Muggy
breezesfrom the docks and wharves five blocks eastrolled in sluggish
currents toward the rest of the city. Equally muggy sailors off the river
barges were rolled in along with then. Shaastepped around three mar-
iners snoring in a happy pile at the intersection and ambled down the
Boulevard.

Most of the entertainers had removed themselves from the street, al-
though a number leaned from second-story windows, surveying the
traffic and making an occasional proposition. Shaa checked them over
with a professional eye. He had spent time on the Boulevard. Aside from
his long-standing fondness for the Fifth Great Flood, he had once com-
bined a part-time job as Waterfront Health Inspector and Tariff-Collector
with a fairly lucrative smuggling racket.

During Shaa'swalk, curfew notices had begun appearing around the
city. Shaa,along with most of the population, had no intention of actu-
ally staying indoors, but he decided he might aswell put his feetup for a
bit and seeif the world would provide anything interesting for free, at
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least a minimum of investment. Shaawas known to make house calls,
and he didn't see why the world should be less particular. He ran
through his memories of the local inns. The Wyvern's Fodder had been
his favorite in Roosing Oolvaya, but it was near the north wall, at leasta
half-hour's walk away. Hmm E he had once spent productive time at -
what was that place?

As it turned out, the place was the Bilious Gnome, and it was only two
blocks north. The inn was embedded in the ground floor of a three-story
building constructed in the classical Roosing Oolvaya style. The lower
two floors were relatively utilitarian, with prominent hardwood beams
meeting at right angles to frame and support the whitewashed facade.
The upper floor, though, was a general riot of overhanging, protruding,
and rippling timbers zigzagging and colliding in clever patterns, leaving
the overall impression of a trestle bridge filled in with patchesof plaster.
Egg-shaped and squared-off windows of different sizesoccupied the lar-
ger spacesbetween the timbers. Becauseof the haphazard layout of the
beams,all the windows for eachstory were not on the samelevel. In fact,
the curving windows with their rippling glass seemedto bounce and
bound all up and down the walls. Although the views from some of the
lower windows on eachstory could only be appreciated when you were
lying on the floor, conversely affording passers-byin the street a sight of
the feet and legs within, Shaathought the net effect was rather artistic, at
least when the street was wide enough to stand back and appreciate it.
Unfortunately, the streetsrarely were that generous, with the character-
istic overhang of the upper stories making the viewing situation even
worse.

By Roosing Oolvaya standards, the building housing the Bilious
Gnome was unremarkable. A chipped signboard hanging out over the
Boulevard showed the portrait of a yellowish gnome, his pointy ears
wilting. Shaagave it a nod, pushed open the door beneath the sign, and
went in.

Circles and ovals of light from the streetlit up the walls. Shaaplanted
himself in a corner on a long bench with a view of the door and rested
his elbows on the wood slab table. The bar behind him divided the cus-
tomers from the bottles and kegs. From the other end of the common
room, a staircase led upward, disappearing out of sight behind an al-
cove. A half-dozen other early patrons drank or talked quietly, while a
kettle slurped in the low flame of the hearth.

The innkeeper appeared and supplied a mug. Shaatraced figures in
the wet circles on the table, wondering if the world really would give
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him a hand and toss him something useful. It had happened before: he
had a reputation for luck which, after all, was attested to by the fact that
he was still alive. He stared absently through one of the front windows
and onto the street. Yellowish streaksand a formation of large bubbles in
the glassrippled in the declining sunlight. Glassmaking, Shaarecalled,
was a highly profitable industry in Roosing Oolvaya, but not becausethe
glassmakerswere very good at what they did. The technical processesof
making glasswere fairly much frozen at their current level, bubbles and
all, but somehow the glassmakershad managed to turn flaws and pock-
marks and irregular colors into something approaching an art form. It
was one of the best solutions to working within the god-mandated limits
on technology Shaa had ever seen.

During his tenure in Waterfront Health, Shaahad somehow ended up
as part owner of a glassshop. He tried to remember what had become of
it. On this visit, perhaps he would hunt up his former business manager
and figure out just how much of the city his investments had by now left
him owning. Across the Boulevard, a trio of itinerant musicians had
planted themselvesin a clear spot against the wall of a spice merchant.
They finished unpacking their equipment, a set of hides stretched taut
around nested helices of wood and bone, and prepared to rhythmically
strike the hides with ivory paddles. Over the noise of the street traffic
and the insulating quality of the Bilious Gnome, Shaacould hear nothing
of the trio asthey tuned up. That was fine with him; he was not a fan of
country music. For some reason, though, his absent gaze kept returning
to them.

Having arranged eachother to their mutual satisfaction, the three men
raised their paddles. Out of a narrow alley just to their left ran a panting
young man, a boy really, his hair wild and his manner frantic. The boy
hesitated, wobbling as he checked his momentum and glanced around
for a new direction to run. His gaze locked on the musicians as their
paddles descended. Even through the distortion of the window glass
Shaasaw a look of desperate shock appear on the boy's race as he sud-
denly recognized an imminent doom. The boy spun around in a convuls-
ive swirl. The paddles came down and began to pound, and the boy
jerked to an abrupt stop in mid-turn. His arms flopped to his sides, he
sagged, the energy and the animation seemedto flow out of him into the
ground. In a way anyone without Shaa'sunderstanding of the mechan-
isms that kept the world on its track might have called blind chance,the
boy's face came to rest in a pristine splinter of immaculately coherent
glass, his eyesmeeting Shaa'sacrossthe streetand window and common
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room. The face was slack; the eyes had rolled up, showing the scleral
white of oblivion.

Shaastraightened. His face lit. "Ah!" he said. He bounced to his feet,
ran through the door and into the street, eloowed aside an enticingly
dressed young woman and the heavily whiskered riverboat man who
had his hand on her hip, and reached the boy at the mouth of the alley.
The boy had started to sag limply to the ground. Shaapinched him on
the bridge of the nose, quite hard. The boy failed to react; his eyesneither
moved nor blinked. "Ah," Shaasaid again. He put an arm around the
boy's shoulders, lifted him partly off the ground, and started toward the
Bilious Gnome. A hand reachedin from the side and closed on the front
of Shaa' s cloak. "Not so fast, huh," said the whiskered sailor, his voice
muffled by the underbrush covering his face."What d'yer think yer do-
ing, shoving me around, me and my, friend, here?"

"My apologies," Shaa said. 'My friend is not well."

The sailor looked suspiciously at them. "Not the plague, iOn it?"

"There are many plagues," Shaa said. "Who can say?"

The sailor looked at the young woman, then straightened himself and
stuck out his chin. "Plague or no plague, what | go to do, | should take
yer face and -"

Shaalooked at the young woman himself and raised his eyebrow sug-
gestively. Sheobligingly canted one hip and nudged the sailor. The sail-
or followed Shaa'slook, the young woman batted her eyelashes,and the
sailor's grip loosened and fell away. Shaaquickly reentered the Bilious
Gnome, dragging his floppy companion. The thump-twang of the
paddle trio faded as Shaakicked the door closed. Shaadropped his bur-
den on a bench, resting the boy's head on the table, and resumed his own
seat across the table.

The boy stirred, his head twitched, and then he pulled himself up and
looked around, blinking his eyes.

"My name is Shaa," said Shaa. "I am a physician."

The boy's gaze focused on Shaaand turned wary. Shaa,with some
charity, estimated the kid's age as fourteen. "Where are we? You better
not try to bleedme."

Shaa raised an eyebrow. "Certainly not. Do you take me for a
barbarian?"

"You said you were a physician." The kid shook his head, trying to
clear it.

"Well struck,” Shaasaid. "Although | practice medicine, | do so with
discretion. Allow me to emphasize the element of discretion, and your

51



present degree of relative safety in having been removed from the
street."

"The street -" The kid tensed, spun around to stare through the win-
dow, then spun back. "What do you want?" he said in sudden
desperation.

Shaa, who had allowed his eyebrow to drop, raised it again. "You
present a matter for curiosity, and potential professional interest. How
far behind you do you think your pursuers actually were, by the way?"

"You're holding me for the Guard, aren't you," the boy said, his at-
tempt at a snarl emerging as more of a whine.

Shaaspread his hands. "I understand a certain need for caution, espe-
cially with your condition, but let's not get ridiculous. If | had wanted to
turn you over to the Guard, or anyone elsefor that matter, the difficulty
would have been minimal."

"l don't know you and | don't need you. I'm getting out of here."

"Be my guest. Perhaps you actually did lose them."

The kid hesitated, then rose. "On the other hand," Shaasaid, "perhaps
you didn't." Shaaglared up at him. The kid plopped down. "Sir,OShaa
went on, Omay | note that this is getting us nowhere."

The kid leaned over the table and hissed, "All right, you. | need a sor-
cerer. Are you a sorcerer?"

"No," Shaadrawled, extracting the vowel asslowly if it were arecalcit-
rant tooth, although "Not at the moment" would have beenmore precise.
“In any case,| doubt that's exactly what you need; magicians tend to be
overrated. What's your name?"

"Jurtan. Jurtan Mont." The kid suddenly sounded exhausted. He had
had enough fortitude to keep it back thus far, though. Perhaps he had
potential. "Are you from around here, Mr. Shaa?"

"Shaawill do. | passthrough every now and then." He signalled the
owner, raised two fingers. "Do you drink?" Shaasaid as an afterthought,
as the man scuttled back to his kegs and splashed froth.

"Uh E yeah, yeah sure."

"You should try it, my first prescription. A modest dose of alcohol may
reduce the frequency of your attacks."

"My attacks? What are you talking about - what do you knowabout -"

"Alcohol changesthe level of irritability of the central nervous system,"
Shaasaid. The owner dropped the drinks on the table, sloshing the con-
tents of Shaa'sover the lip of the mug. Shaamoved to the left along his
bench, avoiding a runoff channel. "Drink up."

Jurtan Mont took up one mug, looking suspiciously at it.
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"You're sure this is healthy?"

Shaapeered over the rim of his own mug, sniffed. "You have a point.
Still, you areon the run, so by definition you need every possible advant-
age you can get."

MontOsfact tightened and turned a sudden white. Olknow what I'm
doing, | don't need you to insult me."

Shaalooked up at the ceiling, silently asking the universe if it knew
quite what it was doing this time. "Look, my putative friend, | have
much of value to offer, and | am offering it, provisionally, for free, so if
you would please stop trying to find -"

Jurtan Mont swung his mug and tossed the contents at Shaa'sface.
Shaa, demonstrating a level of agility not expected from his generally
stocky frame, flipped himself off the bench, did a backward somersault,
and fetched up with his neck wedged against the bar, avoiding most of
the flying ale. Oldon't need you and | don't want you," Mont said again,
and stalked toward the door. He kicked it open, walked two steps
through it, and went slack. The trio of paddlers was still thomping away
across the street.

A chorus of cries and the tumult of running feet burst from the left
side out of view down the block. Shaastaggeredto his feet. A small band
of rapidly charging men appeared in the leftmost windows. Swearing
under his breath, Shaaran through the bar toward the collapsing Mont.
The lead Guardsman shouted, "There, there he is! It's him!Owith his arm
out pointing at Mont.

Behind him were more soldiers, a whole troop in fact.

Without stopping, Shaagrabbed a mug from the last table and hurled
it as he slid through the doorway. The mug flew past Mont's ear and
shattered against the nose of the first soldier. Shaaskidded to a stop as
the rest of the platoon converged on the bar, snagged the back of Mont's
collar, and heaved. Mont's feet left the pavement, he flew parabolically
backward through the doorway into the Bilious Gnome, and as he fell to
the floor Shaalet go of his collar, slammed the door, and overturned the
closest table in front of it.

Glass splintered. Shaa looked up and saw a Guardsman climbing
through the remains of one of the oval front windows. The door heaved
with a sound of creaking wood asit was hit by the weight of four strong
men. Shaalooked around, then put his foot on the end of a bench and
shoved. The bench slid acrossthe floor and into the knee of the window-
climbing Guardsman. who had just jumped to the floor. The knee folded
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sideways and the man fell against the wall. Shaahoisted the semi-con-
scious Mont by his shirt and headed for the stairs.

"My window!" the tapster yelled. Then, "My other window, oh, gods,
what next?"

"What indeed?" Shaa murmured. Mont took on his own weight and
reeled up the stairs as three windows disgorged Guardsmen behind
them. Shaa ran after him, hearing the front door disintegrate. Mont
stopped at the top of the staircase and turned to look back. His mouth
dropped open. Shaaswung an elbow at him, knocking him through the
door leading off the landing, and then with his other hand withdrew a
small membranous bladder from beneath his cloak. The bladder bulged
and churned, its shimmering silver surface dancing with rainbow high-
lights like the skin of afish. Shaapaused in the doorway, looking back at
the five soldiers starting after him up the stairs, and grinned at them. He
worked a fleshy valve on the bladder and carefully squirted a small
stream of liquid onto the two beams holding the staircaseto the wall.
The liquid foamed, sizzled, and dug through the wood with astonishing
speed. The staircase leaned over with a horrendous grinding screech,
and then, with an even louder crack it broke off, pivoted over, and hit
the floor in one long THUDD! that shook the building, not to mention
the soldiers who had beenclimbing it. A small noxious cloud hung in the
air. Shaa bowed, stamped on the clutching fingers of the lead soldier,
clinging desperately to the now-stairless sill, listened for the thump, and
closed the door. "Fortunately they have yet to bring archers,” he said,
clapped the dazed Mont on a shoulder, and sprinted down the hall.

Mont staggered after him. "What was that stuff you just used there?"
he said.

The hall jogged off at an angle, and beyond the bend was the continu-
ation of the staircase leading up to the third floor. "That 'stuff'," Shaa
said, bounding up the steps, "was obtained at great costand no little risk
from a small amphibian resident in certain southern swamps."

"Obtained? By you?"

Olnfact, no." Shaareached the small landing at the top and saw the
opening to atrap door in the ceiling above him. A beam slipped through
a set of iron brackets held the trap closed. Shaaknelt, made a basket of
his hands, caught Mont's foot as he came off the last step, and pushed
him into the air. OWha?" Mont said.

OThe beam, idiot. Push the beam."

"Oh." Mont heaved, dislodging the beam from the runners. The beam
hit the floor on its end, narrowly missing Shaa's foot, teetered, and
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crashed over. Mont pushed up, Shaapushed Mont, and the trap door lif-
ted slowly on wailing hinges. Then they heard pounding footsteps and
renewed cries, but now from the second floor just below them.

"Grab hold,0 Shaashouted. He threw Mont upward through the open-
ing, hearing a strangled yelp, bent, and seized the locking beam. A group
of soldiers turned the corner below and trampled onto the steps. Shaa
grunted and shoved the beam, the beam left the floor at the top of the
stairs and flew downward, things were quiet for half-a-second, and then
the air filled with wails and the sound of a vast crashing and bashing.

Shaalooked up. Mont had one leg over the trap door's sill, and both
arms. "I'm stuck," he said.

“No, you're not," Shaasaid. "It's all a matter of attitude." Mont strained
and rolled over the edge onto the roof. "That's much better," Shaacontin-
ued approvingly. Mont's face reappeared, and an outstretched arm next
to it. Shaa jumped, caught the hand, and boosted himself out.

"Now what?0 said Mont, panting.

Shaa let the trap door drop and surveyed the terrain.

They were on the roof of the Bilious Gnome's building, a flat roof that
sloped sharply down at the edgesin a plane of shingles and rose here
and there in a checkerboard of boxy rooms and platforms; the exit from
the trap door was in the middle of one of the elevated platforms. The
surrounding buildings were similar. "This way,O said Shaa.He broad-
jumped acrossthe gap to the next platform, took two running steps,and
jumped again. Another leap brought him to the Bilious Gnome's rear,
overlooking an alley. The top floor of a four-story building confronted
him across the alley, an unleapable gap up and away.

Mont joined him, much more cautiously. "If you don't stop gritting
your teeth,” Shaatold him, Oyourjaw will freeze up, making speechun-
comfortable." Shaahad produced a rope and small grapnel. He whirled
it twice around his head and slung it across the alley.

“No," Mont said, turning even whiter.

“The choice is yours," said Shaa,irritated. The trap door they had left
acrossthe roof swung open with a clunk. The clamor of voices was again
clearly audible, and did not sound at all pleased. Mont tugged on the
rope. It was solid. Shaabraced his hold on the free end and gestured.
Mont took a deep breath and a double handhold and swung out.

The Guard erupted out of the traphole, spotting Shaaimmediately.
Mont was halfway across.Shaasurveyed the distances, calculated rates
of motion - aman with a bow appeared at the front of the soldiers. "Hold
on!OShaayelled. He slapped a coil of rope around his waist, ran at the
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edge of the building, and dropped. An arrow streaked over his head,
narrowly missing the tightening rope. Shaaswung out over the alley and
hit the wall of the four-story building with both feet. The alley beneath
was filling with troops. Shaastreaked up the rope, using all available feet
and hands, pausing only to dislodge a large flowerpot from a convenient
third-floor ledge, reached the roof, and flopped over the eavejust ahead
of a flight of arrows aimed fortuitously low. The roof was flat, and
lacked Mont.

"Over here!" Mont yelled. Shaaspotted a waving arm on the next roof
over, pulled the grapnel free as he passedit on the run, and vaulted over
the edge. Mont caught him. "Why are you doing this?" Mont said.

Shaafound his feet and looked around. The next set of roofs went up
and down, eacha half-story different in height, like along row of square
sawteeth. "I need an adventure," he said, launching himself at the next
building.

"What?"

“There's a curse,"” Shaasaid absently. "Come on." He vanished over the
edge.
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Chapter

SHOP TALK

MAX SLEPT POORLY. Karlini had neglected to mention that even
when the castle wasn't executing a major move from place to place, it
wasn't exactly quiet. The castle spent the night like a person with indi-
gestion from a meal involving onions and too many beans, shifting rest-
lessly and rumbling under an occasionalburp. At half-past six Max gave
up and headed for the kitchen. Ronibet and Karlini were already present,
looking equally haggard.

"Nice neighborhood you've got here," Max said, squinting down at the
table and trying to butter a roll.

"Some nights are worse than others," Ronibet said. She had her nose
balanced on the edge of a mug of coffee, breathing in the fumes.

A crackling and snapping sound camefrom one wall, up near the roof.
They looked up asa green tracer of ball lightning burst through the wall,
leaving it singed, and swooped through the air like a dying comet. It
dove into a cauldron in a splash of green sparking water and disap-
peared. The water in the cauldron glowed a fluorescent forest green that
slowly faded. They returned their attention to the table.

"All night," said Max, "all night with the green glowing balls and the
spectral voices in the ears and the cold spots in the bed." Wroclaw
brought over his eggs, scrambled. "This place could drive you batty. |
can see why you want to get out.”

"l don't know where it's all coming from,"” Karlini mumbled. He was
already on his second cup of coffee but was only beginning to look sen-
tient. "All these manifestations just reek of energy, but I've beenlooking
for weeks and damned if | can find the source."

"This place was setup by a god," Max said with his mouth full, Oand
gods operate on the second quantum energy state, that's why they're
gods. It's easierto setup stable power reservoirs on the second qguantum
level. One reason gods usually have so much power to burn."
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Karlini had stopped eating and was staring at Max with his mouth
hanging open and his eyesall of a sudden fully alert. "Max," he said care-
fully, "how did you find that out? That's more new knowledge than
anybody's been able to learn about the gods in fifty years."

"Good eggs,” Max said. "Thanks, Wroclaw. Can | have another roll?"
Roni passed him the basket.

"My compliments to the oven master, too." Haddo leaned in from the
kitchen, the top of his dark hood dusted with flour, then vanished again.
Max carefully selected a fluffy butter twist with a flaky crust.

Karlini was still staring. "Max," Roni said, "I'm afraid my husband is
having some sort of attack."

"Shaa's never around when you need him, is he?" Max commented.
“These are good rolls."

"At least Shaa usually answers a straight question.”

"You do get an answer out of him," Max said, "but the answer usually
goes with a different question.”

Karlini pointed a finger. "You've had run-ins with the gods before, we
all know you have," he said. OTheydon't like you, and you're still alive -
I've never figured out how you manage that, either."

Max looked up, gazed at Karlini with a very thoughtful expression.
"Not all of the gods don't like me," he said eventually. "Most of them
don't like each other very much, that's probably the key point." He was
silent for another moment. "Not that it's much use in any given
situation."

"But how -"

"l think maybe you're better off not knowing too much about it," Max
said, "don't you think?" He took a bite from his roll.

"You made that remark about quantum energy states, not me," said
Karlini. "If you didn't think we should know about it, why did you bring
it up in the first place?It couldn't be that you were just showing off, now
could it?"

Max opened his mouth, then closedit and chewed his roll with a med-
itative expression. "Your point is well taken," he said. "I do have certain
tendencies, asyou know, and asyou also know, | try to resist them, not
always with success."

He swallowed the roll and wiped his mouth with a napkin. "As it hap-
pens, | have been doing some fresh research,and some of it has turned
out to involve the gods. | will show you some of it later, aslong asyou're
so eagerto know. That way, at least somebody may be able to useit, in
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casethis damn-fool errand of yours turns out to be as nasty as it prob-
ably will. Are you satisfied?"

Karlini looked acrossat an Ztagere holding a dazzling array of dried
goods and condiments, somewhat if uncharacteristically embarrassed. A
tremor ran through the room, rattling the table and breaking the silence.
Max sighed and shook his head, looking around for the possibility of a
pastry. "What a place you've got here," he said. "The crowning touch last
night was the seagull. | could swear there was a seagull flying around
outside my room, screechinglike crazy. Now, really - you know how far
this place is from the coast? No seagull could survive the trip. Any
seagull that tried to fly here would be on its grandchildren by now."

Karlini held out his arm. A seagull flapped down from the ceiling and
perched. It screechedonce. "It was sitting on the bed this morning," Roni
said. "l don't think it's anyone we know.O

Max sighed again and climbed to his feet. "I'm going to have to stop
trying to guess what's coming next. Well, we might as well get started."”

MAX FLOPPED BACK ON THE RUG AND PANTED. "Every time -
| forget - how exhausting - this nonsenseis," he gasped-. Symbols faded
from the air around him.

"Well?" Karlini said. OWhat happened?0

"Didn't you - see it?"

"I saw something," Karlini said, "but | don't exactly know what it really
was. It looked like E"

Max lifted himself on an elbow and accepteda mug from Ronibet. He
appeared to have lost about three pounds since breakfast. "You saw a
sort of matrix outline of the castle, right? Like you were looking at it
from three directions at the same time, only the views were
superimposed?”

"Yes, right. What was it?"

"That was the field spell on the walls of the castle. That's what you
triggered, and that's what holds the place together when it shifts.O

"But why was the geometry so distorted?" Ronibet asked.

"Well," Max said, swallowing a chunk of hard candy from alarge bowl
seatednext to him on the floor, "that's the second quantum level for you.
Things are pretty strange there. Did you seethat big glowing massat the
base of the castle matrix?"

"The thing that looked like a jewel with tendrils coming out of the fa-
cets?" Roni said.

"Yeah. That's the power reservoir. It permeatesthe rock foundation at
the base of the castle."
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"l probed the rock," Karlini said, "and | didn't find a thing."

"You need different techniques." Max selected another candy, a blue
one, popped it in his mouth, and started to suck on it. "There's a lot go-
ing on in the reservoir, but | couldn't disentangle it all. One thing | did
seewas that the thing's on a deadman trigger. The rock is unstable and
the field holds it together. If the reservoir runs down enough the rock
falls apart.”

"And if the rock falls apart -"

"Right," Max said. "The castle falls in." The seagull strolled over to
Max, dipped its head into the candy bowl, selecteda green piece of crys-
tal, tossedit into the air, and caught it neatly on the downswing. Its beak
made crunching noises.

"Uh, Max," Karlini said, "then how closeis this reservoir to the danger
point?"

"I can barely even tell the thing is there. But it's anybody's guess how
many more jumps this place can take without coming apart. Did you see
that little pulsing dot about three-quarters of the way up?"

"l wondered about that. What was it?"

"You. "

Karlini  buried his head in his hands and mumbled something
unpleasant.

"One thing | don't understand,” Roni said quickly. "If operating on this
second quantum level is so hard, how do the gods do it? Some of them
donOt sound too smart."

Max watched patterns form and dissolve in his mug. "l think it's
something in their auras. Somehow the aura gives them a leg up, maybe
filters their perception for all 1 know, probably pumps their energy up
too. There could be an aural stabilizing factor that gives a god easy ac-
cess to the second level, but damned if | know how it works."

"Does it have something to do with the coupling problem?"

"Maybe," Max said. "I don't think so, but it's hard to tell. There's more
than one way to deal with coupling.”

Karlini snorted. "Of course there's more than one way, that's what -"

Roni looked at him. "That's not what Max is saying. | know Max. Max
Is saying that he's thought of a new approach to coupling, something
that's pretty hot. Isn't that right, Max?"

"E | wish | didn't like you, Roni, otherwise | could just be jealous
youOreso sharp, itOdbe simpler. Yeah, | thought of something new, but it
isn't all worked out yet." He climbed to his feet and glared at Karlini.
"Why don't you tell me about this setup in Roosing Oolvaya?"
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The seagull screeched."EAIl right, Max," Karlini said. "This is the way
things look." He rose and went over to a bookcase. The shelves had
books stuffed in at every angle, eachbook leaning on the others around
it for mutual support. Karlini ran his finger along the spines of several
volumes of bound notepaper. "Maybe this is it," he said, wrenched out a
folio from the bottom of a stack of ten, and watched the stack collapse
down into the space.The rows the stack had been supporting folded in
from both sides.

“No, | guess it isn't this one," Karlini said, paging through it.

"Do you remember the time he left his hat right in front of him on the
table in a restaurant?” Max said to Roni. "That big sombrero thing with
the tasseledfringes, and bright pink to boot? It was right under his chin,
and he still forgot it."

“That was our first anniversary,” Roni said, smiling at Karlini. "I think
he's gotten worse, if that's possible. Try the book on the lectern, dear."

"Huh?" Karlini said. "Oh, okay E yes, that's certainly it. How do you
do it, Roni?"

“It's a concept known as 'order’," Max said.

"Yes,you've always liked that sort of thing, haven't you, Max," Karlini
said with an air of distraction, ruffling vellum. He stopped, leafed back
two pages, set the book back on the lectern, and started sketching in the
air. A series of symbolic equations took shape, winding around each
other.

Max squinted. "Have | seen that one before?"

Karlini paused and made a small twirly gesture. The equations halted.
He reached carefully around them and pointed to one term. "You see
that statement, Max? That's the root. It's a corollary to your lousy Discon-
tinuity Proposition."

With lips pursed, Max tilted his head to one side. "Hmm." Then he
grabbed a tablet and began scribbling.

"You know, Max," Roni said, "Karlini's never forgiven you for proving
the Discontinuity proposition. He'd finally gotten comfortable with the
Doctrines of Conservation, and then you came back and said it was fine
to dig holes through them."

Karlini's equations had resumed their winding and were beginning to
flow into a structure. "The two arenOinconsistent," Max said, his atten-
tion still on his scribbling. "Conservation works whether you're there or
not. Establishment of a discontinuity requires the input of energy and
imposition of a high degree of control. If you -"
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A snapping sound came from Karlini's workspace. The floating figure
was now a rough meshwork sphere, indentations and holes drifting
acrossthe surface. The mesh lines glowed orange-yellow, brighter sparks
flaring where the lines intersected. The construct rotated slowly, wob-
bling in two axes,making alow whirr in the air. A prominent hump on
the globe's northern hemisphere jumped in and out, the snapping sound
coordinated with the oscillations. Max looked down at his tablet, nod-
ding to himself, quickly scribbled another line at the bottom, closed his
eyes,and drew his finger in a curlicue pattern along the writing. His fi-
nal line of equations glowed blue, rose off the paper into the air, and shot
over into the floating globe, weaving itself into the surface.

The hump evened out.

"l never thought of that." Karlini said, surprised.

"Go ahead, try it."

Karlini concentrated and gestured. The ball's equator waffled wildly
and started to spike. "No." Max said, "it's a modulator." He sketched in
the air, leaving hanging figures. "This is the command string, this is the
modifier. The modifier has nine matrix terms and E " The equator
settled down. "There, you've got it now."

Karlini smoothed the other transients. "Thanks, Max, I've been won-
dering what to do about that. Now, we aim it." Six depressions appeared
at equidistant spots, top, bottom, and four compasscorners, holding pos-
ition as the surface swept over them. "Coordinate axes."

"Right."

The hollows tilted asa unit, forward, to one side, spun slowly, reached
inward. The structure shuddered, collapsed into itself, and faded from
sight, leaving the air slightly curdled. Max clasped his hands behind his
back and paced slowly around the space,examining it closely. He ges-
tured again. The spot of turgid air churned and then smoothed. There
was no sign of the construct. "Nice," Max said. "No visual manifestation
at all. Good for a spy probe."

"That's the idea." A yellow point glowed suddenly in the center of the
empty space.Karlini made twirling passes.The point stretched itself into
a line, rotated out of the void, and became a flat ring. The cabinet of
alembics and other glassware on the wall behind it faded from sight.
Within the ring, an aerial view of awalled city appeared. Karlini sank in-
to a chair and stretched out his legs. "l logged the coordinates from be-
fore. This is Roosing Oolvaya from about ten thousand feet. We're look-
ing primarily at the older section, inside the walls."
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The walls themselves were not visible, but sharp straight edges di-
vided the overgrown and tangled confusion of the original city from the
fields and the more open confusion of the suburbs. "Sowhat exactly are
we looking at here?" Max said.

"Roosing Oolvaya sits on the west bank of the River Oolvaan,"” Roni
said. "The river takes a long curve out to the eastin this area and then
loops back to the west; the city's right at the eastern-most edge of this
bulge. About fifteen miles downstream to the south the Oolvaan splits
into its three primary tributaries: the Greater, Lesser, and Equivocal
Oolvaans."

"The Equivocal OolvaanQOs the one that floods, right?"

"Right. The east bank of the Oolvaan is the start of the mountains,O
Roni went on, OtheRondingian Uplift and the Rondingian Steeps.This
castleO®sn the other side of the Steepsnow, in the middle of the desert.
But the Oolvaan attracts runoff from a considerable distance on both
banks - mountain runoff from the eastside and plains and farms from
the west. As you go north the terrain on the west bank gradually be-
comes steeper and more mountainous until itOspretty much the same as
the east;that whole range is the Rondingian Heights. The Oolvaan starts
somewhere up in there.

"Back to Roosing Oolvaya itself. As | said, the city is on the west bank
of the Oolvaan at the eastern end of one of its turns, where the river
widens and slows down. The city usesthis natural harbor shielded from
the current by a small cape at the north end and a chain of' islands in the
middle of the river, basically a perfect location for the domination of
river traffic. Of the five major islands, one hasthe port and warehousing
facilities, one's being developed for fancy residential use,two are private
estates,and the last has an old imperial garrison fort that's being used as
the palace of the Venerance."

"Venerance, eh?" Max said.

“It's some kind of traditional title newly revived He's addressed as
‘Your Venerance' or 'Venerable Sir"."

"Wonderful. IOl try not to meet him. Will | have to?"

Karlini and Roni exchanged another one of their glances. "The
situation's fairly confused,Osaid Roni. Olt's not impossible. Dear, give
Max a closer look at the view."

The scene expanded as the field zoomed in. Irregular blocks and
streets becamevisible, then individual buildings within the blocks. Then
- the picture shimmered, a rash of mottled blotches appeared scattered
across the surface, and the edge of the flat viewing disc began to smoke.
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"What -" said Max.

"I don't know!" Karlini said. The blotches bulged out into the room, the
images around them stretching like paintings on taffy. A horrendous
high-pitched whine built. One by one in a rapid-fire barrage the bub-
bling spots abruptly popped like pricked balloons, the view around each
one fracturing into kaleidoscope shards, and an intense silver light burst
in pulsing rays through the holes. Streamersof lightning spread out and
reachedfor Karlini. Karlini's fingers were a blur, smoke and sparks com-
ing from them as well as from the ruptured disc. "Max!" he yelled, "I
can't hold it!"

The image in the ring was gone and the plate of silver light shone
through like a sun. Max, who had been gesturing too, reeled off a string
of figures. The figures spun into formation and darted into the ring. The
surface of the silver plate heaved, the center swelled up, and then
Karlini's original meshwork ball pushed itself through, the orange mesh
framework trailing interwoven threads of burning silver. Karlini's con-
struct was no longer a ball but rather a writhing amoeboid blob, its neat
grid lines shooting off in wild hyperbolic sprays, irregular fragments
curling back to pierce the structure and coil through its walls. A shudder
ran through the blob as Max's second barrage danced along its surface.
The roaring whine intensified. Max's amulet, which had been quivering
on his chest, jumped out of his shirt, lights playing in the tiny sapphires
and larger stones. A tendril of lightning grazed the seagull and one of its
tail feathers burst into flame. Roni, who had been deflecting the light-
ning, was sheeting sweat, her hands quivering in violent tremors, fas-
ciculations twitching over her brow. The center of the silver disc opened
and drew back. Behind it was a giant eye.

OEnoughof this nonsense,"Max growled. He thrust his left hand into
the bowl of hard candies, closed his eyes, gritted his teeth, and concen-
trated. A small concave plate, the concave surface covered with fuzz and
the back side festooned with multicolored lumps and tubes and strange
waving appendages, appeared in the air over the bowl. Almost faster
than vision could discriminate, the plate split into four much smaller but
otherwise identical versions of itself, each of the four split into four,
those split and split again, how many times an observer could not pos-
sibly tell, and then this cloud of spinning motes dove down Max's arm
and into his hand.

The bowl heaved and blew apart, fragments of bowl and pulverized
candy spraying around the room like tiny, brightly colored missiles.
Max's fist, though, had clenched around a handful of the candies, and a
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swirling haze had appeared around his hand. Strong red light leaked
from between his fingers, streaming directly into the haze, as the haze
seemedto be vacuuming the light up into itself. Bands of light ran up his
arm like small animals through a boa constrictor. Max raised his arm, the
hand still clenched, raised it over his head, turned it behind his body -
and then, with one convulsive hurling swing, whipped his arm around.
A ball of sizzling plasma hurtled out of Max's hand at the head of a solid
beam that started at his shoulder and ran rippling down his arm like a
tubular stiletto. The plasma ball went through the center of the ring into
the questing eye and the beam hit the silver disc. The disc flew into
shreds. The silver congealed like clotting blood as the disc dropped to
the floor, wobbled on one edge, toppled over, and exploded. Globs of
sizzling silver goo rained down. Low sizzles and plops from the molten
silver echoed in the sudden silence.

Karlini and Roni pulled themselves to their feet. The seagull peeped
tentatively out from under an overturned armchair. Max raised himself
to a sitting position, propping himself up against the far wall, where the
recoil had thrown him. "You wanted to know about coupling?" Max said,
still gritting his teeth. " Thatwas coupling."

“It's not very neat, is it," Karlini said. He surveyed the room. The air
was thick with smoke and plumes rose from the evaporating puddles of
silver. All the furniture was scattered back around the walls.

Max's left sleeve had been shredded completely off and his arm was
bright red and oozing fluid. He gingerly raised his arm, rotated it slowly
around his shoulder, clenched and unclenched his fist. With his other
hand he easedhis amulet back inside his shirt. The amulet had a discon-
certing habit of popping out at unexpected times; Max didn't know what
all its powers might be, but since it had certainly taken plenty of trouble
to steal the thing had to do somethinguseful. "I told you | don't have the
new coupling method quite worked out yet,” he said. "This is the first
time I've tried to useit. Always seemsto work out that way, doesnQOit?
You wouldn't happen to have anything like a medicine kit handy, would
YOU?¥¥

Karlini dug under the bookcase and came up with a small singed
satchel.He withdrew a colil of linen and beganwrapping it around Max's
arm. "Yeow!" Max said. "Feels like that armOsbeen out sunbathing in
your desert there for about a week."

"Justwhat kind of stunt was that, exactly?" Roni said, still panting. She
was mopping her face with a piece of one of the tablecloths.
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“"Nothing too fancy. | liberated a pile of energy from those candy
things and threw it at that eye. Instead of just liberating energy, itOdbe
better to incorporate it into other stuff, but, well.O He shrugged. OThanks,
Karlini, that's a lot better."

"You want to lie down for awhile?" Karlini said.

"Be better to just get on with it. Do you want to lie down? You took a
beating from those lightning bolts."

Karlini squatted back on his haunches and crossed his arms. "If you
can go on, | can go on. You know, this didn't happen the last time |
looked at Roosing Oolvaya."

"l figured as much; I'm sure it didn't."

Roni was frowning over at Karlini. "Oskin Yahlei evidently decided he
doesn't want anybody checking up on him.O

"Oskin Yahlei?O Max said.

“That's who has the ring," Ron! said. "That's who you're going after. |
think that's whose eye was in that disc."”

"Never heard of him. How are you so sure he's the one?"

“That dream | told you about?" Karlini said. "The one | had upstairs in
the tower? It left me with a sense.That's how | found him in the first
place."

"HOm.Well, that's consistent, anyway. | hope he didn't get a good look
at me."

"You threw him quite a punch," Roni said. "He may not be in any con-
dition to fight with anyone for a while."

Max looked at her and grimaced. "I donOtknow. That anti-spy field
had a hell of a lot of power in it, plus it was shielded against backlash. |
don't know how much of my bolt really got through. Too bad | had to try
a big dumb power-blast in the first place, but it was the handiest thing |
could think of at the moment."

"So what youOresaying," Karlini said, "you think that blast may have
only put him more on his guard?"

Max sighed. "If it was me, I'd take it as a warning. Well, maybe he'll
think it was another god, and he'll at least have the tact to be surprised
when | show up instead." He stretched his neck, trying to work out some
of the kinks from skidding into the wall. "There's nothing to do for it
now. You might as well give me the rest of the story. I'd like to know
what else I'm letting myself in for."

"You don't want to try another probe?" Karlini said. "Maybe a fine-
beam needle probe?"
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Max stared at him, then ostentatiously crossedhis bandaged arm over
the good one.

"Ahem," Karlini said. "Well, perhaps the story might be best, at that."
He absent-mindedly righted his chair and plopped into it. The left arm-
rest creaked over and fell off. "Frankly, Max, it's not the besttime to be
visiting Roosing Oolvaya. You'll see troops in the streets. The former
Venerance died a week or so ago under suspicious circumstances. His
son took over the office and turned out the local militia, that is, the
Guard, plus a horde of mercenaries who conveniently happened to be
around.”

Max had been testing his arm. He'd have to keep exercising it, he de-
cided, or it would stiffen up. "What do we know about this son?" .

"From what | was able to pick up before, he was a classicfop-around-
time, with a vicious streak. Perfect puppet material."

"Whose puppet?”

"You tell me. Big powerful magician, wants to be a new force in town
£

"l had afeeling you were going to say that. Sothis messhas politics in
it too." Max sighed again. "What about old cabinet members, people loy-
al to the old Venerance?"

"Dungeons are under the palace. A lot of people seemto have been
winding up there."

"Curfew?"

"Sunset to sunrise.O

OYeahyight,O said Max. OBoundto be more people creeping around at
night then during the day. Camouflage, maybe, if | can keep from run-
ning into traffic jams on the rooftops. What about this Oskin Yahlei?"

"He has a place near the north wall, I'll show you on the map. He's
passing himself off as a necromancer."

Max groaned. "You're going out of your way to keep this from being
any fun at all, aren't you?"

"l already warned you. | mentioned there might be undead when you
brought it up before."

"l hoped you were joking."

"He may not be a real necromancer, it could be just a disguise," Karlini
said. "You shouldn't get so -"

Max levered himself back to his feet, leaning his back against the wall,
and glowered off at nothing in particular. "Disguise or not, you know as
well as | do that playing around with the dead is filthy stuff. After
something's beenin the ground you don't want to seeit in the air again.
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You ever beenchasedby a gang of zombies? No?" Max ground his teeth.
"Well, by the time they've managed to claw their way out of the earth
they're not much more than a heap of glowing mold and squirming mag-
gots, scum, basically, with clods of stuff falling off whenever they move.
They've also got an uncanny habit of showing up upwind." He pausedin
front of Karlini and switched the glower to him. "You think that's dis-
gusting? - we're not even talking about the realundead yet. As magical
esthetics go, necromancy is pretty close to the bottom of the pits. Dis-
guise, hah! Anybody who would deliberately disguisethemselves as a
necromancer is stranger than | want to hear about. He probably really is
a necromancer, worse luck."

"You're not backing out, are you?" Roni said.

Karlini had turned pink. "Of course he's pulling out, he's afraid he's
going to blow it."

"Dear," Roni said.

"E All right, all right, Max, | apologize." said Karlini. "I know you
don't like zombies, | should have put it a different way. You haven't
blown anything significant in years, | know that, that's why you've got to
take care of this one."

"Max?" Roni said.

"Of course I'll do it," Max said, "l said | would, now let's stop beating
the point to death. You know me, sometimes| just need to complain. Just
answer one thing for me, and then we can start on the real preparations.
Who is he, really?"

"Who is who?O Karlini said.

OOWhomOsaid Max, Oand stop playing around. You've been sitting
around in this castle for weeks, all you've been doing is thinking about
this mess, you've got to have come up with at least a good guess. Who
owns this place?Who is it I'm going out to rescue?And while we're at it,
who is this Oskin Yahlei?"

"Uh," Karlini said, "well, | really don't know. | wish | did, but -"

“It's the one major point you've been avoiding ever since | got here.
Now, talk, or the deal's off, really."

“l, uh, I'm not sure."

“I'm sure you're not. Just give me your guess."

"You must have your own guess by now, Max,” Roni said. She
wouldn't quite meet Max's eyes.

"Yeah," Max said, "I do. | sure do. That's why | want to hear Karlini's."
He fixed Karlini with his sharpestgaze."Well? Who is it? Is it somebody
| know?"
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Karlini slowly let out his breath. "E Death. It's one of the Deaths."

Max's glower had brought most of his face into shadow, his eye sock-
ets casting gloom down past his nose and chin. Something glittered on
his chest- the filigreed amulet. "Which one is the Death?" he said, "Oskin
Yahlei or the castle master?"

"E Both of them. | think they're both Deaths."
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Chapter 6

THE CREEPING SWORD STALKS AGAIN

THE SKARGOOL RANSOM MONEY was enough to let me live com-
fortably for ayear, but | was still sitting out in front at the office the next
morning. I'm not sure | could tell you why. You work and you work un-
til you get to a point where you don't have to work for a while, and
when you get to that point you keep working anyway. Damned if | un-
derstand it. | didn't think | had anything of the freelance do-gooder in
me, | didn't think | was the kind of guy who'd keep doing what | should
get paid for, for free, but I'd been surprised before. Of course, as things
turned out, the first businessthrough the door made me wish I'd caught
the first barge out of town.

| had my feet up, just leaning back and - like | said - feeling pretty
good about things for a change, when there was a knock on the door.
There was something surprising about that, and even my mood of con-
tentment wasn't enough to make me ignore it. It wasn't the fact that it
was six-thirty in the morning, when the butchers and farmers had been
at work for hours and most everyone else was still dragging themselves
out of bed; when you do the jobs | do you get to expect people barging in
on you at all hours. With all the skullduggery going on in the city during
the night an early morning visitor wouldn't have startled me one bit. So
it wasn't the visitor that surprised me. What surprised me was hearing
the knock on the door, and nothing else.

I've got my office on the second floor of an old building for a good
reason. The stairs creak. | went and loosened them specially myself so
they'd creak even louder. | like to know people are coming before they
get up here. The neighbors hate the sound, but they hate fights in my of-
fice even more. Me, | didn't think anything larger than a cat could make
it up the stairs without warning me.

And then there was a knock on the door.

That was the strangest thing about it. If anyone was going to take the
trouble to get up the staircasewithout the slightest sound, however they
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did it, I would have figured the reason was to take me by surprise. So
why would they knock?

There was only one thing to do. | rested a hand near the hilt of my
sword, tried to remember if I'd made my last good-luck payment to Ph-
linn Arol, the Adventurer's God, and said, "Come in."

When he walked in | knew all bets were off. Too late, | remembered
that my coverage with Phlinn Arol had lapsed a week ago. Typical, |
thought. The guy in the door was the man from the Skargool case,the
one from the insurance company.

The one I'd figured was probably a god. "Hello,” | said carefully.
"Have a seat."

"Thank you," he said. He rested his walking stick next to the door, re-
moved his brown-and-gray tweed cape and draped it over the back of
the chair, flicked his gaze quickly over the seat, apparently decided the
brown splotches were defects in the wood and not the remains of a re-
cent spill, and lowered himself deliberately onto the chair, his hands
grasping the armrests. His hair was combed over a bald spot and he was
a bit too stocky to bet on in timed sprints, but his mouth was pursed
enough to make the whole face look grim. His eyes shifted around in
pale sockets, darting at the few significant features of the room - the
desk, the window, the bookcasewith its smattering of books and my two
large creeping plants, the dented Valtubian shield, me - and it occurred
to me that perhaps, just maybe, he was worried about something. | tried
to look patient, and to keep my mind as far away from the ransom
money as | could, just in case stray thoughts were what he was after.

His eyessettled on me again, then slid away. "l find myself in an un-
characteristic situation,” he said. "I need your help. Someoneis trying to
kill me."

| tried to stop it, but | think my jaw dropped anyway.

"You're a god. How can someone be trying to kill you?"

"Oh," he said in a flat voice. "A god. You noticed that bit with the wife
and the balls of fire."

"Yeah. It's my job to notice little things like that."

He was examining the shield again; he really didnOtwant to look in my
direction, did he. Of course, the shield was worth the once-over. Given
the ragged flower-petal hole gashed through the middle of it, youOd
wonder how the person holding it had survived. Actually, the person
hadnOt.Fortunately, that person hadnOtbeen me. "You are quite observ-
ant indeed,Osaid the guy in the chair. OPowersof observation are valu-
able. These powers are one reason | have chosen you to assist me."
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| wished | had gone blind while I'd had the chance;that way | would
have stopped noticing unhealthy things, like the fact that he was a god.
The damage would have been a lot better in the long run than what he
had to have in mind for me. As long as| was at it, | wished I'd lost my
tongue too, to keep me from making any more dumb remarks such asac-
tually telling him what I'd seen.But if | couldn't seenew problems to get
myself into and couldn't open my mouth to make them worse, |
wouldn't be myself, then, would 1? "You really are a god?"| said. "You're
not going to try to deny it?"

"What would be the goal? Would you treat me differently if you
thought me a mere sorcerer?0

"Yeah, | would. I've got a lot of experience dealing with people. | feel
comfortable around them, even when they're trying to kill me."

"All the more reason,then," he said. "There is no reasonfor you to feel
comfortable around me. We are not peers. You will work for me in this
case, but | am not your client. | am your master."

Fear or no fear, imminent painful death or not, those were fighting
words, whoever he was. "You got some kind of nerve,"™ | said. Olwork
for who | choose,when | choose.l'll take your little problem if | want to,
after you've told me about it, but you can't just come in here and take
over my life. | may let you hire me, but you're not going to own me. |
gave up the whole vassal number years ago."

"I am not bargaining with you. This is a matter of some urgency. |
have been cut off from my primary power source."

"Magic - that's another thing. | hate magic. | hate casesthat hinge on
magic. | hate the idea of magic. In fact, | think I'm starting to hate you,
too. | don't think your caseis going to interest me at all. Now why don't
you pick up your capeand your caneand go out the sameway you came
in?"

He seemedto be enjoying the situation too much, like a boy with a
small insect and a growing collection of tiny legs, and that should have
warned me. "l thought perhaps you might take that attitude,"” he said.
OThat's why | took certain precautions."

"E What precautions?"

"Your metabolism. I've linked it to mine."

"What are you talking about?"

"I'll show you. Hit me. Go ahead."

| had been thinking about doing just that for some time. | was sure it
was a bad idea, but that had never stopped me before. My left took him
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under the jaw. | felt it in the usual place, in my fist, but that wasn't all. A
sharp pounding pain flashed out of my own chin and up into my head.

He got to his feet while | was still resting on the floor, looking out of
crossed eyes. "Metabolism," he said. "Linked. Anything that affects me
affects you. If | run out of power you will most probably die."

| wondered how | was getting myself into this. Maybe he'd beendoing
something to me that screwed up my better judgment. My head was cer-
tainly screwed up, and it was only seveno'clock in the morning. On the
other hand, it looked like my left had as much punch asl'd always given
it credit for. | reached for a random thought. "This power stuff,” | said. "I
thought you guys had so much power you could do anything. Why do
you need me?"

"Why do you have so many questions? Justfollow my orders. That is
the only valid choice for you."

| squinted up at the two of him and took a deep breath.

“Like | said, | hate magic. I've always hated magic. This situation isn't
likely to make me reconsider, but your little show-and-tell makesit looks
like I'm stuck with it. | may be tough but I'm not an idiot. | cantell when
I've been outplayed. | think surviving the experience is good for a first
goal, and I'll go back to hating it later. If I'm going to get out of this, I'm
going to have to do what you want, and do it right. I'm a professional. |
assumethat's why you're here. If I'll going to do a professional job, I'm
going to have to know what's going on."

He satdown in my chair behind my desk, reachedinto my drawer and
pulled out my flask. "It has been a long time since anyone like you
treated me like this," he said, pouring a long shot down his throat. He
smacked his lips, and maybe | felt some of it too, deep down in my chest.
"One side of me wants to dismantle you organ by organ and joint by
joint, and have oxen run wild over the remains." Something crackled
between his hands, and it wasn't the flask. | setmy jaw aswell as| could
from my recumbent position on the floor and tried to look astough asl'd
beentalking, not an easyconceptwhen you do happen to be lying on the
floor.

"But | will not do that," he said after a minute.

"I will not do that becauseyou happen to be right. If | could do your
job I would be doing it myself, but | cannot, so | need your expertise. |
will caution you, though. | do know my job. Do not go too far, or | will
show you some of its finer points."

He stared at me. The feel of something large and terrible loomed at my
back, waiting to tear me apart, and that would just be the appetizer. |
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made myself not swallow and stared back at him. "Right," | said. "Sol've
got those questions."

He took another swig from the flask. "Very well."

| hoisted myself gingerly off the floor and into the visitors' chair. "Let's
start with who's trying to kill you."

He looked at me as though he might be reconsidering whether | was
the one he needed or not. "If | knew that | would eradicate them."

"Yeah, right. Then how about, what kind of attempts have they been
making on your, uh, life?"

“There has been no direct attempt to discorporate me, no."

"Okay," | said. "So how do you know somebody's trying to kill you?"

"When | tried to leave the city earlier this morning, | discovered a bar-
rier surrounding it."

Okay, so we were finally getting somewhere. Unless he was one of
those mad nutjob gods and the whole thing was in his own head. "Tell
me about this barrier."

He paused and looked disparagingly at me. "The explanation is highly
technical."

“Try me, | can take it."

He was right, the explanation was technical. What he didn't know, and
what | didn't want to mention, was that over the years I'd picked up a
fair amount of magic theory, purely out of self-defense. Just becausel
didn't like magic didn't mean | couldn't know something about it. I'd
beenup against magicians before, and it was always a good idea to have
some grasp on their capabilities, and whether they could really carry out
the threats they always seemedto enjoy making. Sowhen he started off
by saying it was a type of coupling problem, and looked at me to seeif |
had the slightest idea of what he was talking about, | could raise an eye-
brow and nod back with some level of confidence.

Coupling was always a big subject on the mind of a magician, like
caravan drivers crossing the desert and their obsessionwith the location
of the next watering hole. Magic took a lot of power, and most of it came
out of the magician's hide, out of their own life energy, or aura, or
whatever they were calling it this year. This drain was usually through a
loss of body mass, but not always. Part of being a magician was learning
not only to produce spells, but how to cope with the aftermath.

Well, fine, walking takes energy too. The problem with magic was the
guantity involved. Major-league conjuring - something like a duel, say -
could take off fifty pounds of weight in a matter of minutes and leave
you incapacitated for weeks, and that was if you won. You could createa
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spell ahead of time and store it, but that was only good when you knew
in advance what you were going to need. Setting up the spell would still
Incapacitate you, but at leastyou were in a position where you could rest
up afterward; that was some help, but not really enough. That's why ma-
gicians were always looking for ways to store up power in other forms,
and new ways to get the power in the first place.

That's where coupling came in. Most things in the world were poten-
tial power sources.Living things were best, but theoretically you could
use rocks, wind, water, just about anything. The amount of energy a
thing had available was supposed to be related to the amount of order
that had gone into making it and keeping it running, at leastthat's what
the texts said. Unfortunately there was a technical hitch. There was all
this potential energy out there, but nobody could really get at it.

To get energy out of a rock, say, you had to couple your own energy
field to the rock, do something to the rock that would releaseits energy,
and siphon the energy into your own field or directly into your spell. In
practice it turned out the efficiency of transfer was low. Reallow. Drain-
ing your objectall the way down to a husk might give you one percent of
the energy you could calculate was there. Maybeone percent, if you were
lucky and really knew what you were doing. There were all kinds of
tricks and wrinkles, and different classesof objectsgive different types of
energy, so magicians tend to specialize in order to at leastlearn one set of
techniques really well. Necromancers, for example, got their energy from
the dead; along the way they learned how to fiddle with the dead in oth-
er ways, too - it wasn't all a question of energy. The bottom line, though,
was that there was all this energy sitting around and nobody could fig-
ure out to make it work for them.

That much was common knowledge in magical circles. What | hadn't
known, and what | doubted anybody who wasn't a god really compre-
hended, was that the gods had coupling problems too. Gods don't like to
discuss economics, it takes away from their image. According to this one,
though, keeping up a god's basic life-style took a lot of power. ThatOs
why gods tried to diversify, storing up energy from as many different
sources as they could, but they ran into efficiency tradeoffs the same as
people. For some reason the rules didn't work quite the same for gods -
he said their efficiency curves were different, and they could tap other
sourcesthat weren't open to regular mortals, like energy from prayers -
but that didn't get around the fact that the rules still laid down the law.

There was another related problem. Magicians wanted to store up as
much power asthey could, of course, but it turned out there the possible
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power you could store was limited, too. A single person or aura could
only absorb a certain amount of energy at any one time D a person, an
aura, or a god. Gods could hold more, a lot more in fact, but they nor-
mally chewed through it at a higher rate too. What they coulddo, though,
was store the excess,ending up with a network of power reservoirs they
could couple into and recharge from, even at a distance, like a high-alti-
tude reservoir of water when you needed a drink, or a bank when you
needed cash.

Also like banks, these energy stores could be robbed. A lot of a god's
time went into hiding, guarding, or booby-trapping his reservoirs, and
especially trying to keep anyone else from finding out their locations in
the first place.

"So let me seeif I've got this straight,” | said, interrupting his exposi-
tion. "You're in Roosing Oolvaya running an errand, away from your
power reserves.When you try to leave you run into this barrier. Not only
doesit keep you from getting out of the city, but if you couple through it
you reveal the location of the reservoir you're coupling into."

He eyed me thoughtfully. "Yes," he said.

"Is this barrier thing some standard ploy, then?"

"l have seenbarriers used before. This barrier is not typical. It seems
optimized for neutralization of surveillance, and for quarantine."

"You mean keeping magic users out of the city, and not letting any of
them look in?"

"Essentially."

"So why do you think this barrier person is after you?"

"“This is not a very big city. Who else would they be after?"

This guy might have big power, but he also had an ego to match.
Roosing Oolvaya wasn't the largest city on the continent, but it still had
its share of stories; who knew what else was going on out there today?
He also had a certain weaknessin logical arguments. "Maybe they don't
realize you're here," | said. "Maybe they don't know the field has this ef-
fect on you. It sounds like this barrier's aimed at mortals, regular magi-
cians. Not gods at all. You could be caught up as a side effect."

He was silent for a moment. "That could explain a certain detail. This
barrier appears to be a first-level field."

"First level?" I'd never heard that term before.

"Human magicians operate on the first quantum level. A god generally
does not."
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"Whatever you say. So maybe it's just some mortal slob out there
who's put up this barrier for reasons of his own, and accidentally
trapped you."

"That E is possible."

"So maybe you could just blast this field and crush this guy and take
off."

He glanced at me. | thought | was starting to get better at picking up
his moods, and this time | thought he was actually a bit amused. "A good
try," he said. "l have not tested the barrier yet, merely examined it. | wish
to know exactly what | face before committing myself. | could potentially
do what you are suggesting, but perhaps not. The drain would surely
prove considerable."

"Even if you wait, you still said you were running out of power pretty
fast."

“That is true. That is why you had best plan on working quickly."

To hell with public-spirited high mindedness. | was in a jam, and |
camefirst. "If you need to recharge in the meantime, why don't you just
sacrifice a few dozen people and chew up their souls?"

“That, unfortunately, is not an option."

"Huh?0 | said. "I thought all gods -"

"You thought wrongly," he said, a little testily (I thought) this time.
"Such energy would be tainted, would destabilize my matrix structure."
He looked at my desk plant, which wasnOtdoing too well itself, but
seemed to find enough inspiration from it to proceed. "l am not a Death."

Suddenly, | was not only out of my depth, | was overboard in the
middle of the oceanwith a small rock quarry tied to my leg. "Uh," | said,
"who are you? Whatare you?"

His head turned slowly to face me, and his eyes gazed sharply
through mine. "You may not know what | am. As for whol am E you
may call me Gashanatantra."

What the heck, | would seehow far I'd come."Okay, sure. That's a fine
name unless | need to call you in a hurry. Sinceyou say this messis so
urgent, I'd rather call you something | don't have to figure out how to
pronounce every time | try to say it. How about Gash?"

"Gash. Indeed." He paused again, and | prepared to die. Then, instead,
he took another swallow from my flask, and said, "Very well. Are you
prepared to begin now?"

"Yeah, | think so. Where can | get in touch with you?"

"l will be available when appropriate.”

"You said something like that once before."
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"As with the insurance investigation, | wish my role to remain as min-
imal as possible."

"You mean I'm bait. You want to wave me around and have this
barrier-maker shoot at me."

He smiled. "You may view it that way," he said, Oif you choose.O

“That's fine," | said. "I understand the situation, and that's my job.
There's just one thing you might want to remember. You might want to
remember that it'll be more difficult for me to do what you need me to
do if I'm dead. That meansit's also in your own interest that | don't get
that way."

"Few mortals are irreplaceable. | have selectedyou so that you can ac-
complish this on your own, by yourself." He paused, his eyesmomentar-
ily wandering over to look at the other shield, the one from Mangotchka
hanging over the desk. This one a different, neater hole punched straight
through the middle where ajavelin had once gone through it. The javelin
was still embedded behind it in the wall. "Do you think you can handle
it?"

Every client I'd ever had ended up asking that, sooner or later. | hadn't
answered honestly yet; | usually needed the business. "I'm not dumb
enough to say no, but I'm not dumb enough to say yes. You're a big-time
player. Sois whoever's out there, evenif heisn't a god. He's probably go-
ing to be a nasty nut to crack. That may need the kind of firepower that
you've got and | don't. That meansif | get in trouble that's too deep for
me on my own I'm going to have to count on you to back me up."

He didn't say anything, he just eyed me again and then got up and left.
| had the nasty feeling | might find out how expendable | really was. One
thing that he carefully hadn't said, though, and that | hadn't wanted him
to know I'd thought of, was this metabolic linkage bit. I'd die if he died,
he had said, but maybe it would work the other way too. It was just pos-
sible that he'd haveto bail me out, for the sake of his own skin, or elsecut
me loose. | wasn't planning to die, but | wasplanning to get out of this
thing without him running the rest of my life. It would be trickier than
anything I'd done before, but for some reason | thought | might actually
be able to pull it off. Don't ask me why | was so optimistic. There hadn't
been much in my morning so far to justify a sanguine view of the
prospects.

And of course, things were about to get worse.

Like | said before, | hate magic. It makes me nervous.
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I'm sure that kind of feeling was an old story. Back thousands of years
ago, when technology ruled the world, I'm sure some people hated that
too. When the gods moved in and shut technology down, the big thing
that changed was the emphasis. These days technology had acquired a
mystique among the few people who knew it had ever existed, a nostal-
gia that | shared. Nostalgia was all it would ever be. Every time some
new mechanical genius showed up, trying to roll out a new innovation
or reintroduce an old one he'd dug out of a ruin, the gods would squash
him. They kept an eye out for things like that, and they didn't miss
much.

More to the point, though, just becausel didn't like the idea of magic
didn't mean | couldn't know something about it, or know some of the
people who knew how it worked. In my business,every friend is a bless-
ing, and every contact an asset. When I'd pulled myself together, then,
having decided not to actually finish off the flask at that time, | headed
off to seea guy. This person certainly wasn't a blessing, but in the past he
had been an asset,and in my present jam | hoped | could convince him
to be one again.

Carl Lake took one look at me, after his manservant had ushered me
into his comfortable second-floor solarium atop the silversmith's shop on
the fashionable Street of Fresh Breeze, and said, "What happened to
you?"

| seatedmyself in his down-stuffed armchair in the shade of a tropical
young-palm. Gash hadn't told me | shouldn't tell anybody else the real
situation, but | figured I'd better be discrete. "l got a client,” | said.

He pushed aside some scrolls on his desk, the polished surface gleam-
ing with rare hardwoods, and leaned over it to peer more closely at me.
"You have also picked up a curse." He scrutinized the air around me.
"I've never seenone quite like this - beautiful work, beautiful work. Un-
registered, hmm, yes."

"Unregistered?" | said. "What the hell doesthat mean? And what's this
about a curse?"

"Surely you know of the curse registry?" he said, steepling his fingers.
"Curses are often registered with an agency of the gods. Like insurance,
hmm? A god is contracted to administer the application of the curse. Su-
pervision by a god, a very valuable function, yes, but quite expensive."
He clucked to himself and rubbed his eyebrows. His eyebrows, possibly
because of the attention, stuck wildly up and down like ragged bot-
tlebrushes. "The curse is woven in your aura, like this -" His hand made
swooshing darting movements around his own body. "What are the
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details, what is its purpose - without afull study | cannottell." He spread
his arms, hands open and palms up.

Well, | guessl could have told him the story, how this curse was prob-
ably how Gash had linked my fate to his, but | didn't. 1Odmet Carl after
heOdgone on a picnic a short way up the river. Three thugs had thrown
him off arock ledge and left him for dead, and had stolen the scrolls he'd
taken along to read in the sun. I'd tracked down the goons and recovered
his stuff. Carl would never walk right again, since the ledge had been
fairly high up, but he still had his solarium and a good basic stay-at-
home fee-for-spell magical consulting business,so he was doing all right.
Sometimes he let himself feel some obligation to me. HeOdalso invested
more attention in learning more reliable self-protection magic. "Well," |
said, "so I've got a curse, what elseis new? | guess!'ll just have to live
with it. What's going on in town?"

"Aside from the martial law and the curfew and the troops, yes, any-
thing going on you say?"

"Aside from them, yeah. Any strange new magic around?"

"You," Carl said, "I know. You are testing me. You have some particu-
lar thing in mind you are really asking me. Yes, hmm?"

"You think?"

"Something magical, then. Hmm." He rang for tea, and | remembered
what time it really was, still barely the hour for acivilized breakfast. Carl
was still in his dressing gown, but of course magicians had their own
reputation to keep up, conjurations past midnight and all that. The tea
was hot and its taste alive with the tingle of exotic spices, one of the be-
nefits of living in a major commercial port. "Good tea," | said.

"Yes, thank you. You are not interested in simple gossip, but then
these are not simple times, hmm? As you know, | am not often political,
but perhaps you have come for speculation on political trends?"

| decided to stop playing games; maybe then heOdstop too. "Look,
Carl," | said, "maybe it's political and maybe it's not. | wouldn't be sur-
prised if it was. IOveheard that somebody's put a barrier around the city,
and | don't mean aline of troops. A barrier for quarantine, and neutraliz-
ation of surveillance."

"Hm," he said. "That is news. A barrier of sorcery, that is news indeed.
How do you know of this thing?"

"l get around."

“Indeed. Yes, well, a question costs nothing." He raked his eyebrows.
"A barrier. | must examine this for myself."

“The big question is ‘who'.
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"Oh, my, indeed yes. Who indeed? A good barrier takes much power,
much skill. This is a good barrier?"

“The way | hear it, yeah. Real good."

He stood and hobbled furiously around the room, rubbing one hand
acrosshis eyebrows and using the other for support. "Political, it must be
political. It must be connected with E"

"You're the best magician in town, arenOtyou? Could you have done
it?"

"Me?" He looked at me for a second, caught between ego and the
needs of honesty. "No, not I, certainly not. Such a barrier requires too
much power. Not my specialty either. And myself asthe most powerful
in Roosing Oolvaya? At times, perhaps. Currently, perhaps not." He
stopped suddenly, staring out the milky surface of the river-beast blad-
der that covered the solarium dome. "Such a barrier is employed by a
sorcerer against other sorcerers.lIt is a sign that says, '‘Beware! Enter this
area at your own risk! Secret work in progress!"

"To me, that sounds like more of an invitation for anybody who's curi-
ous to come take a look."

"You do not understand. This is a serious affair. Such a barrier is usu-
ally a preliminary when one expects an attack. Or a duel. It says,
‘Bystanders - fall back or perish!™

| was starting to get the idea. "1f it isn't yours, whose is it? | know the
local talent, and I'd say if you couldn't do it, none of them could either."”

"It could be Rounga, perhaps, but that is most unlikely. | must make
inquiries, gather the adepts of the city. We will meet. Perhaps we may
need to take joint action. This is a serious situation."

| went to the door. "Let me know. 1Od better be there."

"Certainly."

The door was large and brass and highly polished. | beganto push it
open and then said, "What about strangers? Is there anybody new in
town?" In the reflection of his image in the door | thought | saw him
stiffen, just barely.

"If so, we must find this out," Carl said.

| STRODE OFF DOWN FRESH BREEZE, turned a corner, and then
took an alley quickly back through the center of the block. | was just in
time to see Carl Lake, fully dressed now and leaning on a cane made
from the large straight tusk of a moose-slasherwolf, hobble out of the
door of his home and set out for the north. The manservant had ap-
peared right behind him. Locking the door, he hurried off in the opposite
direction. | made a quick decision and slid after Carl.
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Carl stopped every minute or two to look around, but there were
plenty of doorways and stalls for me to edge into out of his line of sight.
For aguy with a permanent limp, he was acting remarkably agile. Given
the usual crowds in the narrow streets, each person bustling back and
forth with their purchases, haggling with the open-air merchants, and
generally following their own errands and missions, and with the need
to stay back so he couldn't actually seeme eachtime he abruptly turned,
it was all | could do to keep him in sight. | thought I'd lost him twice in
the first ten minutes. Thosetimes | had no excuse;tailing was supposed
to be part of my expertise. When | really did lose him, of course, there
were other more urgent things going on.

It wasn't more than fifteen minutes since Carl had left his house. We
hadn't come that far, especially for the trouble I'd beenhaving. | was fol-
lowing him north on Mosk Field, where it straightens out for a quarter-
mile and getswide enough for two carts to passat the sametime. One of
the Guard outfits that had become ubiquitous after the coup, a squad of
about ten guys, was working their way south toward us. Carl gave them
a glance and then moved around to passon the right. A solid stone wall
about twice my height ran down that side of the block, several sharp-
eyed beggars reclining in the gutter at its foot, and Carl was forced to
edgeright up to it, his shoulder on the rock and his tusk-cane forcing the
beggars to scuttle out of the way. | waited a few seconds and headed
after him.

The street and the gutter were surfaced with uneven flagstones, but
the gutter was also covered on top of the stones by the standard sheath
of trash and mud. Carl had moved the beggars back, at least, but | still
needed to keep an eye on my footing and one on Carl at the sametime.
Justat the second, the footing was first in my mind - | always hate to slip
in the goop. The approaching Guard squad forced me up a bit closer to
the wall, my foot hit a slick spot and began to slide, and so | raised my
right hand to steady myself against the wall. I'm right-handed, and that's
the hand | favor for my sword; | use a cross-body draw with the sword
slung on my left hip. Justat that seconda trooper from the Guard squad
moved against the wall in front of me with his sword out and pointing in
my direction. Simultaneously, another man had done the same thing
right behind me, and still others had filled the space between the first
two, all of their swords out aswell, and the swords of their backups be-
hind them. It had to be luck, and certainly not my own, that precisely
when this happened my sword hand was splayed out on the surface of
the tall rock wall with the rest of me leaning against it, several feet and a
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shift of body weight away from actually getting my own sword free and
available for use.

Points poked my back and another one poked my side. A hand
reached in, pulled my sword out from my belt, and withdrew. By the
time one of them said, "You're under arrest. Violation of curfew. Con-
tempt for martial law," it was almost anti-climactic.

"That was one of the slickest moves I've seen in a long time," | said.

"Shut up," said the corporal.

The whole thing had taken about six seconds. Up ahead, Carl Lake
was still disappearing around the next corner. Justas he did, | thought |
saw something impossible. | put it down to overwork. Unfortunately, the
enforced vacation | now had coming up was not the sort that promised
much chance of rest and relaxation. | was headed for the dungeons.
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Chapter 7

SHAA CONVERSES

THE AFTERNOON WAS CREEPING ONWARD. Roosing Oolvaya
would shortly begin to come alive with the pad of muffled footfalls, the
slink of stealthy passages,and the whisper of watchwords. Knives
would flash and men would fall, while decent folk would stay indoors.
Overall, it would be a typical night.

Actually, though, it probably wouldn't, at least if Zalzyn Shaa had
anything to say about it, and it looked increasingly asthough he would.
Shaa considered himself a decent person (as, he had discovered, most
persons felt about themselves) but nonetheless he would be out in the
streets. That is, he would start by being out in the streets. Shaacollapsed
his spyglass, stowed it away under his cloak, and turned back to Jurtan
Mont. Mont was barely visible to him, in the thick shadow behind a dark
chimney, but would be totally concealedfrom anyone on the ground or
even on the surrounding rooftops, which were lower. "Let me get this
straight,0 Shaa said. "Four days ago the Venerance clutches his throat
and dies. This twerp Kaar proclaims himself Venerance, locks up his
father's government as a precautionary move, and starts rounding up
everybody whoOsever looked at him wrong under the cover of martial
law. ThatOghe outline. Not,O he added in an aside apparently aimed at
no one in particular, Othat it is remarkably unique."

Mont shifted irritably and said, "Soit's not unique. Who caresif it's not
unique? It doesn't have to be unique to be bad."

"Well put,” Shaasaid. "There are few situations these days that are
truly unique, if indeed there ever were. What gives any situation its indi-
vidual character are the personalities involved and the nature of one's
own personal stake. Thus it is that we come to the matter at hand, in
which the major issue is your personal stake. Yes?"

"l guess so. It's gotta be my stake, I'm the only one left. They're my
family. | can't just let them rot." Jurtan mumbled something else beneath
his breath.
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"What was that?O Shaa said. OIOm afraid | didnOt catch that last bit.O

Mont's voice wasn't much louder the secondtime. "E | said | wish |
was more of the rescuing type."

Olsthere a rescuing type?OShaamused. "You may not be that type,
yet, whatever it is, but you do have the makings of another, more useful
type."

"What's that?"

“The intelligent type. Which is to say that you're apparently smart
enough to know when to get help."

"Yeah, but, | don't know. | feel like | should have beendoing it myself,
instead of going out and -O

“There's nothing dishonorable about bringing in a consultant,” Shaa
said. "You tend to behave rationally, at least some of the time, and you
made the rational decision. Shall we go on?"

Mont looked at Shaa,stared at him for a moment, then looked away.
His head bobbed once in a uncertain nod.

Yet anod it had been."Your father, you said, was one of the first to be
picked up, along with the rest of Kaar's immediate family and other po-
tential claimants to this middle-weight throne, the members of the
Cabinet, and similar assorted threats. Your father is a grain merchant
who's doing rather well for himself; suffice it to say that is not the reason
he'sin the dungeon. The reasonhe'sin the clink is that he was a military
advisor to the former Venerance."

“That's not exactly what | said."

“The sort of advisor who specializes in pulling one out of nasty
scrapes,hmm?" Shaasaid. "By the strength of his own sword, if need be?
That kind of relationship with someonelike an ex-Venerancewould cer-
tainly make him dangerous now. On the other hand, if Kaar could make
your father go over to him, that would be something of a public relations
coup, now wouldn't it?"

"My father hates Kaar."

"Yes, but what about torture?"

Mont gave a small snort. "You don't know my father. He likestorture,
says it builds character."

"l suspectedas much, but that's not quite what | had in mind. Not tor-
ture of himself, no, but what about other members of your immediate
family? Siblings, perhaps?"

"El've got a sister."

"Ah, how nice. Do you get along?"

"Well, yeah, | guess so."

85



"l too have a sister. Unfortunately our relationship has certain issues."

"Uh, I'm sorry to hear that."

"As am |. But the point most pertinent to your situation has been
made; that is, there are others available whose suffering could be used in
principle to sway your father's loyalty. Even, one may venture to say, you
could be used as a pawn."

"My father might not mind seeing me tortured. But anyway, they'd
have to catch me first."

"Yes indeed," Shaasaid, filing the predicate away for future explora-
tion. "Hence the scenethis afternoon. Or was the Guard after you be-
causeyou'd stolen an apple? So. You'd like to spring your family from
the hoosegow before the Guard gets you, too. That is not an insignificant
task."

"Are you saying you can't do it? | thoughtyou were just - "

"Keep your composure. When | say something seriously objectionable,
youOllknow. The task is not insignificant, true, but it doesn't seeminsur-
mountable either. Theseold dungeons usually have some tricky way of
getting in."

Jurtan Mont looked down past their dangling feet and the vast slab of
the warehouse wall toward the rolling black surface of the River
Oolvaan, slapping the pilings under the wharf far below. "I guessI'm go-
ing to have to trust you," he said.

Eventually, Shaasaid to himself, hemay stopsayingthat and actually start
to doit. After a moment for contemplation, Shaaspoke. "Leaving aside
your own personal stake in the matter for a moment, let us move on to
the question of the relevant personalities. Specifically, to the issue of
Kaar himself.

"As you so aptly pointed out, the whole city knows Kaar. That's part of
the problem. He's the kind of person you'd spit at when you seepassin
the street, right before you run for your life so he won't slash you to
death with his whip.O

Mont spat over the side of the building. OKaar'sa drunk, a gambler, a
bO

OA most thoroughly reprehensible creature indeed,O Shaa said,
Oespeciallygiven that he now seemsto be in charge." Under othercircum-
stancesShaathought to himself, perhapsot that badof a fellow, except for
what sounded like a bit of a cruel streak. Still - "Given the suspicious
background, and the fact that Kaar would be rather low on any candid-
ate list of rulers likely to prove competent, | suspectthere's more to this
than merely Kaar himself."
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"Yeah, | know what you mean," Mont said. "There's some things about
all of this that donOt make sense."

"Soperhaps | will venture certain educated guesses.If Kaar is the won-
derful spirit and all-around great guy you describe, from where does his
backing originate? After all, he not only managed to pull off the initial
coup, he's also been able to make it stick, at least so far. There's more to
that than just locking people up.O

"What about all the extra Guard? They must cost real money.O

"Ah," Shaasaid, "yes indeed. That is a point of great significance. This
vast body of troops, marching asone indivisible body to the tune of Kaar
the Magnificent."

"Kaar the Magnificent? What are you talking about now?"

"Only a small exaggeration at this stage,a bit of advertising hyperbole,
but teapot tyrants have a tendency to move into the grandiloquent re-
gions with remarkable alacrity. He'll be calling himself Magnificent or
Transcendent or some such inside of a month, if he's still around.”

"He'd better not be around. | pray the gods will not permit such a
terrible "

Shaaraised an eyebrow and glowered at Mont. "The gods," he said,
"are another subject entirely. Suffice it to say that the current crop of
gods does not deserve your prayers and are unlikely to be of any present
use whatever."

Mont dropped his jaw and looked scandalized. "But - but if we pray
hard enough, maybe we could get a blessing, maybe even get a god to
help us."

“The gods are a mixed blessing at best," Shaasaid, "especially the little
oneswho muck around with people. Although they rather like creatures
like Kaar. Simple, pliable, vicious, not too smart - Kaar couldn't have
been a better tool if a god had designed him from scratch. Indeed, the
last thing we want is some god noticing the situation and deciding it
could further their latest plan. Pleaseretract your prayer, and hope the
gods are busy at the moment. That's much safer all around. Now, about
the Guard."

Mont closed his mouth but the expression of moral distress remained
on his face. "The Guard. Right. Yes?"

"Yes. There are many more troops around than one would expectfor a
city of this size. They have not beenraised by levy, yet their facesare not
familiar. Correct?"

“l, uh, | don't know. I don't spend much time on the streets. | didn't
spend time on the streets," he corrected quickly.
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Shaasent a sardonic smile out over the river. ORight. The facesare not
familiar; ergo Kaar has beenimporting foreign help for some time. Now
what is suspicious about that?"

"E Are you asking me?"

"Certainly I'm asking you. I'm trying to stimulate discussion, sharpen
your appreciation for the nuances. Think of it asa form of education es-
pecially useful in context - relatively painless but highly relevant. Again,
now, the suspicious factor."

While Mont thought it over, Shaalooked behind them, rechecking the
flat roof. The city was becoming a sheaf of paper cutouts silhouetted
against the declining sun, their outlines starting to flicker in the glow of
firelights.

"E How could Kaar know in advance he'd need troops?" Mont said.
"His father dropped dead all of a sudden. They said it was something
natural, so how could Kaar have planned for it?"

"Very good!" Shaasaid. "That is indeed the point | was after. In a case
like this they always say it's natural causes,but it very rarely is. Whenev-
er you hear about someone dropping dead under questionable circum-
stancesthat just happen to mean large advantage to someone else, cer-
tain things should run through your mind. Natural causeswill run
through only long enough to escapeout the back. They may creep again
into consideration when absolutely everything else has been excluded,
and even then they will creep very tentatively."

"How can you be sure?"

"One can never be sure. The important thing is to keep the various
possibilities in mind."

"Okay, | get it. So what's next then, murder?"

“Inevitably. The mediums of murder are many, but they can be cat-
egorized. There is murder by normal physical means, murder by
straightforward magic, and what one might call murder by loophole."

"What's that last one?0

"When | say murder by loophole, | mean that some unusual illusion or
subterfuge is involved." Shaarested his elbows on his knees and leaned
forward. Far off on the water, beyond the moored lines of boats gently
rocking on the swell, lights twinkled on the hulking massesof the three
major islands. The parapets of the palace traced out their serrated edges
against the dusk of the evening sky. The walls and island shore Shaahad
examined earlier with his spyglass were now deeply in shadow.
"Suppose the Venerance had actually expired sometime previously. It's
not impossible, you know; his corpse could have been temporarily
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reanimated while someone waited for other preparations to come due.
Another possibility - suppose the person who died wasn't the Venerance
at all. It could have been a projection, a wraith, a transmogrificant -"

"A what?"

"Somebody else spiffed up to look like him. Think of it asareally good
masquerade, yes?"

"Uh, yeah. But then how can you know who anybody really is? How
do you know anything you see is really the truth? Who can you trust?"

“Those guestions are at the core of the unsettling implications of ma-
gic. Magic is atool like any other tool, sword or hoe or ship or book, and
assuch can be used for good or ill. Also like most other tools, it complic-
ateslife, making many people wish it had never beeninvented. On aless
philosophical level, the questions you raise are a major reason there are
court magicians and professional aura readers. Their prime purpose is to
seethrough appearances.For every untruth, there usually is a way to ex-
pose the underlying actuality.

OAnyway,OShaasaid, stretching, "practically speaking, these consider-
ation are rarely a problem. Magic may be destabilizing, but it's also ex-
pensive, especially the fancy stuff."

Mont was sucking on his lip. "l think | thought of something else.
What if Kaar had somebody who could seethe future tell him when his
father was going to die?"

Ol believe you have begun to achieve the proper perspective," Shaa
said approvingly. "It is time to advance to the next topic."

"What's that?"

One side of Shaa'smouth curled up and pulled the rest of his faceinto
a sardonic grin. Ol thought you wanted to act You did give that
impression."

"Sure | want to act.O

"Well, then, what is your plan?0

"| thought you were going to do the plans.OShaaraised an eyebrow.
"Oh, | get it, more education. Well, we have to storm the dungeons, re-
lease the prisoners, and overthrow Kaar. That sort of thing."

OThat sort of thing,O Shaa said. OThe two of us.O

"You don't have to sound so sarcastic about it. You've got a better
plan? Then tell me about it."

Shaadisplayed an ostentatious pout, then let it slide deliberately into
his more usual lopsided grin. "You do not find me being sarcastic,or at
least no more than usual. Your basic plan happensto be the one | had in
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mind myself. It is, after all, a classicof its kind and, anyway, an adven-
ture is an adventure."

Mont rolled his eyes.Out of all the characterd couldfind, he thought, the
onel comeup with is a nut. Or maybe just an actor. "You're a pretty
strange guy, you know that?"

"l have been told so. Still, | am not alone in strangeness."

Mont squinted acrossat Shaa.Shaawas sinking into an air of impenet-
rability. "You're about to ask me something I'm not going to like," Mont
said. "l can tell."

Shaamade a noise midway between a snort and a growl. One of the
things he hated most was being predictable, especially while he was do-
ing his impenetrability shtick. "Yes,Ohe said. "That is true. | need to
know more about your seizure disorder."

Mont looked away from Shaa,off acrossthe river. Oldon't like to talk
about it."

"Nevertheless you must."

"E You don't like to talk either. Let's trade. You ask me a question, |
ask you one. Why are you doing this for me?"

Why indeed?Shaathought. | don't haveto put up with this, | only put up
with what | chooseHe started to rise. "On reflection, friend Mont, | recall
that you clearly fail to have the only adventure in town."

"Stay where you are," Mont said. The glint of metal appeared in his
hand, its abrupt edge glittering orange in the last light of the sun.

Shaastared at him. "You do have possibilities, as | have mentioned,
but you are still an idiot."

"What's the matter with afew questions?"Mont said, waving the knife.
“It's only fair. Okay, | need your help, but you must want something out
of me too. | think I'd better know what it is."

"“This is ridiculous," Shaasaid, and this time there was no doubt about
his tone. "At this rate a man will have to get a license from the Chamber
of Commerce before you help an old lady acrossthe street. Justwhat do
you expect to do with that fly-slicer?"

“I'm going to get some answers."

Shaa sighed, then whistled a few bars of a sprightly popular tune.
Mont's form sagged. The orange reflections poured from his hand, went
dark as they vanished over the edge, glinted once more as the knife
entered the water. Shaa seated himself again, leaned back, and draped
one leg over the other, ending his tune with the flourish of a chirping
bird.

After a moment Mont stirred. "That was a dirty trick," he said.
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“Thank you. Think of it as another educational supplement." Shaa
crossed his hands behind his head, letting one leg swing idly. "l submit
that our relationship thus far has not beenoptimally genial. | propose we
make a new start, to preserve our mutual sanity."

"What kind of new start?" Mont said warily.

I've really comedownin life, Shaathought, to bereducedo bargainingwith
a truculent kid. "Since your curiosity seemsto be the primary sticking
point, | will answer your questions. Up to a point."

"You will? Really?0O

"Yes,really. | did say so. You, in return, will try to keep in mind that
it's your city and your family in danger, not mine, that | am offering es-
sentially for free a level of expert advice and assistancethat you would
have trouble finding at any price on the open market, and that finally |
might actually have some idea of what I'm talking about and some reas-
on for the things | do. You will also do what | say and argue later.
Agreed?"

"Yeah, okay. | agree. But I'll be watching you - you'd better help me
good!"

Olhave every intention," Shaasaid dryly, "hencethis whole drawn-out
exercise.As atoken of my intent, in fact, you may even ask the first ques-
tion. Try a simple one for a start.O

Mont was taken aback, but not rendered speechless.OOkay,Che said,
“that's easy. You carry a sword. Can you handle it?"

OAlthough such actions speak louder than words, in a word, yes. |
once took a comprehensive advanced course with one of the better
blade-persons it has been my fortune to encounter."

"Who's that?"

"Maximillian," Shaa said, "the Vaguely Disreputable."

“I've never heard of him."

"He doesn't generally go in for the popular press."

Shaapaused. Mont had spoken with some authority, asthough he had
expectedto recognize the name. "Do you try to stay abreastof the major
sword-swinging talent out of basic principles, or do you have aspirations
along those lines yourself?0

Mont looked away. "It's not me, it's my father. He has these guys over
to the house all the time and | hear who they talk about, sol know lots of
the big names." He sighed, his shoulders drooping. "My father was the
Lion of the Oolvaan Plain. | guesshe thinks I'm a disgrace to him. | don't
want to be a fighter, not really, but he thinks it's the only acceptable
thing to do."
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Ah, Shaa thought, you want to rescueyour father and thus prove your
worth; an honorable motive indeed. If potentially transient in effect, giv-
en what heOslready heard about the senior Mont. "Indeed," Shaasaid
aloud. "I daresay your father's opinion of you may never be the same
again following this experience."

Mont shifted nervously, perhaps a bit flustered. He cleared his throat.
"Uh, I, uh - why do you talk like that all the time?" he blurted.

Shaahad the feeling that what had just emerged from his mouth was
not quite what Mont had really started to say. Still, whatever it was sup-
posed to have beenwould no doubt come out in due course. "The tend-
ency toward a somewhat baroque sentencestructure runs in my family.
And now, if you're quite finished with your first question, on Bl might
add bthe installment plan, it would seemto be my turn. Your attacks are
related to music, yes?"

Shaawatched Mont mull, then looked back at the deepening violet of
the sky. All it needsis a little of that pink phosphorescemain, he thought,
like they havearoundthat swamp- what was that place called? | shouldfind
a way to export that raint certainly had character.

"E My problem's not just music, it's anything rhythmic, really," Mont
said. "Cart wheels going over a bridge, horsestrotting, that kind of thing.
Those are the easy ones; | can usually fight them off by concentrating
hard, but my thinking gets sort of fuzzy and sometimes| can't see.Music
Is the worst. Anything that has a beat. If the music's out of tune | can
maybe concentrate around it, too, only most of the time it's no use. Any
music with aregular part makesme go E it's like my mind starts pound-
ing along with it and pushes away everything else. The next thing |
know I'm lying on the ground somewhere." Jurtan paused, cutting off
the rush of words. Though his head was turned, Shaahad the feeling he
was setting his jaw and gritting his teeth. "You, ah, you don't think I'm a
- a freak, do you?"

"Certainly not. Your ailment may be unusual but | wouldn't put cat-
egorize it as freakish. Could be a curse, but | doubt that. My snap dia-
gnosis would be some interesting oddity in your organic nervous Sys-
tem. None of your fault, obviously, but a significant handicap nonethe-
less. HmmE | must think. It is not impossible that there may be
something that can be done."

"You, ah, you know I've been to lots of doctors."

“The revelation fails to shock."
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“"None of them did anything that helped. They kept bleedingme, or
waving their arms around and giving me horrible things to drink. None
of them would ever talk so | could understand, either.O

"Yes,well, the state of the medical profession is not what it should be,
Shaa said superciliously.

"Are you sure you're really a doctor? | mean, you're not like any of the
other ones."

"Few of the other ones are like me. Sadly, the scientific method is not
currently in repute.”

“The what?"

"Just my point.O Shaahad still been thinking while he talked, and the
most singular symptom was intriguing him more and more. "Music, you
say."

"Music,"” Mont groaned. "Yeah, music. Sometimesit feels like my life's
run by music. | - oh, | don't care if you think I'm crazy, but | guess|0d
better tell you this too. The, uh, seizures aren't all. I, uh, | hear music all
the time."

"Please elaborate.” Shaa, his fingers interlaced on his chest, his eyes
closed, was beaming beatifically up at the sky. Finally, he thought, a de-
cent diagnostic challeng®This is quite fascinating," he added. "

Uh, thanks," said Mont. "Whatever | do, there's always a little bit of
music playing along in the back of my head. It matchesmy mood, sort of
matches what I'm doing. Other times it matcheswhat's going on around
me, picks up if there's action or excitement or stuff like that. All different
kinds of sounds, all kinds of instruments, every instrument I've ever
heard and lots more. Of course, | can only hear an instrument - for real, |
mean, like when a live musician's playing on the street - | only hear it
when it's out of tune, or when it's not being played right, but I've still
heard enough to know what they sound like. Trumpets, birds, thompers,
you name it, | hear it in my head."

OOne'sown private orchestra,” Shaa murmured. "Swelling with the
crescendosof life. Playing marches at weddings, off-key polkas at wakes,
soft strings for candlelit dinners, the slink of slide-horns for menace.That
Is quite an affliction, my friend. Have you yourself tried to play an in-
strument? Have you tried to write this music down?"

Ol've - I've never tried. |, uh, | didn't know what might happen."

FeedbackShaa wondered. Resonanceeffects?"We will see. There is
much in you to study. You are unique, yes, but certainly not a freak." He
sighed. "Much as | would like to begin the investigation now, though,
there are other pressing matters afoot. It is time for the plan of action.O
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OJust a second. You asked your big question, | get to ask you mine."

Like mostpeople Shaathought, Mont is sharpestwherehis self-interestis
concerned"'l try never to do business with a sea-lawyer," he said, "but |
suppose sometimes it is a necessary evil. Very well, ask away.O

"You know my question. Why are you helping me?"

OThat one again? ThereOs a prophecy. O

"What do you mean, a prophecy? That's no answer."

“That's not much of a question." Shaa'seyes, if Mont could have seen
them, were not focusing on anything in particular. "There is a prophecy
that | would meet the major love of my life while on an adventure. |
haven't met whomever it is yet, so | am forced to continue to dredge up
new escapades.There are certain penalty clausesalso involved, making
it unproductive for me to swear off the idea of love and merely retire to a
mountaintop on a permanent basis." These were not the only other
clauses, but Mont hopefully didn't know enough to ask and Shaacer-
tainly didn't intend to volunteer more than had already been squeezed
out.

"What about that curse you mentioned before?"

“This prophecy isn't a curse?It doesn't guarantee anything about the
condition I'll bein at the time. It won't be too exciting to fall in love with
someone right after I've been run through with a pike."

“If you say so," Mont said, apparently failing to detect Shaa'sevasion.
ForachangeShaathought, friend Mont hasmanagedo dosomethinghelpful
"Well," Mont continued wistfully, "at least there's a nice girl out there
waiting for you, whatever shape you're in."

“The prophecy unfortunately neglected to mention details of personal-
ity. It also neglected to mention such particulars as sex. Or, for that mat-
ter, species."

"Uh E do you mean E"

"Who can say?" Shaasaid gloomily. "All | can hope is that the escape
clausewill not be too offensive." He eyed Mont. "I do tend to think twice
before introducing myself to people."

Even in the gloom, Shaacould see Mont turn white. Mont gulped.
"Can't you fight it? Maybe the prophecy could be wrong."

“The circumstances of its origin made things quite clear. Unfortu-
nately. Now, if you're quite satisfied for the moment E?"

"Uh, yeah, | guess | am."

"Then we can get on with it," Shaa said. "I have some skill with boats."

"Boats? But we don'thavea boat."

"Acquiring the boat is one of my skills." Shaa rose to go.
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Chapter

SCIENTIFIC INTERLUDE

OWELL, THAT'S ALL OF IT," Max said, wrenching closed the top flap
of his knapsack and snapping the fastener into place. "Now do | finally
get to seethese marvelous researchresults of Roni's before | go out on
your errand and get my head chewed off?"

Karlini rubbed the back of one hand absently acrosshis eyes, making
them even redder. "Max," he said, "I'm exhausted. Let's do it later."

“I'm leavinglater."

"Oh, yeah. Right." Karlini fought back a yawn, then gave in and let it
envelope his face. "Where's Roni?"

"Probably in the lab, where else?"

"But it's late, she must have gone to bed hours ago. "

"She did go to bed when it was late, but it's not late any more, it's
early." Max pulled back a curtain. "See, sun."

Karlini yawned again. "All right, you torturer, all right. This way."
Max left his gear on the floor and followed him through the door, down
the hall, and up a flight of circular stairs. Karlini removed a key on a
large ring from a hook on the wall and unlocked a door at the top land-
ing. "Roni?" he said. "Dear?"

The room was empty. "Must still be asleep,"” Max said. "Why don't |
just poke around myself and let you go to bed. I'm sure | can figure
things out."

"I'm sure you can,OKarlini grunted. "Most of it was your idea in the
first place.Lock up when you're finished." He retreated back through the
door and clumped off down the stairs.

The room occupied almost the whole top of one of the lower towers,
the walls admitting a blaze of early sunlight through windows placed all
the way around. Roni and Karlini had set up a substantial array of
equipment. Beakers, bottles, dishes, and flasks were stacked neatly
against the walls, enclosed in a variety of field preservation spells. Two
stacks of books sat next to the door. On top of the books were a set of
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three matching ledgers bound in hide and spotted with multi-colored
stains and spills. A fourth ledger-book was on the table in the center of
the room, open to a page in the middle. To the left of the ledger was a
low wooden box with a latched cover and thin tendrils of steam issuing
from its joints. In front of the box was the microscope.

Max seated himself on the stool next to the table and ran his hand
fondly over the ancient instrument. He carefully rotated the compound
lens mount, ran the viewing lens up and down, adjusted the reflecting
light source mirror, then rested his elbows on the table and rested his
chin on his hands.

Roni was keeping things up nicely. The microscope had beenthe finest
thing he'd ever owned, and he'd come close to dying over it more than
once, but a scopewas made to be used and Max was on the road too of-
ten to give it the attention it deserved. It had made quite a wedding
present.

And now, if Roni was correct, it had helped her make a remarkable
discovery.

Max, as was his nature, spent much of his time thinking. One of the
things he liked to think about was magic and the way it worked. After
hearing from Roni about her researchinto animalcules and her resulting
theory of cells asthe building blocks for larger living creatures,ayear or
two earlier, something had connected. He had beenlooking through the
microscope at a bulging whitish ball of sliding tendrils and protruding
blobs easing through the thin film of water. "Where does magic come
from?" Max had said suddenly.

"l don't know,O Roni said. "Where doest come from?"

“There," Max said, staring at the amoeba. "Somewhere in there." The
amoeba sidled over to a smaller spinning oval, surrounded it, and
sucked it in. "That thing eatsfood and turns it into energy. We eat food
and turn it into energy, except we can also turn it into magic." Max
looked up at Roni. OSomewherein one of your cell things, something
turns that food into magicalenergy. You want a new researchtopic? Find
that interface. Figure out that step."”

Max lifted his head off of his hands and drew the ledger-book toward
him. The book held Roni's latest lab records. Before flipping back
through the book, Max's attention was drawn to the most recent entry by
the heading "MAX:" printed in large letters above it. It was a short para-
graph containing setup instructions and the activation words for the fil-
ter spell. Max read it again to make sure he had things straight, then un-
latched the cover of the wooden box, eased it open, and removed a
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round glassdish with aflat top. With a fine-blown pipette he found in a
vase of water, Max sucked up a small quantity of liquid from the dish,
transferred it to the center of a slide, added a touch of dye from a vial
capped with a dropper, and positioned the slide on the microscope's
lower stage. A thick stubby candle, half burned-out, sat next to the mi-
croscope in a holder with a curved, highly polished back. Max lit the
candle. The light from the candle, focused and intensified by the reflect-
ive holder, shone onto the mirror of the scopeand up through the slide.
Max applied his eye to the viewing lens.

A few adjustments of the knurled knob on the body brought the image
into focus: a few motes of dark debris floating through a clear orange
landscape, flickering with the spits and puffs of the candle. Max
switched to the highest power lens. Off at one corner he saw a flutter of
motion, and steeredthe field toward it. An oval shapewith afuzzy bor-
der spun in view. lIts interior held the pigmented forms of mysterious
structures - a major round one, lines and squiggles and balls and tubes
implying others, all swimming in and out of sight at the limit of visibility
under the uncertain candlelight.

Now for the interesting part, Max thought. He glanced over at the book
with his spare eye, found the sentencehe wanted, and spoke its three ac-
tivation words. A sizzling sound began. At the baseof the scopea silvery
nimbus formed, circulating around the stage holding the slide and the
lower part of the compound lens mount. Max returned his gaze to the
lens and adjusted the slide to return the animacule fully to view. Sparks
and crackles of miniature lightning jumped around the field, each flash
of energy illuminating the scenemore sharply, then letting it fade again
into orange shadow. Inside the cytoplasm of the animacule, though,
something else was going on.

At one side of the larger round spot, in an area of overlapping
squiggles so tiny that Max could barely pick it out, there was a sudden
sparkle of green. Max focused in on it. Yes,it was there, it was definitely
there - a twinkling of infinitesimal pinpoints, each the barest flash of
green.

Max straightened up and scanned back through the ledger-book. Roni
had also seen this phenomenon - a microscopic constellation, she had
called it. After fine-tuning the filter spell to weed out any significant arti-
facts, she had concluded that the effect was real. Those green pinpoints
were each marking a release of magical energy.
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Max pursed his lips, took another look through the scope, sat up
again. Uncapping the inkwell on the table, he dipped a pen and wrote
below Roni's last line in the ledger:

"Amazing work - you've found it! And now for the real fun - first to
understand exactly how this conversion works, then how to harnessit,
then how to control it."

He sat back and stared off through the windows, into the landscapein
the light of the dawning sun. Plans Max thought, moreplans,alwaysplans
But this one was different. If we controltherootsof powerwe canfinally take
on the gods

"So what do you think?"

Max jumped on the stool, startled out of his reverie.

Roni was leaning in the doorway, wrapped in a robe, her hair tucked
into the robe's hood. "l didn't hear you come in," he said.

"You were concentrating, | didn't want to disturb you. Anyway, 10ve
always liked watching you when you're thinking about something, you
get that dreamy mind-in-another-world expression."

"Hah," Max said, "don't give me that. Since when is your mind going
wooly?" He turned his head away and looked out the window at the col-
ors of the rising sun. "What did | think, you asked? You've done land-
mark work, that's what | think. It was worth it getting dragged here just
to see this.O

"Thank you, Max.O She was looking out the window too, her arms
crossedtightly over her chest. OMax,| wanted to tell you, I'm sorry about
the situation, what we're asking you to do for us. "

He shrugged. "It's not your fault. That still doesn't mean I'm looking
forward to it, becausel'm not. This thing could be pretty unpleasant, you
know," Max said.

"l told you I'm sorry, Max, | really am."

Max leaned back in the chair and stared up at the ceiling. "Sometimes|
think friends are more trouble than they're worth; all | seemto do some
years is bail you all out of problems. Friends don't want to die, well, |
don't want to die either, but somehow it's always my life getting risked
out in front."

"You do it because you like to do it."

“That's true, up to a point. Beyond that point, | do it becausel never
seem to have any choice."

"You've chosemot to have a choice," Roni said. OYou'rethe one who
wanted to take on the gods. You didn't have to do that. Plenty of people
have been living with the gods for a long time with any issues at all."
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"Whether these people admit it or not, the problem was there all along,
| only inherited it. But why are you getting so worked up about it now,
after all this time?"

"Becausel'm tired of you complaining. Your biggest problem is now
the gods are an obsession with you. You wanted to demonstrate you
have free will? - well, okay, you've done it. You've got free will. Why not
use it for yourself for a change?Why not find someone and fall in love?
It would do you good, you're getting too sour.O

Max raised one eyebrow and looked sideways up at Roni. Was that
why she was worked up? Give me a break Max thought. "lI've beenin
love," he said.

Roni turned a subtle red color. "You know it would have never
worked out."

"You know it might have,” Max said. "But it's all right. You chose
Karlini, probably a better pick in any case,heOs lot easierto get along
with than | am, and that was that. YouOremy good friend, and | like you,
but | don't love you."

"Max, | -"

"l don't want to talk about it. Anyway, that's not the only time [I've
been in love, and things didn't work out then either."

"You should still find someone new."

“I'm not in the mood," Max snapped.

"Max, that's -"

"You think | should show free will? You think | should settle down? |
can't settle down. | wouldn't mind it for a change, but | can't. The last
time | tried, afireball dropped out of the sky and blew up the house. If |
hadnOtbeen standing next to a window | wouldnOt have gotten out. The
problem was | wasn't the only one inside. And you say | should fall in
love? You say | should show free will? Forget it. That's the dream. | stay
on the road becausel don't have a choice. | won't have a choice until |
canturn and fight back, and make it count." Max stabbed a finger toward
the microscope. "And with the work youOvegot here I'm finally going to
be able to do it."

OIf you survive Roosing Oolvaya.O

OWell, yeah, of course,O said Max. OThere is that.O
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Chapter 9

WHAT | DIDNOT KNOW

EVEN AFTER THEY DUMPED ME IN THE LOCAL JAIL | was still
thinking it over. The way the Guard had arrested me had beenslick asa
textbook. | couldn't seeanyone bothering to learn my habits well enough
to trap me that neatly, with me not even able to draw my sword, much
lessfight or run, soit might have beenpurely good luck for them or bad
luck for me. Either way, it didn't seem like IOdgotten any benefit from
the metabolic association with Gashanatantra, my erstwhile client. Any
luck he had sure hadn't rubbed off.

Luck or no luck, though, | couldnOtmake the operation add up. The
way | read it, that squad had been ready for me. They knew | was
someonethey were after, they'd recognized me immediately, and they'd
acted in perfect coordination without pausing to think. Reviewing my
activities for the last few weeks, | couldn't think of anything I'd done that
would make me that important a target. In fact, their recognition of me
was just a little too perfect; | don't have a particularly distinctive face,but
they hadn't even checked me against a description. They'd just jumped.

That left a couple of possibilities. | ruled out mistaken identity - with
all the crazy stuff | had been mixed up in lately, it didn't surprise me at
all that something this unusual had happened. Of course, being picked
up by the Guard becausel'd been confused with somebody else would
have been the most ridiculous thing of all. | didn't think | had to reach
that far. No, | had the feeling I'd beenpegged. A person out there in the
city wanted me out of circulation, and had managed it very nicely. One
side of martial law is a tendency to arrest everyone handy and sort
things out later. With all the confusion in the city, and the number of
people being grabbed, | could disappear into the shuffle for a week or
two and no one would think twice about it, or come looking for me
either. With Gash and his damned metabolic linkage hanging over me,
though, on ice was exactly where | couldn't afford to be.
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| didn't have to think too hard to find a prime candidate for wanting
me out of the way. The barrier-maker was the obvious one. Oh, sure,
some person who had their own grudge against me could have chosen
this time to get even, but | thought I'd already piled up enough coincid-
ences for one morning. It was improbable enough to think that the
barrier-maker already knew | was looking for him. | had had no reason
to think he knew who | was, exceptfor the clear fact that there | was, sit-
ting in jail, and | hadnOffound him yet. Unless | had, and hadnOtrealized
it. | did have a candidate; after all, the list of people I'd talked to since
this new mess had started was real short. My new pal Gash, and Carl
Lake.

In fact, you could say Carl had led me right into that Guard troop. He
could have left his house, assuming I'd follow him, and sent his manser-
vant off to arrange things with the Guard. He didn't necessarily even
have to arrange anything - for all | knew he could have just plain taken
control of the soldiers' minds and led them through it directly. Following
a magician can be tricky, which | knew, of course, but like a sap I'd let
myself ignore it. When a magician's around, you never know what
things just happen by themselves and what theyOvecaused deliberately.
The final misstep that had put my hand out of reach of my sword - was
that chance,or did magic make my foot slip? The perfect coordination of
the Guardsmen - was it practice and drill and luck, or was somebody
elserunning them? That's why | hate magic. Things are usually complic-
ated enough without having to worry about whether a given thing was
random or not, or whether a hidden puppet master was calling the shots
in away I'd never detect, or whether a piece of evidence was real or had
materialized out of a puff of colored smoke.

Carl had acted a little strangely during our talk, too.

He'd taken things a little too calmly, like maybe the barrier wasn't
really news to him after all. And then at the end, when | was leaving,
he'd jumped when I'd asked about anyone new to town, when he didn't
think | could seehim. I'd seenenough, though, to make me think that if
he didn't put up the barrier himself, he had a pretty good idea who did. |
had to assumethat since Carl didn't tell me about it, he didn't want me
to know. If he didn't want me to know what was going on, or to mess
with it, the next step was to ensure that | didn't find out what was hap-
pening on my own.

We'd beenfriendly enough in the past, but of course cordiality didn't
necessarily mean anything when you got down to serious business. Still,
if he was up to something tricky now and knew | was after him, he
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might have chosento merely stash me out of the way rather than do me
in. Putting me where he could get to me later might even have advant-
agesfor him. In casewhatever he was doing was out-and-out dangerous,
it wouldn't have been stretching the point too much to imagine him giv-
ing himself an insurance policy; if things got desperate enough he could
spring me and get me to help him. For that matter, he'd always seemedto
think | was pretty competent. If he'd really arranged to get me in the
clink, he might think | wouldn't let myself stay there long, and that when
| got out, the first place I'd come asking questions was wherever he was.
If he wasin trouble, I'd be there to help him out of it. That idea was nice
for my ego, in a backhanded sort of way. Looking around the tidy little
hoosegow, though, | had the unpleasant feeling that that concept might
just overestimate my abilities by a little too much.

When | said the jail was small, | wasnOtexaggerating. The main cell
was about the size of my office, and if you added the room where the
guy with the keys sat you could tack on the landing at the top of my
staircase- spacefor a chair and a front door and not much else.| thought
it was pretty poor planning, myself. If you're going to hold a coup, you'd
better arrange enough accommodations for the loyalists you're planning
to pull off the streets. They were probably using the lockups in the city
itself as holding areas, shipping the prisoners off to the real dungeons
underneath the island palace whenever they got around to it. Even if the
full-scale dungeons were worse, | thought it might be just as well to
make the move . The place | was in was small, but it was also pretty
crowded.

The cell was basically a cageof thick iron bars built into the side of the
building. The barsran horizontally aswell asup-and-down, and were at-
tached to each other where they crossed by heavy messy welds. Who-
ever had built it hadn't wanted anyone getting out, ever - the cagehad a
ceiling of the same cross-hatchedbar, and a floor to match. I still had the
small knife in my boot, but | sure wasn't going to saw my way out with
that. Forget the lock, too. It wasn't big and it wasn't heavy, but its out-
lines had the kind of vague fuzz that charged-up magic gives. Another
flagrant example of overkill, but maybe it had its point. The only key
that would open that lock was the one that had been in the hole when
the spell was cast. It couldn't be picked.

| had the chance to examine the details of the cellOsconstruction so
closely for a simple reason. When they threw me in | couldn't go very
far. In fact, they had to lean on the door to closeit, like trying to get the
lid down on atrunk you've just packed for athree-year vacation. The cell
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wasn't filled, it was stuffed There must have beenforty people jammed in
there already. I'd never tried to get forty people into my office, but |
think the back wall would have come off before | got past thirty. The
troopers shoved me in backward, and the first thing | heard were the
growls and "oof"s from my nearestnew neighbors as my momentum el-
bowed them aside. My own mother could have beenin that cell, some-
where in the back, and | never would have known it. After | got finished
studying the barsin front of my nose and gradually squirmed my vant-
age point around, though, | was somehow not surprised to recognize the
second face at my back.

"Gag," | said, "you don't look so hot. You need some air?"

The face of Gag the Hairless was almost beatific in its look of peace.lt
was the face of a man who had just had his fondest dreams come true,
and to whom such details as this jail were now so much insignificant
confetti. He slowly noticed me, his expression lost in dreams. "Nah,O he
said blissfully.

Even his moustache had gone limp with tranquility. "Hey, Gag, talk to
me. What were you smoking?"

With the noise in the cell, | could only hear him becausehis mouth
was almost embedded in my ear. "The payroll," he said. "The payroll for
the Black Legion."

| said, "You were smoking a payroll?" not becausel thought his an-
swer was in direct response to my question, but becausel thought it
might get him irritated enough to bounce back down to the human plane
for a few lines. To my surprise, it worked. His eyebrows furrowed and
his eyes focused.

"Eh," he said, "what?"

“The payroll for the Black Legion?"

His mouth resumed its county-wide smile and his eyebrows relaxed.
"You wouldn't have believed it, The most amazing thing you'd ever see
in your life. Like heaven, that's what it was like. The Black Legion, you
know, one of the bunch of mercenaries this Kaar guy brought in? They
wanted their loot up front. Two month's worth of down payment, retain-
er, yeah, that's what they got - a whole safe full of nothing but gold."

Gag giggled. "You told me | better not push my luck. | never had so
much luck in my whole life. Everybody wants a hideout, right? | had
one, this great little inn place, up an alley out of the way where nobody'd
even think of looking for an inn. It was perfect. I'd go back after a job,
hole up, relax - perfect."
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His smile widened, a feat | hadn't thought was possible. "I wasn't the
only one who loved the place. The Black Legion stumbled over it too, de-
cided it was the perfect spot for their own hideout. The place to sit on
their loot." Gag chuckled. "Sure, they threw me out when they were se-
curing the top floor, but the same time they were rolling me down the
stairs they were dragging this safe up."

"You got the whole safg’

"You should have been there. Everybody should have been there. It
was great. Their storeroom was in the back, so | just hung down off the
roof, sawed through the wall, and blew out the back of the safe. Just
between you and me, it wasn't that much of a safe,"he said, lowering his
voice even more.

“If an outfit like that isn't smart enough to protect its own payroll, they
deserve what they get," | said.

"Exactly like what | said too. Course, I'm here, so | guess somebody
was doing someprotecting.”

"But did they get their gold back?"

“Nah. Why do you think I'm here, and not floating around in some
sewer?"

"You got a point there," | said. "YouOrealso lucky the Guard found you
instead of the Black Legion"

"How'd you know that?"

"If you stole this Legion's whole two-month stashand they had you but
they didn't have it, | think they'd spend aslong asit took to convince you
to give it back. Thesemercenaries have a lot of ways to convince people
to do things like that. Most of them are hard and blunt or cold and
sharp."

For the first time Gag glanced around, suddenly back to earth and
looking nervous. "Uh, yeah. Hey, uh, you think the Guard heard the
Black Legion was after me, and since they spotted me first they picked
me up? But maybe the Guard don't know what | did. If they knew,
maybe | wouldn't be in here, huh? Maybe theyOdgo after the LegionOs
gold too."

"l think you've hit it right on the head." | said. "And here you are, sit-
ting around, just waiting for somebody to remember you and figure out
what you've done. Who knows - maybe the Black Legion will decide to
check out the jails themselves. They could walk in that front door there
any second."

"Don't say that," Gag said with a note of resignation. "You're a right
guy, don't do this to me. | gotta get out of here, | know| gotta get out of
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here, only | can't. | ain't got none of my stuff. | can't blow out of here
without my stuff."

Well, there went that hope. "Think about it for a while. You're a smart
guy, Gag, maybe you'll come up with something."

OWell,okay." He didn't sound too convinced, which meant he was be-
ing realistic. Realistic or not, we had to think of something 1f nothing
else,we'd suffocate if we stayed in that place. | scannedthe crowd, but
Gag was the only person | recognized.

| turned and studied the lock again. There was something about it that
puzzled me, but | couldnOtquite figure out what it was. It was a normal
round lock, about six inches acrossand painted black. Its outlines were
slightly indistinct and slowly swimming -

Wait a minute. I'd never seenfuzzy edgesbefore on anything but a cat
or after anything but a binge. My eyes were still good so | figured it
couldn't be their fault; the Guard hadnOtwhacked me over the head so |
didnOt have a fresh concussion. Now that | thought about it, | re-
membered that I'd only heardthat some sorcererswere able to pick out
magic-loaded items by that wooly radiation. Some of them had described
the manifestation asa bit of haze around whatever-it-was. I'd only heard
about it, I'd never been able to doit Plike | said, IOmnot a magic user -
but then there that lock was, sure enough, fuzzing away like mad.
Maybe, | thought with a sudden surge of hope, | was getting a little inad-
vertent help from Gash and his metabolism thing after all.

| stared at the lock. Well, what did | do now? The way popular tale-
tellers liked to describeit, when you worked magic you reached out with
your mind and then something impressive happened. | knew better. Ma-
gic was work, hard work, and the hardest parts were in the theory.
Another reason | didn't like magic was that | could never handle the
math.

On the other hand, what did | have to lose?Maybe gods didn't have to
do things the same way regular sorcerersdid. Sol tried reaching out
with my mind. Have you ever tried reaching out with your mind? Right.
All 1 had to do was actually think about how to do that, and | realized |
didn't have the slightest idea what it meant.

| scowled at the lock. | want you open | thought. The lock sat there, ig-
noring me. | tried to fight down my growing frustration. I'd heard at an-
other time that frustration was the quickest way to magical paralysis.
Even if you felt you couldn't do something, you had better not pay too
much attention to the feeling or it would dominate you, and the feedback
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would make sure that you really couldn't do it. | candoit, | told myself,
really | can

The lock still sat there. | decided to try another approach. | concen-
trated on the lock, | visualized the lock, | visualized the lock open| tried
to fill my mind with lock, lock, nothing but lock. Nothing but open lock.
| wrapped my hand around the lock, willing power to flow acrossand
blast it open. | even thought about tasting the lock.

The obstinate nasty son-of-a-crocodile lock didn't even twitch.

Against all my attempts at control, | was getting frustrated after all,
but what | really was getting was mad. | hit the lock with the side of my
hand. All thoughts of the lock vanished. "Yeaow!" | said, clutched my
hand, wondered if | was dumb enough to have broken it.

Suddenly the door to the jailhouse opened. A Guard lieutenant and
half-a-dozen very large troopers crowded in to the room with the jailer,
their swords drawn. | could seea whole bunch of other soldiers behind
them in the street, and through the window more of them were spread-
ing out around the building. "All right, you men," the lieutenant called
out, "you're getting out of this rathole!"

Nobody answered him. We all knew that wasn't the bottom line.

| closed my eyes and thought, "Open!O

| heard arattle of chains and more stamping and opened one eye wide
enough to peek. Another half-dozen soldiers were dragging in a long
length of heavy chain studded with manacles;if that lobby had already
seemed packed, it clearly had seennothing yet. The lieutenant shouted,
“Time to move out to the palace!"but when I'd seenthat chain I'd already
figured it out. | was annoyed and frustrated and mad, and the pain from
my hand was like the time a ruby-eyed marmovore tried to chew off my
finger, and the last thing | wanted to add to my mood was the pleasure
of being shackled in irons and dumped in a dungeon, and so | screwed
my eyesshut and thought "OPEN!" as hard as| could, trying to push all
of the anger and pent-up frustration into it, sweeping everything elseout
of my mind until it was only OPEN, my entire world was OPEN, | felt
myself hitting my hand once again against the lock for good measure, all
the muscles and veins were standing out on my forehead, and then all at
once my head spun and | lost my balanceand | fell hard against the bars.
That's all | need | thought fuzzily, | gavemyselfa stroke But something, |
didn't quite know quite what, somethinghad happened.

My nose was mashed up next to the lock. | squinted at the lock. It was
still closed, locked tight. | snarled at it. "Gods damn -O | said.
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The floor rumbled. | opened my eyeswide and looked around. Every-
one else, Guard included, was doing the same thing. The floorboards
creaked and rippled, and one of the troopers lost his balance and pitched
over, taking his neighbor with him. Another man fell backward through
the door. "Earthqua -" somebody shouted, and then the rumbling
stopped.

The quiet in the jail was striking. The Guardsmen picked themselves
up, gazing nervously at the floor. Most everyone in the place was
nervously aware of the floor. "Right!O said the lieutenant. "Now | want
you all to -"

And then the rumbling was back. Boards groaned, metal screeched,
Guardsmen fell down, and the cagethat was the cell lurched backward
and dropped a foot. Beneath the cage, the wood floor rippled and
puckered down, then tore open and beganto rip back toward its edges.
The bars at the bottom of the cell, in the middle where the weight on
them from the standing people was heaviest, slowly started to bend
downward into the widening hole underneath. Even over the rumble
and the creaking and the squeaking, | could hear the snap and clang as
the welds holding the bars together started to go. All at once, a man in
the center of the cell dropped with a wail out of sight like he heOdallen
straight through atrapdoor, which, in a closeway, was exactly what had
happened. The cell lurched again and tilted further.

People were sliding and dropping in numbers now asthe bars peeled
away in earnest.A few men had managed to jump up in the air and had
grabbed hold of the bars enclosing the ceiling, and their dangling forms
were increasingly visible as the rest of the crowd lessened.| had one
hand wrapped around Gag's collar and the other arm looped through a
bar in the door. "When the avalanche is over, we go!" | yelled at him.

"But that hole!" Gag said. "It's deep! We fall in and we keep going
forever!"

Olt'snot that deep," | said. "Listen to the screams.They don't gradually
fade away like they're falling out of range, they just go on a little and
stop. You can even hear guys moving around down there."

Gag listened. On the other side of the door, the lieutenant was fum-
bling with the key, trying to fit it into the lock. The other troopers and
the jailers were staring blankly at the scene.Boards that had fallen from
the ceiling were scattered on the floor, and the floor itself was covered
with small dark holes and splintered floorboards that waved their jagged
edges in the air. | reached through the bars, grabbed the front of the
lieutenant's tunic, and yanked him sharply toward me. His head swung
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forward and hit two bars, one on either cheek, he started to slide to the
floor, and the key dropped out of his hand, bounced once on the floor
and once in the cell, and then spun with a single reflected flash over the
edge into the pit and disappeared.

"Nice move," Gag said approvingly.

"Thanks," | said, rolling my eyes at another striking example of my
luck. "But now weOvegot no choice. Time to go." The cell had tilted back
at an angle, resting partly on the wooden back wall of the jail building.
The wall had bowed outward and was creaking ominously. The handful
of remaining prisoners were clinging desperately to the bars as far away
from the center of the cell asthey could get. One man who had still been
hanging from the roof of the cell looked down, sighted carefully, swung
once,and dropped into the hole. A secondlater we heard a low thud and
an "oof" over the shouts and clatter.

Gag and | edged gingerly out toward the hole and peeked over the
edge. The meshwork of iron bars that remained of the cell floor actually
extended out over the rim of the pit before the bars came apart from each
other and beganto curve down. The entire center section had torn com-
pletely off, but certain other parts of dangling mesh were still attached to
the rest of the floor structure. Right below us, two twisted bars reached
down five feet below the level of the floor. Enough crossbarswere still
attached to theseto make a kind of crude ladder leading into the gloom
of the pit. Below the bottom-most rung, perhaps ten or fifteen feet fur-
ther down, we could seea flat floor. This level was now covered with
mounds of dirt and rock and former prisoners. "A room," Gag said.
“That's a room down there."

"Somebody's basement, looks like,” | said. The wood frames and
bracesthat had supported the room's ceiling still stuck up through the
rubble. It was certainly a convenient time for a cave-in, though, if that
was really what it was. Something went "zzftt!"" through my hair and
clanged off a bar across from me - an arrow! It was less than half-a-
minute since the first rumble, but the Guard was sorting itself out. |
pushed off, slid down the curve of the twisted ladder, grabbed the bot-
tom rung with both hands as | passedit, paused, swinging back and
forth, identified an open spot, and let go.

The prisoners in the basementwere sorting themselves out, too, with
many of them already on their feet and the rest either still unconscious or
deciding whether their limbs were actually broken or just battered and
strained. Gag arrived next to me, looked around, and said, "WhereOghe
exit?"
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"Behind this," a brawny man said from one side. He was straining at a
section of slate covered two thirds of the way up by arockslide, snapped
timbers protruding from the sides of the pile. Another two men were us-
ing lengths of broken cell bar to sweep dirt and rocks off the slate. With a
crack, another timber splintered and the rock settled further.

"Forget that," Gag told me with a professional air. A loud clanging
came from above as someone set to work on the cage. Gag cocked his
head, listened, and then said, "The Guard's gonna get through those bars
inside of ten minutes."

| had spent a moment orienting myself, and | thought what | had in
mind might work. | turned Gag around and led him back, stepping over
a groaning form. "The street runs back here," | said.

"S0?" Gag said.

"Sol spotted a manhole cover down the block when they dragged me
in. There's a sewer under that streetE

| could scarcelyseeGag at all in the darkness, but | caught a glint from
his teeth as he grinned. He was running his hands over the surface of the
wall, and | joined him. Then, down at the bottom, | felt rock. "Over here!"
| yelled. "Another way!"

Men immediately surrounded me, dragging away a stack of cratesthat
blocked part of the wall, kneeling to scrape away at the base, pushing
and yanking at the stones. With a low grinding shudder one of the big
stones moved. "Here!" someone said. "Push!" We scrambled for a hold,
drew our breath, and leaned. The stone rumbled and moved into the
wall, one inch, two, and caught up.

Behind us, with a clang and a new crash, more of the cage and a
shower of rocks and floor fell into the basement. "Now!" the man said
again, and we all strained against the stone. It caught, jerked, caught
again, abruptly rattled away from us with a dull bassgroan, and then
suddenly there was no resistanceat all. The stone slid out of touch, we
fell against the wall with all our force suddenly released, and a great
crash and plop and splash sent a shower of water up through the hole
and into our faces.

Below us now was the gurgle of running water. One man squirmed
head-first through the hole and slid free with another splash, a second
man followed, and all of a sudden a pile-up had formed. "Let's do this
orderly or we'll never do it at all' | shouted, the crowd easedup, and |
took advantage of the small gap in front to swing my legs through the
opening, grab a handhold on the rocks on either side, and lower myself
carefully through.
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This sewer was square-shapedinstead of the usual cylinder, and only
about five feet across. The rock we'd pushed out had formed the upper
part of one side of the wall just above the surface of the water, and it
now sat there on the bottom breaking the sluggish current at a crazy
angle. The first man through lay limply over the stone, unconscious from
the bash he'd taken when he'd rashly plunged head-first. | took a second
to prop his head out of the water and then headed off downstream.

The only light came obliquely through the slats of the manholes and
the collection tubes leading up to the streetsand buildings. | didn't need
light. though, to tell me | wanted out of there fast. Scuttling and pad-
dling along while bent over like a hunchback through what was frankly
pretty disgusting water breathing putrid air was nowhere near my favor-
ite part of the job. As a matter of fact, the lack of light was probably good
- | didn't really want to know exactly what kind of junk was floating
along and brushing up against me. It was better to have the trash down
here than up in the streets, | knew, but that observation paled a little
when you weren't actually in the streets, appreciating their cleanliness.
Sounds of flailing and splashing behind me were suddenly joined by
shouts and crashes,and | figured that the Guard had gotten wise and
opened a manhole. An intersection appeared, | turned right into a larger
tube, and the sounds behind me faded.

| hoped Gag had gotten clear too, not to mention the rest of the poor
slobswho'd beenswept up in the dragnet, but | wasn't going to spend all
my time worrying about them. | had other things on my mind. There
was still Carl Lake, and Gashanatantra, and whether that little earth-
guake or cave-in had really had something to do with me and other mat-
ters like that. | jumped up to catch the ladder hanging from the next
manhole | passedand climbed up through the shaft to the surface. Lever-
ing up the edge of the heavy wooden manhole cover, | peeked out. |
didn't recognize the street, but at the moment that didn't matter. The im-
portant point was that the street was deserted.

| pulled myself through and let the cover drop. The street was narrow
and short and dull, not much more than a block-long alley, which made
it perfect for the kind of entrance | was making. | turned left at the corner
and then left again, and then | knew where | was - about ten blocks in
from the waterfront and a few blocks north of the south wall.

The sun was casting the shadows of early afternoon. A lot could have
happened while | was having my dealings with the Guard, and | figured
I'd better get back in touch with events pretty quick. On the other hand,
my sojourn in the sewers had left me thoroughly unfit for any decent
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human contact. The street I'd entered had a horse trough a block or so
down, but it was going to take more than a simple trough to deal with
me. One idea was a fast jump in the nearby river. That would get me wet
but not necessarily clean; the sewers had to empty someplace.A public
bath was another idea, and | was about to go looking for one when my
mind unexpectedly lit on the third and best idea of all.

| took off at ajog. Peoplewrinkled their nosesand tossedrotten things
at me as | passed, and the lucky few who saw me coming had enough
time to move out of nasal range. | didn't blame them a bit. | lost a small
pack of dogs that had showed up out of nowhere, rounded one final
corner, and pounded on a neat oval door next to the open-front stall of a
glassmaker. A window opened on the third floor high above my head.
"Who is it? said a woman's voice.

| stepped back and looked up. "Hey, who are you?" she said.

"Look under the scum,O | said.

OE | don't believe it."

“I'm having a little trouble with it myself," | said. "How about coming
down and letting me in?"

"Are you crazy? Let you in? After what happened last time you were
here, you think I'd ever open my door for you again?"

Maybe this wasn't such a good idea after all. "Flora, be reasonable. |
was under a spell, you know that. | was more embarrassed than you
were."

OThatOwsvhat they all say,Oshe said, sniffing at me. "Maybe itOseven
true. | don't care.Even if it is true, you shouldn't bein my neighborhood
at the moment, let alone my house, looking like you look and smelling
like you -"

“If you don't come down here I'm going to start smearing myself on
the walls. Then youtry dealing with the neighbors."

"E If | let you in, what next?"

"What do you mean, what next?"

"Are you planning to tell me later you were under another spell?"

| considered telling her | wasunder another spell, only not the kind she
was thinking of, but under the circumstances | thought she might not
take it the right way. "You're safefrom me, Flora, | promise I'm not going
to pull anything."

"We'll see about that. Where's your sword? I've never seen you
without a sword."

“The Guard took it," | said. "I'll tell you about it when I'm clean."
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“I'm sure I'm not interested," she said haughtily. "But all right, then,
suppose you're telling the truth for a change. What do | get out of this?"

“The story's got more in it than just the sword. It'll tell you something
useful."

"Useful? Hah! What could you tell me that would be any use at all?"

"Something that could keep you from getting dead. That sound good
enough for you?"

Her head withdrew and the window slammed. A moment later there
was a stamping on the stairs inside and the door opened a narrow crack
behind a chain. | could dimly see Flora inside with her arms folded.
"Okay, the door's open, big guy detective. Now what do you want?"

| was highly aware of how much | was dripping on her porch and she
was clearly about ready to kick the door shut again in my face. "Carl
Lake been around lately?" | said quickly.

Her foot against the door paused. "Why?" she said.

"He called you to a meeting, right?"

The chain rattled loose and slowly the door swung more fully open.
"How do you know about that And what's it to you?"

"Clean up first."

Shesniffed again, this time at closer range, gagged, and turned a light
shade of green. "If | want to stand close enough to hear what you're say-
ing, | guess you'll have to get detoxified somehow. Go around the back."

The front door closed, and | went around the side of the building to
another pair of larger cross-timbered doors, like the doors to a barn. One
of them creaked asthe bar inside was pushed back. With a louder creak,
the door slid open just enough for me to easethrough it and into Flora's
workroom.

The workroom was atwo-story chamber with aloft, filled with several
hulking barrels and tanks, two bookcases,a workbench, and a black-
board. Windows around the second floor let in the light. "Stand on that
grate," Flora said, indicating a square mesh inset in the floor with open
spaceunderneath. As | walked over to it, shethrew alever and manipu-
lated a crank on the wall. Belts attached to the crank stretched up to the
ceiling and ran off into a complicated maze of pulleys and gears. A tube
and spout attached to one of the tanks swung over until it was suspen-
ded over my head. Shedrew a figure in the air, a figure that trailed like
blue smoke behind her finger and then drifted acrossthe room to spin
slowly around my head. Through the slight haze of dancing blue motes,
| saw Flora throw another lever. A valve squeaked, up on the tank, li-
quid gurgled, and then a rush of water cascadedthrough the tube and
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out of the spout and down over me. Bits of blue from the hanging ring
came off in the water and washed over my clothes in a glittering rain,
spreading and scouring away the slime and refuse with remarkable
efficiency.

“I'm sure | won't be flattered,"” Flora said over the patter of the water,
"but why did you decide to come here?"

| rinsed my mouth, gargled, and spit. "You're a magician, your spe-
cialty is water, and you were close.| needed to talk to another magician,
| needed to get washed off, and | needed to do both of them pretty
quickly. That may not be flattering, but it's unfortunately the truth."”

Shecranked the lever back and the stream of water slowed to a trickle
and stopped. "That's the truth?" she said. "There wasn't anything in that
little talk about friendship."

"“Thesedays | don't know who's a friend and who isn't," | said, brush-
ing water out of my hair with both hands. "Besides,if I'd said | was com-
ing to seeyou becauseyou were a friend, | sort of thought you might
take it the wrong way, judging from the other part of our conversation
outside."

She threw her head back and laughed. "What's funny?" | said.

"You!" she whooped. "You've got a timid streak as wide as the
Oolvaan!"

"|Od call it tact. Throw me a towel."

She found one and lobbed it at me, still laughing. Flora was in her
fifties and in good conditioning; magicians usually had to be becauseof
the physical demands. She had put on a few pounds, though, which
probably meant that businesswas slow; Flora was on retainer to the Ven-
erancefor maintenance of the flood-abatement defenses,but the weather
had beenquiet lately and | guessshedidn't have too much elsegoing on.
Remember coupling? When a magician was active running alot of spell-
work, he or she had trouble keeping up their body weight ; the power
expenditures kept burning through their flesh. Between jobs, the
thoughtful magician tried to put on some body mass,in order to have an
extra cushion to draw against when things picked up again.

Flora wasn't really my type, not that I'd ever figured out exactly what
that was, but events had thrown us together a few times before this and
we'd found that we could be pleasantwith eachother. It wasn't automat-
ic, pleasantnessnever was, but it did happen on occasion,and so every
so often we'd been friends.

At the moment, though, it remained to be seen."All right, you're clean
now," she said. "Now it' s your turn."
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| decided to stay where | was and drip over the drain for the time be-
ing. Under the circumstances, | thought it might be better not to take off
my clothes and ring them out. "l got a client this morning," | said. "He
was some magician I'd never seenbefore who'd beenin the city on busi-
nessand now was having a problem in getting out. According to him,
the problem wasn't the Guard. There was some kind of magical barrier
around the city that hadn't beenthere when heOdarrived. He wanted me
to find out who'd put it up and get them to take it down."

"You're not a magician. You hate magic. Why would you get involved
in something like that?"

“The guy was amazingly persuasive,” | said sarcastically. "l didn't like
the idea of him turning me into a toad. | took the job and went to see
Carl. When | asked him about the barrier he tried to act surprised but it
sounded like it wasn't big news to him."

"What kind of barrier are you talking about?"

"Magical quarantine, supposedly, also to keep people from looking in
across it. Magicians, | mean, not regular people.”

"It couldnOthave been Carl. Carl couldn't establish that kind of barrier,
no one in Roosing Oolvaya could E except maybe for the new guy."

"New guy? What new guy?"

She had seated herself in a chair pulled out from the desk. | followed
her lead and lowered myself to a more comfortable position on the floor
next to the grate. "I've only heard rumors," Flora said. "Some new guy in
a rented house somewhere near the north wall, supposedly very
powerful."

"Hmm," | said, "a big-leaguer? Justin from out of town? Interesting. |
didn't think Carl had built this barrier thing himself, either, but | thought
he might have known who did. He had been acting like he knew more
than he was telling. Carl usually does, but this was different. Anyway,
he said he might call a magicians' meeting and check things out himself.
Maybe, | thought, and maybe not. | left his house, went around the
block, and came back just in time to see Carl leaving. He was going
north. | followed him and walked into a Guard ambush."

"You, an ambush?"

"Yeah, me. The situation was a little peculiar, but | was still sloppy.
They threw me in a cell, | managed to get out, and | headed over here to
see you."

Flora's earlier nastiness had faded. "So," she said thoughtfully, "what
do you think now?"
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"What | know and what | suspect are different. I've got a feeling that
Carl's up to something that's not healthy. He hascalled a meeting, obvi-
ously, but I'm suspicious about what's really going to happen there.
Maybe Carl's got some new friends, like maybe this new guy by the
north wall, and maybe he'stelling Carl what to do; and maybe what he's
telling Carl to do isn't real positive for the rest of us. | don't know if this
has anything to do with the larger situation in Roosing Oolvaya, but |
wouldn't be too surprised if it did.

"Sowhy did | cometo seeyou? I've got alot of suspicions and real few
facts. | do know enough about thesethings to know that by the time you
have hard facts it's usually too late. | thought you'd be interested in the
suspicions, and | wanted to warn you about this meeting."

“You're right, it is interesting,” Flora said, "but | still want to know
what's on Carl's mind. | can take care of myself. I'm going to that meet-
ing, and I'd better leave soon, t0o."

"l wasn't suggesting you shouldn't go. | just wanted you to be as suspi-
cious as me. And | wanted to know when and where it's going to take
place."

"All right, you warned me. The meeting is at Carl's place, in about an
hour, seven o'clock. Carl's boy said everybody of any magical con-
sequencein town would be there." Shegot to her feet. "I'm not going to
ask you what you're going to do now,” she said pointedly, staring
sharply at me, "becausel don't want to know and you wouldn't tell me,
anyway. | think we're even on this one. But you might think about being
careful, for a change."

| stood up and brushed the last water off my pants. | knew I'd gotten
one thing out of the visit, at least; | wouldn't have to throw out my
clothes. "You want me to ruin my reputation, do you?" | said. "Well, I'll
do what | have to do, and you'll do what you have to do, we'll all do
what we have to do. That's how the world's supposed to work, isn't it?"
Hopefully we'd all be doing whatever it was we were doing for a long
time yet to come, too. There wasn't much more to say, so Flora let me out
the large barn door in the back and | went off down the street. Shehadn't
had a spare sword sitting around, either, so | was trying to figure out
where | could come up with one in the time remaining before | had to be
at Carl's when | passed the opening to an alley.

Nothing about the alley was distinctive, but for some reason | pulled
to a halt a half-dozen pacesbeyond it, turned around, and went back to
have a secondlook. The alley ran back from the street between two lean-
ing buildings, its only apparent features a few piles of assorted trash. |
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easedcarefully down it, whatever had drawn me back in the first place
pulling me on further. All | saw was trash. Then | got to the end, saw
how the alley turned there at an angle to proceed behind one of the lean-
ing buildings, and spotted a figure with a human shape resting in the
shadows against the wall. "Hi there," | said. "I'd been wondering when
you'd show up again."

Gashanatantra got to his feet, leaning on his walking stick, and
brushed off the back of his tweed cape. "You have not discovered in-
formation of use to me," he said, rather ominously.

"You don't like what I'm doing? Then fire me, and take your retainer
back too. I've found out plenty. I've beenin and out of jail once today
already on account of you, the Guard confiscated a perfectly good
sword, and if nobody's tried to beat me into the ground yet it's probably
because they were waiting in line for their turn to come up."

"Your outrage at having your professional competency questioned is
not of concern to me," Gash said dryly. "Results are."

"I know," | said, "I know. You told me as much before. Give me some
more time. I've got a good lead."

"This Carl Lake person?"

"Yeah, him, that's right. He may or may not be the one you're after, but
either way he knows who is. If you really wanted to be helpful, you
could go over and drag it out of him yourself.O

He chuckled. "'Front man’, | believe the term is? That is you."

"Yeah, thanks a lot. Let's get serious. Tracking this barrier person
down isn't going to be the problem. The problem's going to be what to
do when | find them. Justwhat do you expect me to do? Capture them?
Kill them? Have a nice talk with them and convince them to raise the
barrier because I've got a client who doesn't like it?"

"I don't know how much guidance | can give you," he said musingly.
"You will be there, so you must use your own instincts."

"Great. My instincts tell me not to be there in the first place. But sup-
pose | am, suppose | do what looks right to me and then you decide that
isn't what you wanted. It'll be a lot harder to go back and try again."”

"l want the barrier raised," Gashsaid. "l want to know who established
it, and why. | want to know if they were aware of my presence and
whether this is an attack directed at me, and, if so, the perpetrator must
die. That is all. The details are your business.Now, you must go or you
will miss your appointment.”

“Thanks for the help," | said, and turned to go.
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"There is one more thing." | felt something strange happen just behind
me, something that pulled at my back and gently tried to twist it in a
couple of directions at once like a silent baby tornado. | peeked cau-
tiously over my shoulder.

In Gash's hand, where the walking stick had been, a small sparkling
whirlwind the length and shape of the stick had sprung up and was now
fading. The form it was leaving behind was long and sharp with the col-
ors of pure-minted metal and glistened with the sinuous lines of com-
plicated etchings and mysterious runes. "l believe you said you needed
something like this," Gash said. It was a sword.

My jaw was open to my chest,but | didn't care.| turned slowly around
to face it. | didn't want to reach out for the thing. The sword was like
every last one of the most beautiful things I'd ever imagined had sud-
denly beenwrapped up all in a single material object, the gold at the end
of dreams, and here | was, being confronted with the thing, without
warning out of nowhere, concrete and solid and genuinely real. Jewels
shone on the hilt and sparkled like lenseson the flat of the blade, flush
with the metal. Hues and bright waves washed along the surface of what
looked like steelbut couldn't possibly be; no steelwas that perfect. "Take
it,” Gash said. "You were looking for one, and you're going to be late."

"Ulp," | said, but somehow | managed to stick out my hand.

"Grasp it here, like this," said Gash, moving his hand back on the hilt
and leaving room for my fingers. As my skin neared the sword, sparks
leapt between my palm and the hilt. A force took hold of my hand and
inverted it, trying to contort it into asmall flat ball. | gritted my teeth and
gave a short lunge, my fingers wrapped around the hilt, and with a last
audible spark and sharp sting the sword settled into my grip.

"From the matching of auras, my metabolism to yours, it will know
you." Gashreleasedhis hold. The sword was alive in my hand, trying to
flip me over and bash me against the wall. | setmy feet and concentrated
on keeping my balance.

"Thanks," | said, for once meaning it. At the moment, the problem of
what Gashwas making me do and being thrown in jail and me probably
finding some nasty way to get myself killed before the evening was out
seemed not to matter. As | stood there, though, fighting that stunning
sword, | realized that, dazzling though it was, | wouldn't be able to keep
hold of it and even walk at the sametime. "Is there any convenient way
of putting this thing away?" | asked him.

"Remember this word," Gash said, and spoke something in one of the
tongue-twisting ancient languages. The sword seemedto writhe in my
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hand, waves of radiating power trying to mash my arm down to bone
pulp, and then suddenly it was a walking stick again. The emanations
were gone.

| tried the word. Nothing happened. Gash pronounced it again,
slowly, emphasizing eachsyllable. | tried it again, and this time | was re-
warded by a biting shock that numbed my arm halfway to the elbow.

"Don't insult it," Gash said. "Monoch is fairly intelligent for a sword."

"Sorry," | muttered, climbing back to my feet. | closed my eyes and
concentrated, then said the word. My hand holding the walking stick vi-
brated and grew hot, and with a fiery sensation asif the skin on my fin-
gers was being peeled back to my wrist, the outline of the stick flowed
like molten iron pouring into a sword-shaped mold and the form of the
sword was back. | quickly said the word again. The condensing sword
paused, almost exasperatedit seemed,heaved a metallic sigh, and again
subsided into its traveling form.

"It is not necessaryto fully vocalize the word," Gashtold me. "You can
mouth it silently and Monoch will hear. Now go."

ORight,"| said. | turned away and | made my way back to the street,
leaving him there behind the building, and headed off toward Carl
Lake's place. | would certainly be called to account for anything that
happened to his sword, so| was treating the walking stick gingerly; who
knew how strong the thing was when it was in disguise. Still, with a
sword like this one | could get out of some pretty tight spots. Of course,
with a sword like this one I'd have more of a tendency to get myself into
those spots in the first place. Hopefully if the situation cameto it, I'd ac-
tually be able to keep my feet and swing Monoch at the same time. I'd
deal with that if | had to, but overall | figured my chanceshad gone up.
Now adecentbookie might only laugh for a quarter-hour before taking a
bet on me.

| approached Carl's house from two streets behind, trying to make
every sensel might have actalert. As | moved in, maybe | was starting to
feel an odd sensation in my stomach, or maybe it was just that hadn't
eatenall day. The closer | got, though, the stronger the feeling grew, like
my stomach was circling the outermost currents of a whirlpool. What are
you up to, Carl? thought.

The ends of the half-timbers stuck out from the wall of the building
just behind Carl's and one to the side. | stuck the walking stick down the
back of my tunic and climbed up the timbers three stories to the roof.
The roof had gables and came to a shingled peak, unusual for Roosing
Oolvaya, but | found arain gutter and edged along it around to the back.
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Carl Lake's second-floor lodgings cameinto view, lamplight clearly shin-
ing through the translucent hides covering his streetfront solarium.
Shapesmoved within. From my position | had the advantage of height,
but | wanted better. | dropped gently onto the rear of Carl's roof and
moved closer in a slow crouch. The entrance I'd used in my visit that
morning opened on the Streetof Fresh Breeze,and it was from this street
that | now heard the approach of a small party of people, and then the
rapping of a fist on the door. The shadow in the solarium moved again
and vanished. | had taken cover behind a double-barreled chimney and
withdrawn the small knife from my boot, and now | crawled quickly up
to the solarium roof, slashed a small hole in the hide at a spot screened
by the shadow of a palm tree within the room, and stretched myself out
flat. | applied my eye to the hole.

The solarium proper occupied the floor below me, so | was looking
down on it from a position above the heads of any standing occupants.
The fronds of the palm spread out in front of my eyehole, but | could see
around their edgesinto most of the corners of the room. The room at the
moment was empty. | got the walking stick out of my shirt and arranged
it next to me, with one hand on the handle just in case.A clumping of
boots on stairs grew, and a small party filed into the solarium from the
staircase at the far end.

Carl Lake himself led the pack, followed by a half-dozen or so magi-
cians. | knew Flora, of course,and I'd dealt with Rounga and Italio Igna-
chi from time to time, but | recognized some of the others aswell. They
settled themselvesaround the furniture and Carl's servant entered with a
tray of tea and finger refreshments: small cakes and smoked fish on
crackers. | could have used some of them myself. | told my stomach to
shut up; we were on a case.There was another knock from the street, the
servant descended the stairs and returned with another small group,
they took their share of the tea and cakes,and then Carl got back to his
feet and started to talk.

"You are wondering why this meeting, yes, why have | asked you
here. Surely nothing of much import could happen here in our small,
peaceful city of Roosing Oolvaya, hm?

"Sadly this is not the case."He clasped his hands behind his back and
started to pace. There was something strange about that, but | couldn't
immediately identify what it was. "All of you are certainly aware of Kaar
and the, hm, related political developments, and may have indeed spec-
ulated upon them. What may still be news is that the maneuverings of
politics have been joined by similar activities in our own field. Perhaps
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the developments in our field were indeed the primary, and Kaar him-
self merely a manifestation. Shall | be concrete,hm? Have any one of you
had need to leave the city in the past day? No? Then, yes, you do not
know. There is now a barrier around our city."

A hum of conversation arose,then quickly quieted as Carl waited. My
stomach had begun to lurch again, but now it didn't feel like | was
hungry. That whirlpool sensation I'd gotten as | approached was back,
and it was getting worse.

“This barrier," Carl continued, "represents the application of extreme
power; | have examined it myself. It is similar to one described by
Iskendarian in his text on intruder protection, some of you may be famil-
lar with it. Certain other unusual emanations have appeared as well,
clustered around the north city wall. It seemsa new power has appeared
in our midst."

| blinked. A dark mist, so thin it was all but invisible, was creeping
along the walls of the room below. When | looked at it, my stomach rang
alarm bells. The haze was perfectly transparent, lending just a hint of
black to whatever was behind it, but it wasn't my imagination. It was
really there, and it was spreading out to surround everyone in the room.

"When confronted with a new order, what should we do, each of us?
Could we resist, hm? Perhaps flee? Or perhaps be passive, patient, yes,
waiting to see, and with the potential of absorbing for ourselves
whatever benefits may accrue? Or perhaps E" Carl glanced around.
"Perhaps we understand the implications, and establish the only appro-
priate new allegiance."

Now no one was saying anything. In fact, Carl was the only person
who was even moving. They were all covered, every last one of them ex-
cept Carl and his servant, by that sinister black mist. | tightened my grip
on the walking stick.

"You have no discussion, hm? Later, perhaps, we will discuss. For
now," Carl said, in a new forceful note, "you are present to hear the way
things are, yes, the ways things are. Then perhaps you will have a choice
to make. Of course, hm, perhaps you will not.

"I would askyou to rise, but asyou will now surely be aware, yes, you
are indeed immobilized, hm? We will thus sadly omit the formalities."
He stood up straight, straight as a training sergeant, and the kink in his
gimpy leg was straight and true as an arrowed bullseye. That's what I'd
missed, and what | thought I'd seenwhen I'd followed him before. The
limp was gone.
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