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Chapter 1

THE WORLD ALREADY IN PROGRESS

FRADI HAD RECENTLY DIED, which made it all the more remarkable
for him to realize that he was once again awake. That is to say, on the
one hand he was rather surprised, but on the other hand he was scarcely
surprised at all. He was aware that OrecentlyOwas a relative term under
the circumstances, but his attendance at his own deathbed, surrounded
by those glad to seethe last of him, did seemto have taken place not
long before. That, in any event, was not the point. By any standard it was
arefreshing situation. He was not in pain. He had beenin no shortage of
pain, and had expected (if anything) to awaken into an environment
where the continuation of mere physical pain would be the least of his
worries. Renewed life after death was an article of faith, but the multipli-
city of faiths differed sharply on the nature of that life, and on the correl-
ation of oneOsircumstances in the next with oneOshehavior in the last.
Out of self-defenseFradi had cleaved to a faith that stressedaccomplish-
ment rather than slippery value judgments of good and evil, but he had
always harbored some residuum of doubt. He was quite happy, though,
to be reassured. One so rarely gets an article of faith confirmed.

Nevertheless, it was surely a miracle. OTothe gods,Ohe began ritually,
Ol offer thanks -O

OYouOrevelcome,Osaid a voice from behind his head. He opened his
eyes. Above his head was a ceiling of cunningly carved stone inset with
patterns of dancing light. The vision through the fovea of his left eye was
clear, unblurred by the annoying swirl of white whose curdling presence
had significantly impaired his accuracy with a bow. In fact, all his senses
seemedto leap at him with unparalleled clarity, his deadly hands un-
hindered by knotted joints, the paths of his thought undimmed, his nat-
ural (or, asone brief adversary had maintained, unnatural) vigor fully re-
stored. He was resting on his back in a long coffin-shaped basin whose
sides he could see through, covered with a white toga¥like garment
fringed in gold. The figure of a woman, presumably the one who had



spoken, moved into his field of view. She would not actually bea wo-
man, of course, since the circumstances were what they were, but to his
newly restored eyesight no divergence could easily be found. He sud-
denly discovered that another anatomical feature to whose activity he
had long since bade farewell had also returned abruptly to
consideration.

A squared-off scepter whose face glowed in mysterious patterns was
in her hand. The figure extended it toward him, examined its patterns
searchingly, and then moved it slowly in the Swirl of Sinalla. He raised
his own hand and made the Swirl himself, concluding with the extra
touch of fingertips above his heart. The figure smiled at him a benign
smile. OBehold,O she said, Ofor your master approaches.O

The transparent bier pivoted downward, leaving him perched halfway
between the horizontal and the vertical. The carved wall ahead of him
seemedto dissolve into mist. Beyond the mist was a vast open place, of
darkness above an endlesssilver plane. In the middle distance was a pil-
lar of steam. From the midst of the pillar he felt the force of a Presence.

The pillar spoke. OFradjikan! You have been called!O

Fradi felt the words rumble through his body with an almost-curdling
resonance as the pillar felt silent. Although the cloud exhibited no fea-
ture that might be considered an eye, still he felt it examining him with a
deep and searching gaze. Then, somewhat to his surprise, he heard a
low, virtually subterranean peal of laughter; no, not laughterreally, but
more of a chuckle. A chuckle?

OYou have aroused Our mirth,O said the pillar, Ofor reasonsthat are
Ours alone to know. However, this you may know. In reward for your
virtue, your devotion, and your dedicated development of such a useful
set of skills, you have been honored with Our grace.O

He found he had to fight an urge to babble. Olam honored beyond all
honors, 0 Preeminent One. | sing your praises. There is no way to prop-
erly show my abasement, no way to adequately repay -O

OThisis true. However,O the voice of the Presencesaid consideringly,
Othereis a certain thing you can do. Indeed, We have granted the ben-
ison of our favor in anticipation of your accomplishment of a specific
task.O

Underscoring the benison, the steam pillar smiled a beneficent smile.
OThe name of this job is Max.O

ONot much to look at, is he?0

Two men stood over a third. The one who had spoken had hair that
cascadedin curls past his shoulders, and a light brown mustache to



match. He wore a cloak of severe, high-collared cut but of expensive
weave and fabric. A set of reading glassesslouched low on his nose; a
wide-brimmed hat wound with fur trim rested on the table beside him.
He was, in short, a merchant, and not a struggling one.

ONo, Meester Groot,O said his companion. OCompanion,Oof course,
would by all acceptedstandards of the day have beentoo strong a word,
implying a degree of social equality to which even enlightened mer-
chants would rarely lower themselves. The relationship between
Haalsen Groot and his employees, though, was scarcelytypical, sincethe
esteemedMeester Groot did not restrict his activities - or his colleagues-
to those a scrupulously proper merchant might assume without re-
proach. The third member of the tableau, the recumbent one, provided
ample illustration of this point.

Admittedly, Haalsen Groot was no colossus.Nevertheless, for a figure
half again astall as Meester Groot, the massand bulk of the man on the
cot should have been proportionately greater as well. Where one would
have expected only the sleek curves of corded muscles, though, the sight
of stretched, somewhat mangy skin and the protruding angles of bones,
sunken cheeks and hollowed eye sockets betrayed a barbarian swords-
man far from home and lost in the strange convolutions of civilization.
He had yet to open his eyes. Instead, he was spending his time and en-
ergy on the occasionalfever chill, uncontrollably chattering his teeth and
contorting his body into strange representations of the fetal position, as
perhaps illustrated by one of the members of the Nightmare Realism
school of modern painters. Following this line of thought, Meester Groot
commented, OLife may be life, but aestheticsare certainly aesthetics,to
which his clerk replied, aswas his habit, Olndeedso, sir.OThe barbarian
interrupted with a deep liquid cough, a fine froth of pink bubbles ap-
pearing on his lips.

OYouaresure you found the right man,O Meester Groot said suddenly.

OHewas booked under the name of Svin,Osaid the clerk methodically.
OThearrest record listed his last job as caravan guard, so the circum-
stances would seem appropriate. Once fed, cleaned, and healed, heOll
most likely match the description aswell; he is fairly distinctive for this
far south. Should | make further inquiries?0

ONo, Julio, | take no exception with your effort. | suppose youOdbest
send for the doctor. Sounding a bit tubercular, our friend here, donOtyou
think?0

Olndeedso. | expectthe physic momentarily.O Julio gave a cough of his
own, but a much more discreet and refined one. ODoyou have any idea



why Meester Maximillian wanted you to securethis particular specimen,
sir?0

Haalsen Groot kept his gaze on the barbarian as he spoke, but, behind
their lenses, his eyes appeared to be looking somewhere else entirely.
OToMax, adventuring is an improvisational art. He likes to have a vari-
etal selection of raw materials at hand from which to mold.O He alsohasa
streakof excessentimentality Meester Groot reminded himself, aswell asa
certainphilosophyof the world. Most likely he met this fellow on that cara-
van in his recent resume and thought he could make a modern man out
of him. Whatever the exact details of his interest in Svin, here, Max was
rousing himself to more activity than Groot had seenin years. Events
threatened to become intriguing. These events to come would not be
safe, perhaps, and they would be (most likely) ill-advised, but they
would certainly not be boring. He reminded himself to order more
sandbags.

Bellowing an inchoate battle cry in an impressive display of sheer vo-
cal power, the former Lion of the Oolvaan Plain pushed off his perch on
the heavy iron chandelier, dislodging half-a-dozen lit candlesin the pro-
cess, and plunged downward, his massive sword twirling lethally
around his body. His opponent, who had been peering inquisitively
around the room trying to determine what the Lion might be up to this
time, brought his own rapier into line. As the Lion descended, his migh-
tily thewed legs curling into a crouch beneath him, his adversaryOdlade
caught him in a sharp rap behind the calves, introducing an unexpected
element of angular momentum. The Lion beganto revolve backward, the
floor came up as his opponent stepped smartly out of the way, and with
an unwelcome thud he found himself flat on his back looking up at the
expanding formation of still-flaming candles following him like dying
cometstoward the boards. The tip of arapier appeared in his field of vis-
ion, blurring into a glint of red highlights asit caught the reflections of
guttering fire. Pieces of candles bounced away to all sides.

The sounds of swishing and slicing died. The Lion moistened the
thumb and forefinger of one hand against his lips and raised them to his
forehead, crossedhis eyes,and pinched gingerly in the midst of the glob
of wax coagulating above his eyebrows. He was rewarded by a quick
sizzle that faded off into a gurgling hiss. OYou missed one,Othe Lion
said.

OltOgour own damn fault,0 said his adversary. OChalkit up as a les-
son in humility. Who the hell ever accomplished anything with one of
those big grandstanding moves in the first place?0



OI0II have you know | once ambushed a bear. O

OByfalling off a lighting fixture? And which scar did that one leave
you with, hmm?0

The Lion snorted. OShutup and help me off the floor. My backOilling
me. And toss me one of those towels.OA momentOdeverage, suitably ap-
plied, resulted in the Lion becoming vertical once again. He draped the
towel over his naked chest and led the way to the sideboard. OlOveot
half a mind to join you,O he said after a moment, easing the words out
around a large chunk of roast beef. OlOvenissed the last two Knittings,
and the one before that must have been, oh, twenty, twenty-five years
ago.O

OSure,OMax said, Ogo ahead, come. Forget all that stuff you were
telling me last week about how youOrethe only responsible force holding
this city together and getting the warehouses rebuilt on schedule, not to
mention the good government seminar youOreputting your old friend
Kaar through. Let Roosing Oolvaya sink back into the river - who needs
it anyway?0

The Lion glared at him, an effect somewhat spoiled by the protruding
cud of half-chewed meat in one cheek. OltOsy kids,O he said, Olshould
never have had kids in the first place. That was the beginning of the end.
They warp your whole sensibility. You should have some.O

OYouforget,O said Max, Oldo have some. | have yours. DonQOtthink |
donOt regret it, either.O

The Lion resumed chewing, alook of satisfaction on his face.He might
have beenthe one whoOdended up flat on his back on the floor, but that
didnOtmean he was the one whoOdlost. OSoyou think you canteach my
son something?O

OHeOgot two arms and a brain, and at leasta full complement of nor-
mal senses,Max said cautiously. OldonOtseewhy not. Should be able to
put a little maturity on him, at any rate, if he doesnOt get carved up first.O

A rather feral grin curled the left side of the LionOsmouth. He ran the
towel over his forehead, catching the sheenof water draining down past
his headband from his long black hair. OYou studied with no master
youOlllay name to, you fight in a mad hodgepodge without recognizable
style, no part of the room is safefrom you, either, and on top of that you
know the value of life - by damn, | like that in a man! Are you sure youOre
not my son?0

Max raised an eyebrow and glanced at the Lion. True, they were about
the same height, and they both had straightish black hair, although
MaxOs ran more toward the wavy and the LionOs was running



significantly toward gray, but Max had a lighter, more lithe build than
the LionOsheavy-boned, mass-of-the-earth eastern-plains solidity. Max
was also fully at home with the company of a highly functioning mind.
The Lion, Max had discovered, had a brain with which no one could find
fault, but was reticent to the point of pulling teeth about actually using it,
rather than the largest convenient sword or the nearest wieldable chair.
Beyond temperament, there was also the issue of age to consider. Olt
would seemunlikely,O Max said. OThenagain, who can say? If you can
provide a reasonable inheritance, though, youOre welcome to adopt me.O

OHow did you pick up that nickname anyway, the OVaguelyDisreput-
ableO?®@he Lion had retrieved his sword and was idly using it to cut a
thin slice of corned beeffrom the other large hunk on the serving platter.
Suddenly he whirled, flinging the slice of meat off the end of the blade
toward MaxOseyesand launching the rest of his body after it. Max imme-
diately fell backward and tucked into aroll. HeOdbeen preparing himself
for something of the sort, having found that the Lion enjoyed trying to
lull his opponent off guard before flailing out in some unexpected attack.
The corned beef flew over MaxOsbody and hit the wall behind him but
the LionOs sword, following it, slashed down instead.

Max stopped his back somersault perched on his shoulders and re-
versed direction with a sharpness that implied heOdhad this move in
mind from the start, springing forward first to a firm-footed crouch, then
to a clinch directly up against the charging LionOschest, and then, grasp-
ing the towel still dangling around the LionOsneck and giving it a twist
and a stiff enough yank to bring a flush of sudden purple to the LionOs
face, and using his pull on the towel to amplify his vertical momentum,
flipped himself head-over-heels over the LionOsshoulder as the Lion
catapulted forward toward the floor.

Max landed atop the sideboard, carefully keeping his feet clear of the
food. The clang of the LionOssword against the floor was followed imme-
diately by the familiar sound of the rest of the Lion joining it. OAcrobats,
Osaid the Lion in a muffled voice. OlOvalways detested acrobats. Rab-
bits, the bunch of them, always hopping out of your way.O

Olkeep telling you,Osaid Max, Oagility can outmaneuver the massof a
broadsword any day.O

The Lion sprang back to his feet with a fair show of agility on his own
part and retrieved his slice of corned beef from its perch on a wall
sconce. OTell the world about it,O0 he said. OAcrobatics are fine if
everything falls out just right. If not, youOvejust set yourself up for the
strike of death.OAs he swung back toward the sideboard, he saw Max



standing on it, his arms folded, tapping one foot next to a bowl filled
with roasted potatoes. OOh, all right,O the Lion said, OlOnfinished for
today. Go ahead and make yourself a sandwich.

ONeverfit will,O said a croaking voice from beneath the table, Othis.O
Something black and leathery moved behind one of the table legs, virtu-
ally lost at the back of the cabin in the shadows cast by the single lamp
hanging by a chain from the ceiling. A wooden crate grated raspingly
along the deck boards under the table and then crunched up against the
wall.

Oltdoes seem,if | may be so bold, that we have beenspending the ma-
jority of our effort on merely moving the household from one location to
the next,Oanother voice remarked from just outside the door. A large
heap of books precariously bound up with a net appeared in the door-
way, followed by the speaker, who was attempting to balance the
volumes in a pair of unnaturally long and slender arms that appeared to
be wrapped so securely around the bundle that they were bending not
only at the elbows but also, although that was certainly an illusion, mid-
way down the exaggerated forearms as well. The skin of the exposed
forearms was colored a more than incidentally greenish hue.

A muttering black cloak emerged from underneath the table and
scuttled off to the side as the taller figure let the books subside with a
heavy thump onto its upper surface. The top of the cloakOshood was
barely higher than the level of the tabletop, revealing that working under
the table was no serious inconvenience to its wearer. OJohdid take | not
with sole purpose furniture to arrange,O said the mutterer.

A third being, this one human, had beensitting at the table in question
trying desperately to remain engrossedin deciphering a letter. This be-
ing looked up from the heap of netted books which had just entombed
said letter to a depth precluding immediate recovery. OWhatwas that,
Haddo?O he said, with an air of resigned disorientation.

OThe matter on which Master Haddo was commenting,O said the
green-skinned one, stretching out his kinked arms, Owas that of the
purely menial activities to which our employment with you hasled us of
late.O

OPlainly can speak for myself ,OHaddo croaked. Olntercessoifor need
nil is.OThe hood swiveled to peer accusingly upward, revealing a contin-
ued expanse of fuliginous black broken only by two glowing orange
sparks at around the right position for eyes. OSpeaks yet Wroclaw truth.O

OOh, come on now,O said the man at the table. OYouknow the situ-
ation. You know IOm not real fond of it myself.O
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OYet sit you table at,0 said Haddo, Owhile heavy bundles drag we.O

OButlOmthe boss,Ohe Great Karlini pointed out. OlOnsupposed to sit
at tables and think. YouOresupposed to handle things like packing and
lifting, thatOs what | hired you for.O

Wroclaw gave a discreet cough. ONot quite true, if | may remind you,
sir.O

OSaidnot you, OForall is one, and for one is allO?®addo grumbled
indignantly.

Olfyou donOtlike the job, Haddo, youOrenot bound to it,Osaid Karlini.
OldonOtown you; youOremore than welcome to take off and go back to
wherever you came from. Where was that, by the way?0

OHinterlands,Osaid Haddo. ODonot say |, to wish leave I. It the right
of civilized beings is all complain to, admit you must.O

OThen what do you want, Haddo? You want anotherraise?O

OSatisfying current contract is. Rightful appreciation wish 1, or treat-
ment of equality.O

Karlini glanced sidelong at Wroclaw. OWroclaw?O

Olbelieve Master Haddo would wish either to seeyou yourself sharing
in the heavier work, or lacking that, to be properly entreated to continue
bearing the burden himself.O

OAheadnever get will you,OHaddo snapped at Wroclaw, Owhen coat
your words you sugar with. Question one have I: why beg you not 1?0

OYouwant me to begyou to keep working?O said the Great Karlini.
OWhy should | do that?O

OFringebenefit, OHaddo stated. OTocontract refer. Also, for you is no
skin off.O

OOh,very well,0 said Karlini. OPleaseplease, Haddo, wonOtyou stay
and continue this demeaning but nevertheless essentialwork? | beg you.
HowOs that?O

OBad,O said Haddo, Onot is.O

OWhat about me?0 inquired Wroclaw.

Karlini pushed himself, to his feet and glared at Wroclaw. Then he
transferred his glare to his stool, growled ODoyou want me to beg you,
too?Qin its direction, abruptly drew back one booted foot and swept it
forward, connecting with one rod of the stoolOdripod basewith a solid
thunk, and turned and stalked out of the cabin, limping slightly. Haddo
and Wroclaw looked at each other, then stared after Karlini as he made
his way onto the deck. OFancy that,O Wroclaw commented.

The deck of the river barge was covered by bales of fabric wrapped in
watertight cloth, lengths of neatly cut hardwood, barrels of pickled fish,
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and whatever elsecould be sold for more at some other spot on the river
away from Roosing Oolvaya than it had originally cost at Roosing
Oolvaya itself. Over it all were the scrambling members of the crew,
stowing the goods in the center of the craft away from the sweepsor be-
neath the benchesfor the rowers. For all Karlini knew theyOdbe covering
the benches next; the barge would be traveling downstream, with the
current, so youOdfigure there wouldnOt be much need for rowing, but
Karlini was the first to admit he was no sailor. He stepped aside as two
wharfmen cameup the gangplank from the pier, propelling a recalcitrant
goat between them, and then made his way gingerly across the deck.

A woman was sitting on the port gunwale, her legs dangling over the
side, wearing the same breech-and-tunic traveling outfit as Karlini. She
had an inkpot balanced on the gunwale to her left, a quill pen perched
behind one ear, and an open ledger book in her lap, and was gazing with
an abstracted stare out acrossthe harbor, occasionally eyeing the dark-
haired young woman seated to her left. Karlini seated himself to her
right, keeping a watchful eye on the inkpot, and gave her a quick kiss on
the cheek. She turned toward him with a small start.

OOuch,Gsaid Karlini. He rubbed at the long streak of black ink now
tracking across his right cheek toward his ear.

Roni dropped the offending pen into her book and set both off to the
side. OWhatdo you expect if you sneak up on me like that when IOm
working?O she said. ODonOt dibat, youOre only smearing it.O

Karlini inspected his hand. It was indeed largely covered with ink,
probably a fairly good indication of the likely state of his face at the mo-
ment, too. The young woman on RoniOsother side emitted a strangled
yelping sound, her mouth screwed shut and her face contorted into an
agonized expression of controlled repression. Her hand flew up to cover
her mouth as yet another yelp escaped.

OGoahead, why donOtyou,OKarlini said, a note of what was hopefully
only mock exasperation coloring his own voice. The girlOsface uncorked,
a spasm of chuckles spewed out like the cloud of bubbles from a shaken
bottle of carbonated wine, and then she doubled over, clutching her
sides, overcome by the wave of giggling. Olmust really look wonderful
this time,O he announced with resignation.

OHold still,O said Roni, producing a cloth from a side pocket and ap-
plying it to KarliniOscheek. OTildy, why donOtyou go and try that new
problem set, and IOl review it with you later.O Tildamire, the oldest
known child of the former Lion of the Oolvaan Plain, managed a nod,
swung off the gunwale, and staggered off acrossthe deck, holding her
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exercise book to her chest. OSheOs good kid,® Roni continued, Oand |
think sheOgoing to turn out to have areal flair for math, so donOtget ex-
asperated at her. Promise?0

OOh, very well,O said the Great Karlini. OButdo | really look that
ridiculous?O

OOfcourse, dear,ORoni said serenely, Obutyou wear it so well. HowOs
our loading coming?O

OThestaffOsestlessagain,OKarlini said. OldonOtblame them. WeOllall
feel better when weOre on the move.O

Ol suppose. Did you untangle the letter from Groot?0O

OHaddo and Wroclaw are redecorating the cabin on top of it. Anyway,
the letterOs probably only another warning to be careful with his boat.O

OldonOtknow,O Roni said. OTherenow you can appear in public. Give
me your hand. But about this letter - do you think we can trust the
crew?0

OltOSrootOshoat,Osaid Karlini. OltOSrootOscrew, too. You might as
well ask if we can trust Groot.O

OWell, can we?0

A seagull flapped down and perched itself on KarliniOsshoulder. He
ignored it. OAsfar as anyone, | guess. Depends on where the profit is.
HeOs always had a soft spot for Max, though.O

OHavenOwe all,0remarked Roni. OThatOsetter. Try to wait at least
five minutes before disgracing yourself again, will you please, dear?O

OYou knew what you were in for when you married me,O Karlini said.

ORight. | told you | didnOtwasnOtready for children and | ended up
married to one instead .0

OWould you like me to give you back your receipt?0

OShut up,O Roni said, Oyou idiot.O

OVery well, dear.O Karlini said, affecting an aggrieved expression.
OHowOs the research coming?0

OltOshard trying to work out of boxes, with the apparatus packed
away, but | think the trip wonOtbe a total loss. | do have enough data put
by to just sit and think about stuff for a stretch.O

OYouwonOt,though, if | know you. You still think all this is leading
somewhere?0

OO0h,yes,Osaid Roni, Onoquestion about that. The biologically cellular
roots of magical power, no less. Whether we can understand it well
enough to harness it, of course, still remains to be seen.O

OWe all have confidence in you,0 Karlini said.
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OcConfidenceisnOtthe point. WeOredealing with intricate systems, tre-
mendous energies, things weOrenot even close to being able to compre-
hend. Traditional magic is dangerous enough as it is, and thatOswhen
you already know what youOresupposed to be doing, and yet here we
are trying to forge new tools out of awhole new field. 1tOdntimidating as
anything. If you ask me, 10l take pure research over this any day.O

The seagull, which had beennibbling inquisitively at KarliniOsearlobe,
hopped into the air, beat its wings once for balance, and landed nimbly
atop his head. OWhy does this thing keep following me around?O he
said, craning his eyesupward in an attempt to gain early warning of the
gullOs next move.

OMaybeit thinks thereOsomething lovable about you. ThereOso ac-
counting for tastes, | suppose.O

A leathery, attention-getting OhurrumphO sounded from behind them.
Karlini shifted his position to crane his head around without dislodging
the seagull. It was Haddo, the bright sunlight doing no more than the
gloom in the cabin to reveal a single detail within his hood. OBird,Oan-
nounced Haddo, Omust fly 1.O

OGo ahead, Haddo,O said Karlini, Oand thank you. WeOll see you later.O

Haddo scuttled away. OOThank youO?0 said Roni.

ODonOursk.OThey watched the passing water traffic for a moment.
Then Karlini said abruptly, ODonOket Max stampede you into this, dear.
HeOll survive.O

OYesbut thatOgust the point, dear, donOtyou see?CRoni said. ONill
he? And will we?O

| took a last look around my office. | know itOsridiculous to get senti-
mental about places, especially rental ones, but the office and | had
covered a lot of ground with each other, so to speak. At any rate, |
couldnOtbegin to count the number of times IOdcovered the floor of the
office with  my own body, and for all I knew some of the copious
amounts of organic fluids 10dspilled in that place were still dripping
through knotholes to the floor below. The room was as bare as |Odfound
it, which really wasnOtthat bare; IOdknown that anything personal |
brought in was as likely as not to wind up smashed against the wall, if
not acrossmy head. The old bashed-in shield still hung over the entrance
door. It had come in with the place and would go out with it, too. It was
only in the last few weeks of investigation that IOddiscovered that the
shield had not actually been mine, receiving its dent in some campaign
of my youth, but then it had only beena few months or so before, when
|Odfallen in with Max and his crew for the first time, that 1Odrealized |
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had virtually no memory of my life before 10darrived in Roosing
Oolvaya seven years earlier.

The Curse of Namelessness,as Max had called it, was apparently not
something you ran acrossevery day, even if you were a sorcerer special-
izing in that sort of thing. Max wasnOthat type of specialist, or at least |
didnOtthink he was; his strongest talent that 10dbeen able to identify was
an absolute genius for driving people crazy with cryptic referencesand
vague allusions he would consistently refuse to amplify. Well, two could
play at that game, IOdthought initially, but it was turning out to be
harder than |Odfigured, since one of the major items of analysis was my
own mind. DonOtget me wrong. | wasnOtnearly at the end of my pa-
tience with Max, as exasperating as he could be. Any aggravation | went
through with him was pretty mild compared to knowing | might still
have a serious enemy out there, somewhere, who had hit me with this
spell in the first place and had not only wiped out my past but even any
knowledge of my own name.

Magic. Things always come back to magic, donOthey? | hate magic. Of
course, more and more my own life was coming to be wound up with
the stuff. |1 knew | was in trouble when | found myself hoping that my
memory problems could be traced to merely being hit over the head one
too many times, but Shaa,the physician, had assured me that my condi-
tion was not, as he put it, Oasimple organic amnesia.ORealizing 10d
rather have physical brain damage than have to keep dealing with magic
didnOt make me feel more secure about my sanity, but -

There was a knock on the closed door.

Oh, no, | thought, not again The last time thereOdoeen someone at that
door whoOdmanaged to approach without triggering a squeak from the
staircase IOdadjusted specifically to act as an adjunct doorbell, it had
meant trouble, big trouble; the trouble, in fact, that had landed me with
Max and his friends in the first place, and had nearly resulted in the de-
struction of all of Roosing Oolvaya to boot. While | was contemplating
escape through the side window and over the roof, the locked door
opened and a woman came in.

Unlike the last time, when the visitor had been pale and tweedy and
merely radiated an air of deadly purpose, this one had the burnished
skin of a person who spent alot of leisure time sitting on atropical beach
listening to the waves. And watching the sharks at play. The major thing
about her that reminded me of Gashanatantrawas that aura of OWeOlilo
it my way or weOllpull off afew fingers and then try it again,Othe kind
of attitude that probably passed for conventional light chitchat in her
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usual circles. | didnOtneed the warning tingle in the back of my head to
know that whatever the mess before had really been about, it was back
in motion again.

| was about to say, OHowOsour pal, Gash?Gthus getting in the first
word, bolstering my fortitude with a typical display of hard-boiled ef-
frontery, and making it appear that | understood everything that was go-
ing on, and then some. But even though it seemed the perfect way of
opening a conversational match of wits between us, an uncharacteristic
burst of caution froze my jaw. Instead, | merely leaned back against the
side wall next to the window, crossedmy arms over my chest,and eyed
her with as unflinching a gaze as | could muster on such short notice.
The door swung shut behind her of its own accord, a cute trick | was
sorry 10d never practiced myself while business was slow, and she
planted her feet firmly on the floor in front of it, spread at shoulder
width, letting her arms hang, the palms open and facing toward me and
the air curdling slightly within their grasp. Her eyes were the color of
lightning.

The seconds ground slowly past. | felt like something invisible was
trying to mash me backward through the wall, but that my body was
shrugging off the pressure with the well-mortared firmness of a barri-
cade of bricks. It could have just been my mental state. It could have
been, but | knew it wasnOt.Unless | missed my guess, the metabolism
link Gashanatantra had hooked between us was automatically drawing
on his own personal protection field. At the moment, the shunt that
linked us appeared to actually be giving me some help; if so, it was just
about the first time. Fortunately, the protection effect was totally auto-
matic. My own attempts to draw deliberately on the link had primarily
revealed that where magic was concerned | had deep reservoirs of total
incompetence whose surfaces | had barely begun to scratch. There was
one thing | coulddo, though, that fell in my own department. Rather than
merely glower at the woman by the door, or let my jaw assume its
practiced wide-open position on my chest, | forced my face into
something approaching a sarcasticgrin. | figured the effect was lessthan
completely successfulon the sarcasmfront, but | was hoping the subtle
element of mockery | was aiming for would balance that out.

After a moment whose true length | wouldnOthave ventured to guess,
the eyesacrossthe room narrowed. Her fingers folded inward asthe tor-
tured air in her hands rippled and becameclear. The pressure against my
body eased. OSo,&he remarked. Her voice had the tenor of a violin
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string plucked with a pick of broken glass, smooth and lyrical above a
whiplash spike.

| kept my grin from widening with relief; this had probably beenonly
the starter. 0So0,0 | said also, for good measure.

OO0So2D you can say is OSo20dhave thought better of you, you, al-
ways so proud of your reputation for having the perfect thing to say at
the right time. Or do | still hold that much of a spell over you?OShetilted
her head up and to one side and chuckled, but her chuckle held a dis-
turbing hint of some nasty joke in it, barely contained.

OMy reputation is occasionally expanded in the telling,O | temporized.
As far as | knew, | had never seen her before in my life.

Olnaway.Osaid the woman, Olsuppose this was the perfect refuge for
you. IOmalmost embarrassed how long it took to track you down.O
ThatOs what sheaid but she didnOtookembarrassed at alll.

OReally,Q said. OHow nice. IOmsorry | put you to so much trouble. To
what exactly do | owe the honor of all that effort, aswell asthe pleasure
of your visit?0

ONow that | see you 10dknow you anywhere,O she said musingly.
OEvenif you do have a different body, evenif you are hiding out in arat-
trap room in a flea-infested town. Scarcelyyour style at all, which is, of
course, the beauty of it. | can even understand your not giving me a
proper greeting. Rest assured, though, my dear, certain things can sur-
vive any number of new bodies. Come over here and kiss me.O

| tried to keep the gagging feeling in my throat from becoming loud
enough to be heard acrossthe room. ODonOyou think that should wait?O
| said instead, hoping | didnOt sound too much like a drowning frog.

Shescowled. It was a mean scowl. | was glad it wasnOtirected at me,
only at whoever she thought | was. | was only sorry that whoever that
really was didnOthappen to be around at the moment. OVery well,O she
said finally. OSahatOghe way youOregoing to be about it. | would have
thought you would let yourself unbend that far, but then again, | do
know you, so perhaps not. Nevertheless,Oand the scowl crawled again
toward her equally nasty grin, Ol amstill your wife.O

OHow are you feeling?O said Jurtan Mont.

OWhen one considers the alternatives,O said Zalzyn Shaa, Onot too
bad.OHe plopped down to sit on a convenient rock. OAfter all, look
around us.OA sweep of his arm took in the shrub-covered hillside, the
neat patches of farmland falling away from them in long cultivated
waves, the low gorge of the River Oolvaan and the beginnings of the
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mountains beyond, and, slightly downstream to their right, the sprawl
and bustle of Roosing Oolvaya.

OYeah,O said Mont, following ShaaOs gesture, Owhat?0

OComenow. Surely you have more of an aesthetic sensethan that. Or
have | been wasting my time on a toad?0

Mont dropped the sack containing the herbs Shaahad been collecting
next to the rock and lowered himself to the ground. OOkay, itOsa nice
view, but what does that have to do with how your heart is?0

Olfone is going to push oneOdimits,0 Shaasaid sagely, Oonemight as
well do it where thereOsomething pleasant to look at. If oneOdimits ob-
ligingly retreat, then the pleasant vista can serve as sufficient instant
gratification for attempting the exercisein the first place. Even if the lim-
its remain in force, one can at least console oneself with the thought that
one might easily not have anything to look at at all, pleasant or
otherwise.O

OSoyouOvegot more energy?OShaahad set a fairly brisk pace up the
hill. OYour breathing seems pretty good.O

OTo complain would seem churlish,O Shaa agreed. At least, Mont
thought thatOswhat he was doing; it was always hard to tell with Shaa.
OHave you finished packing?0O

Mont grimaced. OYeah, guess.| donOtknow. | donOteven know what
| should be packing anyway.O

OWhatever you can carry without unduly aggravating the horse.O

OWhy do | have to begoingon a horse? | donOt like horses.O

ONeither does Max,Osaid Shaa.OHowever, he is lessfond of walking.
ItOs known as a trade-off.O

OWell,| donOtiike Max either. Why canOt be going with you? Why do
| have to go to start with?O

Shaaopened the sack, peered within, fingered thoughtfully through
his latest collection of weeds, selected one slender stalk of dusty and
purple-edged green, mashed its bulbous end between his thumb and
forefinger, and inserted the oozing tip in the comer of his mouth. ODid
you ask a question?0 he said.

OYouOréke trying to punch smoke, you know that?OJurtan said. OYou
know perfectly well | asked a question.O

Shaarolled the weed around with his tongue for a moment before re-
sponding. OMaximillian has, rather valiantly | might add, offered to as-
sist in your seasoning.|®Omnot sure | understand why, but then IOmnot
certain | understand why 10vebeen spending so much of my own time
with you when you persist in being so urchinish. There are some who
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would pay for the opportunity that is being thrust upon you gratis, but
from your lips doesaword of thanks fall? Not in my hearing, and | ven-
ture not in anyone elseOs either.O

Olnever said | wanted to be an adventurer,O said Mont, Oorwhatever
you all think you are, and | donOtparticularly want to try to fight with a
sword. 10d rather work on the - well, the other stuff.O

OThey are not, as you are well aware, mutually exclusive, and the
swordwork may not only help to occupy you on the way to the big time,
but may help you when we get there.O

OThe big time? | thought we were going to the City of the Empire.O

OMerely a synonym,O Shaa said, Oasyou may come to appreciate if
you survive, a state which may have something to do with your not ex-
asperating one of us beyond the bounds of our professional courtesy.O

OWell,excuseme for living,O Mont said sarcastically. Shaawas pleased
to note that his command of the proper tone was improving. Then again,
of course, as ShaadidnOtmind acknowledging, he did have more than
one expert teacher. OButwhat if this adventuring stuff isnOtffor me, any-
way? | mean, youOve got an excuse. YouOve got your curse.O

Oldo indeed, and | am heartily sick of it. This time there may actually
be a chance of slipping out of it; that is why 1Ongoing.O

Mont snorted. OYouOreot sick of it at all. | mean, you may be sick of
the curse, but youOrenot sick of adventuring, | know youOrenot. You like
it.O

Ollike it more when | have some discretion about the situation. The
thought that it is quite likely to bring about my death does not exactly
exert a calming influence, either.O

Ol thought adventuring was supposedo be risky.O

OThisis true. Yet my risk factors are not merely those of the typical job
description,O Shaa said, Oas you know perfectly well.O

OThatOs pretty good one, when you think about it,O said Mont.
OYouOreursed to keep running after something thatOgrobably going to
kill you.O

OHmm, yes,OShaa commented, Oit is rather classic. My brother did
know what he was doing.O

Mont actually made a small OwhoofQOingnoise, asthough he had been
punched unexpectedly beneath the diaphragm. His mouth fell open.
OYour -O he said. OWait a second. | thought you had sisterO

Ol do have a sister. | also have a brother.O

OBut | thought your sister was the one causing you all the trouble.O
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Shaaswiveled an eye in MontOsdirection. OOneof the major things
you have yet to learn is not to presume that just becauseyou know one
fact, you know all, or just becauseyou know facts, you know their prop-
er interpretation.O

OBut - O said Mont, Obut -O

OWhyshould | tell my lifeOsstory to alout who wants to rot in Roosing
Oolvaya for the rest of his days?0

Mont subsided into a sullen pout. OIOllgo with Max, O he said
eventually.

ODonOto me any favors. You still appear reluctant,O Shaaobserved.
Ols there some other hidden frustration you wish to vent?O

ONo,Osaid Mont. OYes.Why do we have to go off and try to get in
more trouble, anyway? | mean, Roosing OolvayaOsan out-of-the-way
kind of place, nothing much ever happens here, and now that that whole
bit with the coup and Oskin Yahlei and so forthOsfinished with, [Omsure
nothing®sgoing to happen again for years and years, if it ever does, so
why canOt we just stay here and do the same training and -O

OA characteristic example,Ostated Shaa, Ooflimited thinking, wishful
at its source, narrow in its development. Events have a way of seeking
one out, under their own momentum, or -OShaalengthened the word, so
as to override the objection Mont, backtracking toward literal-minded-
ness,was about to voice- QrO(he repeated for good measure) Othechar-
acters behind the events, caught up in the same momentum, are the
seekers;the difference is of semantic concern alone. The fact remains that
events, onceloosed, are asdifficult to contain asvapor in a burst balloon.
There may in fact be some entropic correlation. We may want to consult
Roni, | believe that falls in her area.O

Mont, his jaw set, was clinging grimly to his original idea, always a
difficult thing when you happened to be waging a conversation with
Shaa, but then he had been getting a lot of practice, at that, anyway.
OYouOréeing ridiculous. Why couldnOtl just stay here and be a clerk or
a merchant or something? Things like youOretalking about never seek
out clerks.O

OTheseevents may not, although | could recite a list of counter-ex-
amples that might curdle your hair, but what about your father? Would
heseekyou out, hmm? And another point for your consideration, just as
areminder. Yes,| have a curse, but you have a gift. Tell me, my friend -
which is the stronger motivator? Perhaps you could just stay at home,
though, at that,O Shaa mused. OWould you want to?0O
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Mont opened his mouth, then paused, his head tilted slightly to one
side, visions of heroism (Shaa suspected) no doubt circulating in his
mind. Olguessnot,OMont said slowly. Oljust want to know my options,
thatOsall. | donOtwant to be dragged around like atoy with a pull string.
| want to be able to make choices for myself.O

OWhatmore does any rational person want? A valid goal, if an ambi-
tious one. How, do you suppose, would one go about achieving it?O

One of these days, Mont thought, he might learn to seethese coming.
OLuck?0

Both of them knew that Mont had merely beentossing out a uselessre-
sponseto buy himself some time to really think about the question, but
Shaawas willing to grant him some room for cogitation at the moment;
he was feeling expansive. OFartoo random for a man planning to rise
above the march of fate. You might as well say you hope to hide from the
gods, from destiny, from good fortune aswell as bad, indeed, from the
world at large.O

OUh,Osaid Mont, Oasa matter of fact, that thought had crossed my
mind. Why not hide out? IsnOtthat what Max has been doing, and what
about you, yourself?0

OAh,Osaid Shaa,Oindeed.Hiding out can without question be a valu-
able strategy, if not a totally open-ended one, but that doesnOmean itOs
at all a matter of sitting back and staying off the streets.How effective do
you think it might be for someone whose primary skill is a reliance on
luck?O

OAll right, all right, | can tell what youOregetting at. If you want to try
to control your fate, you have to know what youOredoing, and if you
want to do that, youOve got to have skills. Experience. Right?0O

Shaaraised an eyebrow, the expression on his face affable, and then let
the motion of his forehead draw his head back for an appreciation of the
clear sky above. A waggling speck moved far overhead, a speck that
could perhaps have been a large bird.

OButwhatOsthe urgency now? Why do we have to leave town all of a
sudden now, after sitting around for a month. | mean, nothingOshappen-
ing yet Is it?0O

OOnenever wants to be the last to know,0 Shaasaid sagely. OOnemust
always expect the worst. There is a certain attitude one must strive to
cultivate. One must always think, in the midst of the clearest sky, that
something could be happening already.O
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Chapter 2

A CRISIS OF IDENTITY

OSINCEYOU WANT TO BRING THAT UP,0I said, Oyoumight aswell
sit down.O

The desk was staying with the office, too, not that IOdhave had much
use for it on the road, and along with it the two chairs. | took the one at
the business side of the desk and the woman IOdnever seenbefore took
the other. Then we sat there and stared at each other. | couldnOtbegin to
guesswhat shewas thinking, but at the moment that was the least of my
worries. My concern centered around the things she had given me to
think about already.

|IOdnever been a particularly promiscuous guy; at least, not as far as |
could remember. The Onotasfar as| could rememberOpan was the kick-
er in that sentence,of course. | wasnOsure which was going to be worse:
having her realize sheOdnistaken me for someoneelse,or having her re-
cognition of me as her husband actually be correct. | didnOtremember
having beenmarried, and it didnOtseemlike the sort of thing 1Odbe likely
to forget, but if you were in an inquisitorial mood you could probably
say the same thing about my name. Even if | took the tack that | could
have been married to her and totally forgotten it, | didnOtthink that was
the answer. SheOdmplied that sheOdrecognized me even though 10d
changed my appearance.| had a feeling she hadnOtbeen referring to my
hairstyle, either, but to some major total body rework that sounded like
pretty heavy magic indeed. | suppose it was possible that whoever had
hit me with the curse had put me through such a transformation. As long
as | was playing the odds, though, it made a lot more senseto go with
the most obvious explanation. The one named Gashanatantra.

|IOdbeenwondering why | hadnOtheard anything from him. There was
no clear reason heOdwant to leave his metabolic link active indefinitely,
since it had to be a drain on his resources,yet asfar as| could tell it was
still perfectly intact. Now | knew. He was still using me as a decoy. The
woman hadnOtrecognized me per se, sheOdecognized the trace of Gash
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that was flavoring my aura through the link. She thought | was really
him. Shethought the taste of GashO®wn aura | was still carrying was
really a little bit of his true identity trickling through an otherwise com-
prehensive disguise. That ring business heOdset me up with before had
been pretty tricky, but it was looking like | hadnOtseenanything yet. At
least the ring bit was business;this messseemedunmistakably personal.
What had | ever done to him?

There was another reasonable explanation though, as long as | was
running through the range of possibilities. She could have merely been
out of her mind. | liked this explanation even less than the others. She
had struck me asboth a powerful and a nasty customer, and that was as-
suming her activities had some rational reasoning behind them. If she
was delusional or outright insane, well, my best bet was to start finding
out if | remembered any good prayers. After falling in with Max and
ShaalOdgone back and made a few back payments to Phlinn Arol, the
AdventurerOsGod, just in case,but | had no idea if that had put me into
his favor or not, or if IOdever even beenthere in the first place. The gods
work in mysterious ways, they say, which | always figured was just as
well. Of course, back then | hadnOtyet gotten in the habit of staring
across my own desk at gods who were working mysteriously on me.
OltOs been a long time,O | said. OWhen we last spoke EO

Olknow,O she said. Olknow you told me you never wanted to seeme
again. | know you hated me because of that time with Kortese.O

She paused. | fixed her with a stern gaze. She swallowed, and said,
ODo you think | would tempt your wrath without a very good reason?0

Ol donOtknow,O | said, Owould you? Here you are, and yet | havenOt
heard the barest hint of any kind of reason, good or otherwise, wouldnOt
you admit? As you saw fit to bring up, | suppose we are married, or at
least someone might try to make that case,but what doesit really mean,
anyway? And let us not forget your initial greeting. | would say that
smacked more of the preemptive first strike than a preamble to polite
conversation, hmm?0O

Her gaze was perhaps lesssardonic, lesssure of itself than it had been
at the outset. OAll right, then, IOllbe direct. | want the ring. If | could have
taken it off your smoking body | would have.O

OAh,d said. ONow we appear to be getting somewhere. But where, in-
deed? There are many rings floating about, and even a few worth blast-
ing oneOsn-laws over. Which one do you have in mind? And why do
you think | might have it?0

ODonOt start playing games,O she snapped. OYou know perfectly DO
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ONo games?d said in an aggrieved tone. OJustwhat did you expect,
pray tell? If you know me at all, my dear, you know that convolution is
my lifeOsblood, so to speak.Ol was riding the odds. Shaahad told me
something of GashOseputation asthe Mad Plotter, the Devious, master
of stratagems and counterplots. OlOnrather disappointed in you, you
know. 10dhave thought during your association with me something
might have rubbed off. Instead, what am | met with? A frontal assault, if
an expectedly weak one, followed by a retreat to declarative statements?
Oh dear, oh dear.O | tskOd at her once or twice for good measure.

Shelooked at me, and in her facel read a mixture of emotions. On the
surface was a flush of rage, no doubt aimed at me, no doubt well-earned
by my belitting remarks. Beneaththat was her initial layer of arrogance
torn through now by the shreds of doubt. Beneath that, though, was
something else, rising up like a leviathan from the great depths of the
ocean. Like the hidden leviathan, it made only the barest ripple on the
surface; unlike the leviathan, which stays in the deep water becauseit
canObreathe in the air, she was deliberately hiding this particular emo-
tion, which meant, by extension, that she was deliberately letting the oth-
er emotions show. What was she up to?

OAslong asyouQOrebeing declarative,Ol continued, OIONry to play your
game, howOsthat? What did you think you were doing when you
walked in here? Why did you bother to attack in the first place? You
knew youOd never lay me out with your power alone.O

ONo,Gshe said. OYouOreight.O Suddenly her original nasty smirk was
back. No, more than that. Suddenly the leviathan had emerged from the
abyss, hurling its mass clear of the water in a thunderclap of shrapnel
spray. OThatOsvhy | brought this.O She reached into the air, her hand
sliding into a spot above the center of the desk and disappearing from
sight along a neat dividing line asthough sheOdstuck her hand behind
an invisible wall, giving me a good angle to view the rest of her wrist
and then her forearm in a cross-sectional,apparently severed state. The
view of chopped-off muscles and pulsing arteries, and the yellow of liv-
ing bone, made me sorry ShaawasnOtaround to fully appreciate it; |
prefer my anatomy neatly confined to outer surfaces. | didnOthave to
watch that particular parlor trick for long, though, since she quickly
grasped the thing she sought in the invisible compartment and drew it
out into sight.

A mass of writhing worms was my first impression, gray and black
and ceaselesslysquirming and making a disgusting squelching sound; |
hoped it wouldnOt start oozing ichor all over the desk. Then | realized
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that the worm ball might not be solid at all, since the worms seemedto
be freely passing through eachother at will, overlapping and parting like
the multiple images from a particularly rotten barrel of fermented oat
rotgut scarfed down in the kind of long flashy swig that would probably
leave you unconscious at its conclusion, either from lack of fresh air or
the unmitigated kick of the brew itself, and if it didnOt leave you
sprawled insensate on the floor youOdwish it had. The worms were
treating her hand with respect, not trying to merge with her flesh, only
their own, but as| noted that fact | also realized that a sparkling film had
appeared over her hand and arm like a painted-on glove. The glove ef-
fect was one | hadnOtseen before in my limited experience with magic,
and since | had no idea how to duplicate it myself | had a feeling that the
worms might not treat my flesh with the same level of restraint.

It did look impressive, | had to admit. However, the effect was to some
degree lost on me, since | unfortunately didnOthave the slightest idea of
what the wormball actually was, other than more trouble, but that much
was only common sense.Gash, | was sure, would have recognized it im-
mediately; he was that kind of guy, and it did sound like the sort of thing
that would be up the line of his professional specialization. He still
didnOtseemto be around, unfortunately, and he sure wasnOsending any
helpful messageseither. 0S0.Q said, OyouOveot a new toy. Do you ex-
pect me to collapse at your feet, to beseech you in tones of supplication?0

She peered at me, momentarily nonplussed. Her eyes took a quick
glance at the worm thing, almost asthough she wanted to make sure it
was really there, and active; | half expected her to shake it to seeif it
would rattle. She didnOt. Instead she fixed that grin firmly on her face
and extended the thing toward me. | felt a sudden flush of heat as
though the door to an oven had beenopened in front of my face. Unlike
an oven, | didnOtfeel the sensation on the surface of my skin, but down
behind my eyes in the center of my skull.

OSowhat are you trying to tell me here?Ql said. OYouOrevilling to go
for a divorce?O

O10d rather be a widow.O

OEasier said than done.O

ONo, | donOtthink so.OHer hand paused. The wormball was close
enough to my face that | had to cross my eyesto seeit clearly, and the
heat was extreme. Sofar 10dkept myself from shrinking back in the chair,
but the next time she started moving | figured IOdbetter be prepared to
do something fast. OYou know,O she commented, OIOmenjoying this
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more than 10dexpected, and IOdlooked forward to enjoying it quite a
lot.O

ODonOsay | never show you a good time,O1 said. OJustout of curios-
ity, suppose you actually succeed in frying my cerebellum with that
thing. How do you plan to get hold of the ring you mentioned then? The
ring you say is the main reason youOve come after me in the first place.O

Ol said 10d take it off your smoking body, and | still will.O

OANh, yes,Ol responded, Oyou did say that, and in so many words.
What would you do, though, if it didnOthappen to be on my body, asin-
deed it does not?0

OThatOs the oldest bluff there is.O

ONo doubt. It happens to be most effective, however, when itOs true.O

OTrue?YouOvenever said anything true in your life. You wouldnOtre-
cognize a true statement if it -O

OYouOrsure youOreready to take the risk? 1tOsa little hard to go back
once |IOvebecome a smoldering corpse, you know. What would you do
then if you found youOdguessedwrong? More to the point, what about
your associates?0

It was a calculated gamble. True, she hadnOtmentioned any partners.
ShedidnOtseemnearly as sharp as me, though, or to be more precise, as
sharp asthe being she thought | really was, and | had a hunch she knew
it, too; it may have had alot to do with the fact that the two of them were
distinctly on the outs. That being the case,| didnOtthink she would have
decided to go after me - or him - on her own, ring or no ring asinduce-
ment, and if she wasnOt in this alone she was in it with somebody else.

Continuing to be conversational wasnOtmy last-ditch gambit, either,
by any means. My walking stick was within reach, propped against the
side of the desk, for one, and for another | figured | was capable of more
frenzied agility than she was used to expecting from Gash. Physicality
was always a useful last resort, or an option to turn to when you couldnOt
think of anything elseand figured you might aswell do somethingBut |
did have a brain, or so IOdbeentold, and | figured it would be a reason-
able idea to find out just how good a weapon it could be on its own
terms, before | started in on my more usual behavior of trying to throw it
at people, using its gross characteristic of mass in an attempt to knock
them out before | lost consciousnessmyself through the impact of cumu-
lative whiplash.

She had the corner of one lip between her teeth and was gnawing it
absently in thought as she watched me. Not moving her eyesaway, she
fumbled around her neck with her free hand, got hold of a round palm-
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sized crystal disk hung from a silver chain, raised it in front of her face,
and then squinted at me through it. OYou say you donOt have the ring?O

Ol donOt have the ring.O

As | said the words again, a regular pattern of silver motes ran across
the surface of the disk like a school of tiny minnows. Her frown
deepened. Her pursed lips narrowed to a ominous line. Abruptly, she
thrust the wormball out straight into my face. .

My head was whipping back out of gut reaction as she moved, but |
felt a fiery lash across my forehead and heard the quick sizzle of hot
grease.She was the one who yelped, though, as she fell backward into
her chair. Her arm was jerking uncontrollably, the forearm twisting spas-
tically back and forth. The worms that had covered the front side of the
floating colony, the side that had barely grazed my skin, had been
crisped, and they had melted droopingly all over her palm, an evil-look-
ing brown smoke rising off their twisted bodies. The rest of the worms
had broken entirely out of their ball and were slinking their way out of
the vicinity in every direction off acrossthe tabletop and up along her
lashing arm. Shestared at me for a second, this time with a clear mixture
of shock and fright, and then turned her attention to the worms, cupping
her free hand and pointing it down at them. A flattened vortex appeared
beneath her palm. The worms leapt or were sucked off the table, some
coming free with a reluctant slurping pop and the bunch of them darted
in a straight spinning cloud toward the vortex like arrows off a multiple-
fire crossbow heading for a competition target. Sparks showered out,
and then the last of the worms were gone.

Singed tracks wound up her forearm. | figured my forehead probably
looked the same. What | couldnOtfigure was what had happened, and
why. Obviously that wasnOwhat sheOdexpected. It sure wasnOwhat 10d
expected. What | did while | thought, though, was releasemy grip be-
hind the desk on Monoch, the sword disguised as a walking stick, fold
my arms, and grin at her.

ShedidnOtgrin back. Oltold him this wouldnOtwork, Oshe said under
her breath, Obut | never expectedthat.O

Okay, | thought, | havetheadvantagel had her off-balance. It was a per-
fect moment to hit her with a mop-up blow. The major problem was that
| still didnOt know what to use for a mop.

The ring; | should concentrate on the ring. Shewanted the ring, but |
didnOthave it. Any way you looked at it, that was going to be a problem.
| could take one of two approaches:either keep on trying to convince her
| really didnOthave the ring, or go for letting her believe | did have it but
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just didnOtwant to turn it over to her. Or that | had it hidden and IOdead
her to it if she made me a good enough offer. If | could get her to accept
that | didnOthave it, the unavoidable question would be where it was.
Under the circumstances, | doubted sheOduy the line that | didnOtknow
what she was talking about; | could keep on trying it, but it would be a
holding action that wouldnOthold long at all, | could tell. Maybe | could
sort of tell her the truth, that IOdbeenworking with others and 10dturned
the ring over to them, but IOdhave to tell her who the others were and
then it would be their lives on the line. Unless | didnOtidentify the right
others E

Who did | know that | was mad enough at to want to sic this harridan
and her pals on?

Then it hit me that that wasnOtthe only way to go about this. OVery
well,O | said. OLetOdliscuss this ring. LetOdiscuss like adults, not chew
up eachotherOdlesh like razor-tooth rabbits. Razor-teeth are beneath us,
perhaps youOll agree now?0

Shewas in some pain, it seemed;not much, but enough to make her
more receptive. | was in some pain, too, but my edge over her was that
|Odbeen expectingt. OltOslear youOrdnterested in getting your hands on
this ring,O | continued. Olthink perhaps youOllbelieve me now when |
tell you | donOthave it. | did have it, though, if weOretalking about the
same ring, and | presume we are.O

She blinked at me. SheOdprobably thought 10djust kick her out the
door, or through the wall, or into the next dimension, aslong asl| had the
drop on her. | was playing the role of Master Plotter, though, or at least|
thought | was, so | was trying to live up to a higher standard. OTheplot
for the ring was mine, but not mine alone,Ol said. A small gleam of tri-
umph appeared on her face; she knew sheOdscored one, even if it was a
point | was letting her win. OMine was the plot, but not the implementa-
tion. With me in this schemewas someoneyou will recall, whose name |
am sure | will not needto mention. Especially under the circumstances,it
would be unwise were | to do so. Things between us after we acquired
the ring did not go according to my plan. As aresult, as| said, | do not
now have the ring. Suffice it to say | was outwitted; there, are you
happy?0

Shewas, | could tell. Shelooked realhappy. | figured the reluctant self-
incrimination and embarrassing abasement of an admission of failure
would sit well with her, considering her current attitude toward me, par-
ticularly since her alertness might be slightly clouded by the pain of the
worm burns. But would she take the bait?
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In the midst of her glee, her face assumed a thoughtful air. ODoyou
mean who | think you mean?O she said.

| wanted to say, OIf you think | mean who you think | mean, than |
think you catch my meaning,Oor words to that effect, but somehow |
thought it would spoil the tenor of the exchangewe were having. Instead
| simply raised an eyebrow, tossed her a smile and left it at that for her to
chew on.

| watched her mastications for a moment before | decided to give the
cauldron another quick stir and tossin an extra pinch of seasoning. OAs
IOmsure youOllbe pleased to have me admit, | felt unable to go and re-
trieve the ring myself, single-handed, lest | risk annihilation more closely
than you will remember | prefer. | had pretty much written the thing off,
if you want to know the truth. As | said, brushing against annihilation
isnOtworth it for a ring. Your coming here today and pressing the issue
has made me reconsider, however. With you, your partners and myself
united, we may very well be able to succeedwhere | by myself had pre-
ferred to back away.O

OHow would we divide the ring? Why would you want to get in-
volved with another partnership, after youOvejust admitted the last one
fell apart on you?O

Ol donOtknow how much you really know about this ring,0 | said.
OJustet me say that its benefits do not have to be limited to one bearer.
Aside from that, though, the issue for me is no longer merely one of the
ring itself. There are reputations to think of, and accounts, you will
agree, to settle.O

OWeOveaever worked a job before,Oshe commented, Onoteven when
we sort of got along. Do you think itOsa good idea to be talking about do-
ing that now?0

ONo,O | said. ODo you?0

She gave me an actual grin, for a change. Ol donOt either,O she told me.

OGood,d said. OThenweOreagreed. The situation speaksfor itself. IOm
willing to admit | havenObeenin my peak form, primarily due to lack of
motivation. If | Ombeing sloppy and you canOeven get me to give up a
ring | donOthave, youOrenever going to pry it loose by yourselves from
the one who does have it. LetOgyo talk to your partners. TheyOrehanging
around somewhere in town, right?0

Shegave a crisp nod and headed for the door. | grabbed Monoch and
followed her. | picked up the pack | Odleaned next to the door earlier,
when 10dcome in to look things over before my rendezvous with Max,
and closed the door behind my back. | didnOtturn around, even though |
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suspected |IOdnever setfoot in that room again. Like | said before, senti-
mentality about that crummy office was the last thing | thought | could
afford right then.

| knew 1Odhever carry this off over an extended period of time. | didnOt
know who the players were and | had only the most rudimentary insight
into the real nature of the game. At the moment, though, long-range
planning didnOtoccupy nearly the same priority for me asthe short-term
guestion of staying alive and un-crisped through eachsuccessiveminute.
Maybe 10dset something in motion and maybe not, and evenif | had let
something interesting loose | didnOtknow if it would wind up in a brief
shoving match or an all-out war of the gods, as grandiose asthat sounds;
all | was hoping for was enough confusion to slip myself off the hook 10d
found myself dangling from by the collar of my coat. Whatever it was |
might have expected, | had the uneasy suspicion that the true outcome
was going to develop into something else entirely.

|IOmnot perfect, never claimed to be; all | try to do is learn from my
mistakes and not to make the same onesover again. The problem is that
like most folks, IOmcreative. IOvegot a totally demoralizing talent for
coming up with entirely new mistakes even worse than the old ones. |
wondered just which one | was sticking my foot into this time. |Odseized
the initiative, true, or at least | thought | had, and so | was heading out
toward the next trial in a better position than IOdhoped. Like | said, 10d
known when sheOdvalked in the door that the only way sheOde walk-
ing out alone would be if | was dead; she wasnOtjust going to stroll
peacefully out of my life and let me go back to whatever 1Odbeen doing.
So we were leaving together, but we were doing it more as a mutual
standoff and less as her dragging me. The end result was the same, but
the game of position between us had me with the marginally better
hand. It was a circular argument, of course. The spot my ObetterhandO
had put me in was off the ladder and onto the high wire.

We headed west through Roosing Oolvaya, on foot, away from the
river and toward the caravan grounds. 10dbeen hoping weOd pass
someone| knew so | could try to slip him a message,but | hadnOtreally
believed that particular hope would pan out, and of course it didnOt.
Roosing Oolvaya went through its normal routine of waking up, stretch-
ing, and getting about its businessaround us. Carts with fresh produce,
pens of cackling chickens, and once even a tank of live droop-whiskered
fish clattered past on their way to the central market; a little late in the
morning for the fish to be arriving, perhaps, but apparently someone
thought it made sense.As we drew closer to the west gate that let onto
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the caravan grounds, though, traffic got tighter and denser until we were
virtually clawing our way upstream. At the gate - in fact, right in the
middleof the gate - the explanation revealed itself.

Two wagons were mashed up together in a pile of loose wheels and
fragments of wood siding, one canted onto its nose with both front
wheels gone and the axle shattered. The rest of the traffic, wheeled,
mounted, and two-footed, was forced to edge its way around through
the narrow space left between the wreckage and the stone arch of the
gate wall. A group of people were trying to pull the wagons apart and
drag them through the gate out of the way. Unfortunately, they didnOt
seemto have agreed on which side of the gate they were moving them
to, and so seemedto be largely nullifying each otherOsefforts. As we
wedged our own way through the gate, past a tangle of shouting men,
including the wagon drivers, a group of city guards, and some frenzied
partisans who had probably beennormal citizens just passing through a
short time before, | noticed a big crumbly gap in the overhead curve of
the gate arch. Directly below it, | could now see more clearly, was the
wagon with the crushed front axle, the top of a big stone sticking up
above its sideboard.

| shouldnOthave given the situation a secondthought. You built a gate,
or a bridge or a palace, for that matter, and there was no getting around
the fact that eventually it would start to fall down. Then youOdfix it up
or just tear it down entirely and start over; thatOsthe way things went.
All you hoped was that you didnOthappen to be standing under it when
it started to let go. Sometimes you got real lucky and built something
that was still defying gravity, in reasonable repair and with minimal
maintenance, a thousand years later, but that sure wasnOt the way to bet.

Like | said, that much was only common wisdom. Maybe it wasnOthe
casein the old days, | mean the really old days, but since that time civil
engineering has become something of a lost an. Not by chance,and not
becausepeople lost interest in it, of course, but becausethe gods had de-
cided weOdall be better off it we gave up technology and went back to a
purer, grubbier world. Or at least the gods had decided theyOde better
off. 10dalways distrusted the gods becauseof their general high-handed
attitude, and their aversion to the worldOsuse of technology was the per-
fect casein point. Now that | had my own private god out for a stroll,
though, perhaps | could voice my objections in person, and maybe even
find out from the horseOsnouth, so to speak, why theyOdalways acted
this way, aside from naturally wanting to run the world and everybodyOs
activities in it. | glanced at the woman. Somewhat to my surprise, | found
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she was eyeing me, as though she was trying to decide whether to ask
me something on the same order of interest to her as my own question
was to me. We stared down eachother for a second or two, then turned
our heads to the front and resumed plowing on through the traffic jam.

We cut off down a regular strip of open ground kept clear as a road.
There werenOtany official roads in the caravansary, of course, just a siz-
able expanseof flat ground mashed into dust and fenced off for the sea-
son into rentable plots by local entrepreneurs. The irregular roads tended
to converge at the various wells, though, and off ahead of us | could see
the tall water-barrel winch poles atop one of them as we approached.
Unexpectedly, the traffic, which had begun to thin a bit aswe got away
from the mess at the gate, started to coagulate once again. | wondered
just what was going on around the city today - a contagious caseof bad
luck? We broke through the crush of people and came face-to-facewith
yet another woeful situation.

Ahead of us, two guys in travelersOrobes were standing nose to nose,
waving their arms around and yelling in each otherOgace. Behind them
was another learned-looking fellow with a long beard; he was rubbing
his chin with one hand and casting a sageeye over the proceedings with
the air of someone who was about to make a pronouncement. An ox
stood next to one shouting man, pawing the ground nervously with its
right front hoof. There was blood on the oxOsleft horn. As a son of
centerpiece to the scene,a bloody sheeplay on the ground between the
two men who were going at it. The sheepwasnOtmoving, but if the two
men were any good at sympathetic magic, | expected it to leap up and
break into a jig any second from the level of emoting going on. Instead,
the man who | figured for the owner of the sheep made a grab for the
tether dangling from the neck of the ox. The ox, already spooked by the
excitement, danced back out of reach. Unfortunately for the ox, it had
neglected to look over its shoulder first, and so it backed into the low
crumbling wall around the water well itself. The wall crumbled further
under the force of the oxOswrled mass;the ox, its hind legs knocked out
from under it, sat down hard on the remains of the wall; and with a
crunch and a small rumble a stretch of wall centered on the ox disinteg-
rated entirely, propelling the ox, still in motion, backward into the well.
The crowd heard one frenzied ox-bellow, the oxOs$ead and horns disap-
peared from sight, and then the crowd fell silent. The two guys froze,
their arms in mid-wave, their mouths open in identical circles. In the
midst of the sudden silence we heard a loud PLOP of displaced water.
That cut things loose again. The two original guys were joined by a third,
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apparently the owner of the well, and then the crowdjoined in too with a
general shouting and arm-waggling. The original sagehad been supple-
mented by two others, and the three of them had their heads together in
scholarly consultation, trading citations of tractate and verse in their own
rapid crossfire.

As we tried to edge around the commotion, one of the people who was
trying unsuccessfully to grab hold of the oxOgether or otherwise drag it
out of the well clutched at his chestwith a look of horror, pulled out an
obviously empty drawstring bag suspended by a thong from around his
neck, and began hollering, OMy jewels! This well has swallowed my jew-
elslOHe swung around to join the owners of the ox, the sheep, and the
well in their grievances, elbowing the man next to him in the back. The
man thus elbowed, who had been pulling hard on the dangling tether of
the ox, overbalanced and went headfirst over the wall into the well. Ox
and man bellowed in unison. | turned my head; I0dseen more than
enough.

My companion was regarding me with a clear look of admiration.
OWhich one was you?Oshe said. Olwas watching you the whole time,
but | couldnOteven pick up aflicker. It was the ox - you causedit to back
into the well, yes?Or did you start the entire thing? Was it the sheep?O
She shook her head in amazement. OSucha stylish example of your
philosophy, too - a small nudge here, a small kick there, and then the
momentum of the avalanche. | hadnOtbeen certain before, in the other in-
cident with the displaced stone in that gate, even though it seemedto
have the touch of your personality, but now thereOsio doubt about that
either, is there?O

| did my best to show her an inscrutable smile. | thought 10djust
learned something valuable. Not reassuring necessarily, and probably
not useful, either, but it did begin to add some depth to my knowledge
of the person | was supposed to be impersonating. OA bit flamboyant,
perhaps, if indeed it was me,O | said.

Shecastme another sidelong glance. Olthink | like you more this way.
Your arrogance was always one of your most obnoxious points. | never
thought you could change, but perhaps your time spent slumming with
these mortals has done you some good after all.O

ODonOtake it to the bank,Ol said. Behind us now, the crowd fell silent
again for an instant, then resumed with increased vigor. | didnOtwant to
look. Sheled me around another corner, though, and down past a camel
corral on our left and a maze of tents on our right. We went around the
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back of a medium-sized tent and she pulled aside the door-flap, then in-
dicated the interior with an open hand.

OYou told mel was slumming?O | said.

Her mouth pursed as her mood regressedto its earlier state, and one
corner of her lip curled down in a small snarl. OJustgo in the tent,Oshe
told me.

| brushed past her. A few small incense burners were scattered here
and there on low tables and next to cushions, and the canvaswalls trans-
mitted additional light from the outside, so | had no trouble seeing the
figure of a man perched comfortably on a large pillow at the far end of
the tent, his legs crossed, a puffing hookah at his side; no, | had no
trouble at all. The trouble was with the interpretation of what | saw. 10d
never seen her before, but IOdsure seenhim. He was the guy | knew as
Gashanatantra.
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Chapter

BUT NOT FORGOTTEN

OWHY DOESNOT THIS SURPRISE ME?Max muttered.

ORest assured,O said Shaa, Osomething will come of it. O

OSomething? You mean something good?O said Jurtan Mont.

OGood, bad, the difference is primarily a referential one,OShaatold
him. OEventsare MaxObasic philosophy, stirring them up and then im-
provisationally molding the flow. To channel a current, one needs mo-
tion, not merely a stagnant pool.O Shaaindicated the rolling surface of
the River Oolvaan visible past the gunwale and the other moored barges,
and then smoothly pointed a finger at a passing vessel easing down-
stream with the swell.

OAreyou going on with that philosophy bit again?Gsaid Max. OYouOve
been trying to hook me with that line for the last ten years.O

Olf the line fits,0 Shaasaid blandly, Oonecould do worse than hang
from it.O

Max snorted. His perch atop the aft deck cabin of Haalsen GrootOs
barge let him seeover the top of the usual wharf-side clutter of crates
and the rising form of the winch-driven crane, its reconstruction lagging
typically behind schedule. Many people were visible to his gaze but the
Creeping Sword had not yet been one of them unless heOdstrolled by in
disguise, and why would he want to do that? The Sword was several
hours overdue. Even if he didnOtknow his own name, forcing them all to
resort to that cheesynomdeplumewhen they needed to refer to him, one
thing he had proven himself to be was relatively punctual. Although
MaxOwwn timeliness was often a matter of relativity itself, he was will-
ing to appreciate it in others.

OAre you perhaps considering a visit to his office?OShaa continued,
after a moment for mutual contemplation.

Ol0Igo through the motions,OMax said. OOfcourse I0llgo through the
motions, but he wonOtbe there. | only hope that whatever heOgjotten
himself into is going to help us out in the long run. | just wish | knew
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when he was going to pop up again; having him on the loose makes me
nervous.O

OYou think weOll see him again?O asked Jurtan.

OYeahweOllseehim again, probably right in the middle of some mess
like the last time. O

OUnlessheOslead, of course,OJurtan added, trying to adopt the same
natural tone of full-blooded yet abstract appreciation for the worldOs
twists and turns that Shaaand Max seemedto spin naturally around
themselves merely by breathing.

ODead?Gsaid Max. OWhatOshat supposed to have to do with any-
thing?OHe casta glance down at Shaa.Olthought you were supposed to
be tutoring this kid.O

Shaashrugged. OEveryday, or perhaps every other, something of sig-
nificance appearsto sink in. The younger generation is not what it used
to be, if indeed it ever was. | wish you better luck.O

OYou sure you donOt want him?0O Max said hopefully.

It didnOtbother Jurtan, not any more; at leastthatOsvhat he kept trying
to tell himself. ODoyou mean death in general isnOtsomething he has to
worry about, or that the SwordOs curse means he canOt die?0

OTricky thing is curse,Omuttered the voice of Haddo from within the
cabin. ORelevant death may be, or may not.O

OWhatHaddo saysis quite correct,Osaid Max, raising his voice so that
he could be heard in turn by the cabinOoccupants, Obut| was thinking
more about the gods.O

OAlways think you about gods,Osaid Haddo. OUlcerget will you.O A
small trapdoor in the roof intended for cabin ventilation suddenly
popped open next to Max; a black hood and a glowing-coal eye ap-
peared through it. OEnvious perhaps are you, of gods their power, of
gods their knowledge?0

OYouknow me better than that, Haddo,0 Max said. OldonOtenvy the
gods, | hate them. IOdove to wipe them out, or at leastbounce them back
down to mortal status.O

OJoin them you would not?0

Shaaand Max exchanged unreadable looks. OlOdlie before IOdjoin the
gods,O Max said.

Ol thought you said death wasnOtnecessarily relevant when youOre
talking about the gods,Osaid Mont. All three heads swiveled to fix him
with nasty stares.Max and Shaa,anyway; who knew what an expression
passed for on HaddoOsface, if he had a face, but that red thing-that-
might-be-an-eye of his did look a bit more exasperatedthan usual. Mont
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didnOtget it. Why were they always dumping on him? Oh, all right, he
was being a little snotty, but it was an honest question and a relevant
one, wasnOt it?

OTruthis truth, exceptwhen is not,OHaddo remarked inscrutably, and
then he popped back down out of sight.

Shaaopened his mouth, perhaps to continue the exchange.Justat that
moment, though, a quick shudder ran through the deck, followed by a
side-to-side rocking sensation. Max slid off the roof of the cabin and
landed neatly on one of the stacked crates. Instead of what might origin-
ally have been on his mind, Shaa said, OSome large river creature?Q

Oln the middle of Roosing Oolvaya harbor?Osaid Max. OFatchance.
WhereOsRoni?OHe and Shaalocked eyes again for a brief instant, and
then both of them simultaneously turned to look aft, toward RoniOgem-
porary lab in the rear of the cabin whose roof Max had been occupying.
The ship keeled over again, hard enough to make Mont take several
quick off-balance stepstoward the port gunwale before he tripped over a
knee-high length of stacked lumber. The motion was violent enough to
make even Max reach out a hand for support. The ship hesitated, its deck
remaining at the extreme of its upward-canted attitude, and in the ab-
rupt silence they heard RoniOs voice say, softly but clearly, ODamn.O

The brief quiet ended with the screaming hiss of what sounded like a
cauldron-sized tea kettle heated suddenly to its boiling point. Then, with
a crash of tearing lumber, the aft section of the cabin roof blew out, send-
ing fragments of wood arcing through the air. In the center of the cloud
of debris was a fist-sized ball of pulsing light wrapped in alumpy, trans-
lucent, and fairly well shredded membrane, the whole structure wrig-
gling in an organic manner. Almost as quickly as the eye could fix on
this jellyfish blob, though, a sparkling meshwork column shot up after it
out of the hole, the leading end expanded and split radially like the
petals of a long-stemmed orchid, and then with an audible clunk the now
scoop-shaped petals clamped shut on the flying blob. One final pulse of
light leaked out through the mesh as the petals wove firmly together.
Now like a small basketat the end of a short, narrow tornado, or perhaps
even more accurately at the end of a thick fishing line, the encasedblob
danced in midair for a short moment; then, making a quick slurping
sound, line and basket were sucked back down through the crater and
into the cabin.

The ship flopped back to its normal attitude, sending a sheetof spray
flying off the starboard side of the hull and across the adjacent dock.
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Small fragments of singed wood clattered on the deck. Shaaglanced at
Max and raised an eyebrow.

OLooked like a supercharged paramecium,O observed Max. ORoni
thought sheOdry to control the expression of the cellular magic bodies
using some of these one-celled microbes sheObeen studying. The pro-
cessis still at a pretty coarselevel, obviously. The mid-level containment
spells clearly stopped it from getting out of hand without any trouble,
though.O

OExcept to the ship,0 Shaa murmured.

OltOsa small hole,O Max said, clambering back up on the roof and
standing over the crater with his hands appraisingly on his hips. Ol
might as well add some more safeguards, though,O he called down
through the hole.

OSoundsgood to me,O said RoniOsvoice, somewhat weakly, from
below.

OWhatwould have happened if that thing had gotten away?OMont
asked Shaa in a low voice.

OlOmot certain weOdwant to find out,0 Shaasaid thoughtfully. Ol
suppose the consequencesmight have something to do with whether the
organic portion of the construct could freely reproduce.O

MontOs sister emerged from the cabin, coughing.

Streaksof black soot covered her face. Shaaproduced a clean cloth and
offered it to Tildamire. OThelife of a laboratory assistant does have its
drawbacks,O he commented.

OWow,O she said dazedly. OReal science.O

OUh, Shaa?0 said Mont.

ONot right at the moment, please,Osaid Shaa. OHold your thought.
Great One,Ohe continued, raising his voice to carry through into the cab-
in, Ois the situation under control?0

ONo problem,O said Karlini, from somewhere in the thinning cloud of
smoke still rolling through the door and the hole in the roof. ONoinjur-
les, just a lot of soot and some broken glassware and a busted beam or
two.O

OCapital,Ostated Shaa.Olnthat case,Maximillian, would you favor us
with your presence on deck for a moment?0

OWhat?Osaid Max. OOh, sure.OWith a somewhat distracted air, he
stepped away from the hole and toward the edge of the cabin roof,
dropped forward into aroll just ahead of the verge, grasped the end of
the eave beam with both hands when he reached a completely upside-
down attitude in his somersault, and straightened his legs above his
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head to go into a full handstand. After balancing momentarily, he
pushed strongly off the beam with his hands and sprang upward in the
air. He whipped his legs down, bending at the waist, and then
straightened his upper body, effectively flipping himself end over end as
he reachedthe top of his vertical travel and setting his body upright. His
feet cleared the edge of the roof by a good six inches on his way back
down. Max hit the deck with athud and bent his kneesin a deep crouch
to deal with his momentum, his arms out wide to either side for balance
and, Shaa was sure, for an extra theatrical flourish.

OThank you,0 said Shaa. OIOlbe certain to praise your capabilities
when the recruiter from the circus stops by. Until then, though, there is
an important question to discuss. Are you quite sure this research is
safe?0

OWhatOsafe?Osaid Max, straightening up again and brushing soot
from his clothes. OLifeisnOsafe.Riding around in a boat isnOsafe.Magic
isnOtsafe. The stuff we usually do certainly isnOtsafe. You want safe
youOd better -O

OThatOsot entirely what | meant,Oresponded Shaa. Ol wasnOtrefer-
ring merely to our own personal safety, | was thinking of any larger con-
sequences if the products of this research get out of hand.O

OlItOs got to be done,O Max said firmly. OWithout-O

ODo | detect a note of obsession in your tone, hmm?0 said Shaa.
OFurthermore, youOrenot answering the question. Our friend Maximil-
lian doesnOtike to be cross-examined,bhe added, in a sidelong aside to
Tildy, who had been intently watching the exchange as though it was a
tennis match, swiveling her head back and forth to focus on eachspeaker
in turn.

OlIf you were anyone else,0 began Max.

OIOm not, though,O Shaa said blandly.

OBeerat it for years, the two of them, Osaid the Great Karlini: he had
appeared in the cabin doorway several volleys before. OUsually itOsjust
to pass the time. With this one, though, | think ShaaOsctually got a
point, so donOtiry to change the subject, Max. 1Odlike to know how dan-
gerous you think this is, t00.0

OThis accident was nothing,0 Max said. OYouknow spellular experi-
mentation; things are always getting loose, getting a little out of control,
but it never amounts to anything. You round them up and you go back
to work. Okay, every now and then you blow up the lab, but thatOsow
things get done. ThatOs what you call progress.O
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ORoniOa careful person,OKarlini remarked. OSheQsot absentminded
like me, or at least thatOsvhat people keep saying, and no one sheOsver
met would fault her experimental methodology.O

OOfcourse sheOgjood,Osaid Max, Osheis one of the best. ThatOsvhy
sheOsthe one whoOsdoing this work, not some hack like Umberto
Ilguana, or even Shaa or me. If anyone can do it, Roni can.O

With his own theatrically flamboyant sweep of his arm, Shaafanned at
the cloud of smoke still hanging around the cabin. OYetsuppose,Ohe
said, Oapurely hypothetical casewhere, for whatever reason, this devel-
opmental effort reachesfruition and its products go free. | would ima-
gine the consequences could be quite severe. Hmm?0O

OYeah,0 Max said, OOall right, yeah. They could. | think.O

ODoyou mean,OTildy asked, her voice making a small nervous yelp,
OOsevereO like what happened to Roosing Oolvaya?0

ONo,0said Shaa, Osevere comparedto what happened to Roosing
Oolvaya.O

OO0h,0 Tildamire said, her voice now almost inaudible.

OOkay, so itOsdangerous,Osaid Max. OWhatother choice do we have?
This is a great opportunity. ThereOsi0 two ways about it, weOvegot to
seize the chance.O

OOfcourse we have a choice,Osaid Shaa.OStatusquo. DonOtget apo-
plectic, Max. There are also other, more tactical choices.We can constrain
the experimental organisms so that if they escape,they canOteproduce,
or setthem so theyOllautomatically self-destruct if they get out, or even
use mutation to ensure they canOtive outside of the lab dish; a matter of
perhaps of breeding them to require certain essential nutrients which
only we will provide. The world is full of options.O

OGoodideas,OMax stated. OlOmot an idiot; | know when something
makes sense. LetOs do it. IOm sorry if | get a little carried away.O

OBeforewe all get back to work, then,Osaid Shaa,Olsuspectthis gen-
tleman is going to want a word with someone.OHe indicated the
leathery-skinned figure of their vesselOgaptain hurrying up the gang-
plank, his grizzled head shaking in disbelief. The captain approached the
cabin, its air now largely clear of smoke, but marked still by a line of
sooty vapor trailing up into the sky.

Ol should have believed him,0 the captain said in amazement.
OMeesterGroot warned me about your lot, he did, and | thought it was
only one of his tall stories. ThereOllbe none of this on the river, dOyou
hear?0O

OCaptain,O said Max, Owhy donOt you and | have a word in private?0
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Shaainclined his head and the two Monts followed him up the deck,
out of earshot of the now-wrangling Max and the unsettled captain.
ONow,OShaa continued, turning to Jurtan, who had watched the pro-
ceedings silently, exceptfor an occasional audible gulp of nervous swal-
lowing, Owhat was it you wanted to say to me earlier?0

OUh, ah,QJurtan said. He was disoriented; Shaahad actually acknow-
ledged heOdhad something to mention. HeOdnever expected that. How
had he been going to put it?

OPull yourself together.O Shaa suggested.

ODonOt be a toad,O said Tildy.

Jurtan shot her a glare which she returned, in pure sibling fashion. O
Ah, families,OShaamurmured under his breath. By all the signs, though,
the Mont siblings had no signs of having the extreme pathology of the
Shaas,fortunately for them. For one thing, neither of the Monts was out
of his or her mind, and for another, their father hadnOtgone out of his
way to direct them against each otherOghroat. Their willingness to flay
each other by aiming at the most sensitive spots was purely within the
limits of normal variability. Jurtan left off muttering at his sister and
said, OAh, what | wanted to know before was, well, is he safe, Max |
mean, | mean safeto be around? | mean, is it safeto be alone in the wil-
derness with this guy? Like IOm going to be?0

Shaa favored him with an appraising glance. ONo,O he said.

Jurtan opened his mouth, glanced at his sister, and then, with a small
quick frown, apparently changed his mind about what he was going to
say. ORight,0he said instead. Oljust wanted to make sure.OHe glanced
over his shoulder at the spot where the captain and Max had beenwork-
ing things out. The captain was still there, muttering darkly to himself,
but Max had disappeared. Jurtan looked around again, more wildly. So-
mething stirred in the shadows between two lashed crates, then the
something suddenly became the form of Max, leaning insouciantly
against a net with his customarily sardonic grin.

0So0,0 announced Max, Oyou ready to go, kid?O

How had Max snuck upon them like that? And how had he camou-
flaged himself so well on the spur of the moment? OWhat - right now?0

OYou have a better time in mind?O

OUh,O said Jurtan, Ol donOt E how did you do that?0

OlItOs an art,0 Max said.

OButa teachable one,OShaainserted. OHaveyou ever heard of the So-
ciety of Masks, Jurtan?O
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OAreyou trying to motivate him? If he comesalong, Osaid Max, OIOIl
teach him stuff, but donOtgo promising him the whole store. WeOQllsee
how he does.O

OGreat,Gaid Jurtan, in the most definite tone he could muster. OLetOs
do it.O
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Chapter

THE FRYING PAN OR THE FIRE

EVER SINCE IODFALLEN IN WITH MAX AND SHAA and the rest of
them, it felt like IOdbeen strapped to the back of a runaway horse with
my hands tied and a scarf over my eyes, facing backward; it was one
change of direction after another, and the most immediate worry was
just staying on and not getting stomped into pulp or flung off acliff. As |
stood there in the doorway of the tent, staring at the figure of
Gashanatantra, | had the distinct impression that the horse and | had fi-
nally parted company, unequivocally and once-and-for-all. Feeling like
IOdlost my orientation and my mind simultaneously was not a totally
unfamiliar sensation, though, so without really planning it | found my-
self swinging into backup mode. | spotted another pile of pillows on a
fancy rug covering the canvas floor not too far away, and before | was
really aware of what | was doing | had strolled over and plopped myself
atop them. The woman was still standing in the doorway, watching me
with what | thought was a hint of amazement. OComeon in and make
yourself comfortable, why donOt you?0 | told her.

OThisis not what | expected,Osaid Gash, also to the woman. Olexpec-
ted you and the ring, and possibly his head or his severed hand or some
other appropriate token of his demise. | did not expect the two of you,
together, with all his pieces apparently still knitted into a functioning
whole. | take it that you didnOt get the ring, either?0

OHedoesnOnhave it,O she said, entering the tent but remaining on her
feet.

OHow did he convince you of that?O

OHe told a plausible story, and O

OlOnsure he did.O stated Gash, OlOnsure he did. | understand thatOs
his specialty.O

ODonOtake that tone with me, Zhardann,O she said, glaring down at
him with her hands on her hips. OlOmmot a fool, | know quite well what
heOgapable of; and furthermore, | wouldnOt have bothered to listen to
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him if the detector hadnOtfailed to pick up the ring on his person, too.
Taunt him, yes, but listen to him, no.O

OAdetector,Ohe said. Olsee,a detector. How sensitive is this detector,
by the way?0

OSensitive enough.O

Olsee.A detector. Full of surprises today, arenOyou, my dear?0OGash
puffed thoughtfully on the hookah. Tight little clouds rose out of the fun-
nel and drifted past the womanOs face.

If 10dhad a hookah handy, IOdhave puffed thoughtfully on it, too.
SheOdtalled Gash Ozhardann,Obut that wasnOtthe first thing that had
made me question whether or not he actually was the Gashanatantra |
knew. For one thing, he wasnOtacknowledging any prior meetings with
me, and | hadnOtread the slightest flicker of recognition on his face. He
also hadnOtappeared to recognize the sword Monoch in its disguise as a
walking stick, yet he (Gash?)had givenme the thing; and for that matter
Monoch hadnOtseemed to recognize him either. However, | had no
doubt that Gash could be quite thoroughly devious enough to carry out
just such an act, based on my earlier experienceswith him. For another
thing, then, | hadnOtfelt a tremor from the metabolic link Gash had left
me, the one that plugged my life force into his own. | wasnOsure | would
feel anything from the link if | came face-to-face with Gash again, but
nevertheless | thought it was an observation worth making.

That wasnOtall. The woman didnOtrecognize him as Gash; she appar-
ently thought | was Gash. Her husband, Gash. If Zhardann wasGash, he
was running a more convoluted game than | wanted to think about. That
would raise a cart-load of questions. Actually, there was a good barrel-
load of questions already on the table in any case.

The most interesting question at the moment was still the identity of
this guy Zhardann. Was he the same person (or god) IOddealt with be-
fore, and was that god (or person) actually Gashanatantra?In any case,
Zhardann didnOtseemto be talking. That didnOtmean that he might not
pull me aside sometime in the future in order to drop afew words of cla-
rification in my ear, but | figured there was no reasonto spend good en-
ergy waiting up for it. Was Zhardann not talking becausehe was the
same one | Odmet before but was currently up to some plot, or because
he wasnOtthe same person and had never seenme before? If he wasnOt
the same person, then were the two of them related, was one a clone of
the other, or was one of them wearing the otherOs shape for some reason?

While | was asking for small favors of elucidation, | was also hoping
heOdyo ahead and address the woman by name, so | could at least find
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out what | should be calling her. It might look odd if | was put in a situ-
ation where | had to introduce her to someone else and | didnOtknow
what her name was, considering that she thought | was her husband.

Olfhe doesnOhave the ring with him,0 Gash (or Zhardann) said after a
moment, Oand he claims not to be in a position to lay hands on it, just
where does he say it is, and how does he say he lost -O

OlOnmore than willing to sit here,Ol interrupted, Olounging on your
pillows, but rather than hear all of this at second hand you just might
want to hear it straight from me, since | do happen to be here, and all.
Especially since weOre going to be partners.O

His eyebrows went up. He looked back at the woman. OHow much
more of importance havenOt you gotten around to telling me yet?0

Glaring at both of us simultaneously, which was a neat trick since
Zhardann (or Gash) and | werenOtin the same line of sight, the woman
stalked over to him, sat down next to him on a purple pillow with long
gold tassels,and started talking to him in alow voice while keeping her
back to me. | figured theyOdget back to me soon enough, and | was
happy not to have to actually hold up my end of a conversation right at
the moment. | wasnOtsure what had made me speak up when | did.
There was some senseto it; if | was going to have them treat me as a
partner IOdhave to keep being assertive and obnoxiously forceful enough
for them to continue to believe | really was one of them. On the other
hand, | Odmade the resolution to keep my mouth shut and key off what
they said asmuch as| could until the ground rules becamea little clear-
er. On the other hand, if | had some buried instinct that thought it knew
what was going on better than the conscious me did, and it wanted to
jump in and help, | could probably do worse than go along with it. On
yet another hand, which clearly made me into some speciesof octopod,
if | started listening to instincts of that sort, IOdhave to trust them more
than theyOdgiven me reasonto in the past. In the past, there were times
when [Odfollowed my instincts to the letter, and that had turned out to
be just about the worst thing | could have done.

The woman and Zhardann both looked up at me simultaneously, then
bent their heads back together. What could they do to me, anyway?
Probably plenty. My close encounter with the womanOswormball was
without a doubt only an introductory lessonin what they had up their
sleeves;they could proceed to torture and dismember me, | supposed,
winding up with a nice slow eradication, and that would be all. Except if
it wasnOt Max had implied on a couple of occasionsthat he thought that
gods had their ways of sidetracking death. Or Death, to get personal
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about it. | decided to keep up the fight aslong as| could. Something was
bound to bounce my way eventually, and hopefully it wouldnOt be the
first round boulder in a large avalanche.

Zhardann looked up at me again, but this time he spoke. OWhy would
you give up, you, of all people, and after you had the ring in your hands
t00?0

OThereOgjiving up,0 | remarked, Oand then thereOsgiving up. |
thought it might be interesting to stand back and watch somebody else
run the fireworks for a change.ltems like that ring do have atendency to
come back around, anyway, and they stir up a lot of other interesting
stuff while theyOre doing it. After all, here you are.O

They exchangedglances;apparently | Odscored a point. Olsee,(Zhard-
ann said. OThen where do you think Pasook might be currently?0

OHeck,| donOtknow,O | said. OAsfar as heOsoncerned, IOvegiven the
whole thing up, so he might not even be bothering to take precautions.
We could just start with the usual places.|Ollleaveit up to you; after all, |
was just coming along for the ride.O

OldonOttrust him,O Zhardann told the woman. Oltwas a bad decision
to bring him here.O

OWho said | trusted him?O she said, being a bit huffy about it. Ol
brought him because he might be use -O

OForwhat itOsworth,O | put in, Ol donOttrust you either. Now why
donOtwe set all that to the side and go ahead with what weOregoing to
do?0

OYouOrén no position to be suggesting anything,® Zhardann said.
ORememberthat. Something still disturbs me, something central. Why
did you start all this and then drop it in the middle?0

OWho said | did?0

That was ambiguous enough to make them pause again. It hadto be
ambiguous, since | still didnOtreally know what | was talking about yet.
My luck seemedto be holding so far, anyway. When you keep making
cryptic remarks all the time, people can either think youOrebeing deep
but difficult, or a moron. At least | Odlearned that they thought
whomever |0dbeenteamed up with on the ring job was named Pasook.
Now Zhardann squinted at me, asthough he thought a changein refrac-
tion would improve his insight. OAre you Abdicationist?0

What the heck was that? | had to give some response, though, unless
|IOdrather court a quick lesson in having my own fat deep fried. Ol
havenOentirely made up my mind, Ol said, hoping a spot firmly on the
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fence rail wouldnOt antagonize them too much one way or the other.
OAnNd has your own position developed at all?0

OMy position is known. The divine right of gods is exact and immut-
able.O Zhardann turned to the woman. ODoyou know where he stands?0O

Now it was her turn to study me again. Olthink you may be on to
something, Zhardann. Pod Dall did hold a checking role between the fac-
tions, and it wasnOuntil he got locked in the ring that things really star-
ted to break loose. That could certainly give a political angle to his de-
cision to go after Dall in the first place. Putting Pod Dall into play and
out of action doesnOsay anything about which side my husband may be
on, though, since Dall did have a position in the middle.O

ONot necessarily true,0 Zhardann said musingly. OTheAbdicationists
generally benefit by stirring things up, the Conservationists by maintain-
ing the status quo. Putting Pod Dall Oinplay,Oas you call it, would have
the impact of favoring Abdicationism.O

OOnly at the outset,Oshe said, OandheOdnever figure the game to be
over after the first round.O

ODonOforget the matter of Pod DallOsown raw power,Ol said brightly.
OGrabbing his power would be nothing to sneeze at.O Both of them
swiveled their heads to glare at me. | flashed them a cheerful smile.
ODonOt mind me,O | told them, OIOm just trying to be helpful.O

OlhavenOthanged my mind,O Zhardann said, still eyeing me but talk-
ing to her. OWeOde a lot better off with him dead, although |Odsettle for
melding him into aring of his own and putting him in ajar somewhere,
or better yet burying him off in the middle of a desert. Nevertheless, | am
willing to yield to your point. For the moment, | agree that we need to
keep him around.O

OYouOdbetter watch out,O | said. Ol have a tendency to grow on
people. ONeed@ay turn to Owant,@nd then where would you be, all
your cherished notions of whoOswvho and whatOswhat gone in a blaze of
fraternal affection.O

The woman put out an arm to hold Zhardann back. Ol know,O she
said, Ohehas a mouth and he opens it far too often, but donOtforget he
has his own power as well. HeOs not all talk.O

OHis power is a pitiful -O

OHe stoppedmeO she said, &hdthe Harmala.O

At the mention of the Harmala, which | assumed must be the official
name of the wormball , ZhardannOsface acquired a troubled look. It
sounded like warding off the Harmala was indeed a feat worth writing
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home about. | wished | could figure out how 10ddone it, and whether it
had even been my doing at all.

OYoudidnOtask how | compelled him to come here, either,Othe wo-
man went on. OWell,| didnOt.| got him interestedworse luck, and he de-
cided to come on his own.O It was reassuring that she was taking that
view of what had happened,; the situation hadnOseemedquite asclear to
me. This was no time to breathe a sigh of relief, though. Olfyou want to
try to turn me into mulch,O1 told Zhardann, Ogoahead and take your
shot. IOdiust as soon get this past us sowe can settle down and cooperate
the way partners are supposed to, and anyway | can use the practice. If
not, then letOs get down to business.O

Zhardann looked at the woman. She shrugged. OItOsip to you if you
want to challenge him,O she said. OlOddvise against it. IOvealready had
a taste of what he can do, and IOdsay heOdeen working out seriously;
heOsn good form. YouOdprobably win, but thereOso point in wasting
time and energy over it just to put him in his place. | know him, remem-
ber, and so | can tell you no-oneOsverput him in his place. YouOdhave
to kill him to do that, and 1Odhave to say thatOsot seriously in the cards.
Even for you.O She flashed another one of her predatory smiles in my
direction. OCatchhim when his guard is down or his back is turned,
though, and the situation could be entirely different.O

| smiled, too. OThat kind of situation can cut two ways,O | said.
OAnyone who has a back can sometimes find they have it turned. Heh-
heh.O

Her smile had turned a bit brittle. but she was still gamely holding on
to it. OVerywell, Jill,OZhardann said. Olwill withhold the force of my
righteous indignation for the present. One is supposed to listen to oneOs
partnersO advice, after all.O

OThatOsometimes a good enough reasonto have partners in the first
place,O | added. OlsnOt it, Jill-tang?0

Again it had happened - | hadnOtknown | was going to say that until
|Odalready gone and slipped it through my lips. The woman - Jill? Jill-
tang? -looked as though she was ready to keep the banter going, but
Zhardann got there first. OEnoughof this,Ohe said. OLetus get down to
discussing our next move. Hopefully weOlldo better than we did with
our last one.O

OHow can you fail?Ol said. Neither one of them had jumped, and they
hadnOmmoved to mash me either. Jill-tang must really beher name; prob-
ably the longer, formal form. But, like | said earlier, | thought 1Odnever
laid eyeson her before. Sohow did | know what her name was supposed
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to be? | hoped the reason was the metabolic link to Gash. If it wasnOt,
somebody was going to have a lot of answering to do, and | figured that
somebody was going to have to be me.

Zhardann gave me another one of his dirty looks; wasnOthe going to
get tired of that at some point? OWhereare we, Roosing Oolvaya?Ohe in-
quired. OOolsmouth is somewhere around here, isnOt it?0

OStraight down the River Oolvaan, O | said.

Zhardann looked at Jill, who looked blankly back, at an apparent loss,
for once. OOolsmouth is where the headquarters of the Oolvaan Mutual
Bank is located,O he said thoughtfully.

Ol had forgotten that,O1 said, trying to make my tone as insincere as
possible, so theyOdbe left wondering if | really had forgotten it or really
hadnOtbut wanted them to bring it up on their own. OOolvaanMutual
doesnOhave too many offices, either, but isnO©olsmouth the closestone
in any case?0

OWhy did you decide to settle in Roosing Oolvaya?OZhardann asked
me.

Ollike the climate,Ol said. OltOsut of the way, but the news gets here
sooner or later. You can go fishing off the wharves. Also, | look forward
to the occasional flood.O

OAre you in Roosing Oolvaya becaus@Os close to Oolsmouth?0

OYouOraot going to get anything out of him by asking him a straight
question, you know that,O Jill said to Zhardann.

Zhardann muttered something deep in his throat. Aloud, he snapped
at her, OStopdistracting me when IOmpursuing aline of thought. Whose
side are you on here, anyway?0

OOurs,Gsaid Jill. OAsyou know perfectly well. 10mjust trying to show
you ways to save time with him in the long run.O

OStopit, then. If your hints are worthwhile, [0lIfind them out for my-
self. And who implied there was going to bealong run whereO$ieOson-
cerned? Make sure your loyalties stay clear. Do you understand me?0

OAs long as you understandmeO she said. Olthat clear?0

OYes,(Gsaid Zhardann, Overy well, yes. Oolsmouth, then. Definitely
Oolsmouth.O He aimed a finger at me. OButif | find out youOreplanning
to set me up for some plot of your own, 101l DO

OYeahright,O | said. OOkay.| get your message.Oolsmouth it is, then.
You want to drink atoast or something or just hit the road? And do you
want to discuss what weOregoing to do with the ring when we find it
now, or hold that until later, too? Remember, IOmthe one who knows
how to control it.O
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| knew nothing of the sort, of course, or at least| didnOtthink | did, but
theyOdpresume | understood everything about the ring whenever they
got around to thinking about it. | didnOtthink their contemplation had
taken them quite that far along the thought path just yet, though, so |
figured | might aswell toss it out on the table while it might still have
some shock value. Olthought youOddecided you were no longer inter-
ested in the ring,O Jill commented.

OThatwas before you showed up,O| said. ONow youOvegot me inter-
ested in a lot of things.O

OVery well, then,O said Zhardann, Owe will have to share the ring.O

ORight,d drawled. OThatwas the samekind of arrangement that went
sour on me last time. How dumb do you think | am, anyway?0

OWecould setup a rotating escrow situation, couldnOtwe?Osaid Jill.
Ozhardann, shouldnOtyour organization be able to handle something of
that sort?0

OPerhaps,O Zhardann said. OPerhaps. If we -O

OWecould just auction the thing off,Ol tossed out. OForcertain parties
out there, having Pod Dall in their own pocket might be worth more to
them than it is to us, hmm?0

Jill and Zhardann looked at each briefly, again conferring without
words. | was going through this exercise not becauseit would actually
give me a better chance of getting my share of the ring, but because
theyOdthink something was fishy if | didnOt. Whatever agreement we
reached now wouldnOt be worth a plugged ool, | knew. If they thought
weOddealt with the issue and IOdaccepted the resolution, though, they
might stop looking over their shoulders waiting for me to pull my
double-cross. All bets were off once we had the ring, | think weOdall
agree if we were being honest, but at least we might get that far with
reasonablecooperation. What | knew that they didnOt,of course, was that
the whole thing was awild goosechasefrom the start, since IOdmade up
the entire story that was sending us charging off to Oolsmouth on the
trail of this Pasook person.

OAn auction might not be all that bad an idea at that,Osaid Jill. Olsay
we should tentatively plan on that for now, and revisit the question
again once weOre on the way. Agreed?0

OYes,O | said, Ofine.O

It was finally time to go. | was fully aware that our departure was an-
other milestone that would probably reveal my total ignorance of
everything the well-turned-out god should take as second nature. 1Od
seemedto be doing okay so far, though, and perhaps | was getting a little
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carried away with my luck and the feeling | was on aroll. In any case,|
was sort of looking forward to finding out what would happen when we
were all supposed to depart however it is gods are supposed to depart. It
would be a good idea to keep trying to test the limits of the data and ex-
perience feed | was apparently getting through the metabolic link, so |
was waiting to seejust what it was going to spring on me this time,
when it thought my back was against the wall. | was particularly sur-
prised, then, and a bit deflated at the anticlimax to boot, when Zhardann
whistled up afew servants, left them to pack up, and ushered Jill and me
toward the tentOs door-flap.

| was taken aback that we didnOtfly, or zap or something fancy like
that, but | guesswe werenOtin that much of a hurry, really, and the big
flashy stuff soaksup so much energy that itOsnot worth using unless itOs
absolutely necessary,even if you area god. All of a sudden | got a quick
wave of the shakes,no doubt from the flood of good sensethat was ab-
ruptly returning, and | decided it was just as well for another reason. If
Zhardann had said, OComeon, letOszap,Oor words to that effect, what if
the metabolic link or whatever didnOtkick in? What if Zhardann was
Gashanatantra. after all, and this was just part of his cruel game to cut
me off cold from my knowledge of what to do next? The thought of the
two of them waiting for me to help them with whatever it was they were
doing, which of course | wouldnOt have the slightest idea of how to ac-
complish, was not too appealing. It could have the positive result of hav-
ing them disappear while | remained standing around behind, free to
sneak back out the door and off into the crowd. On the other hand, the
infinite variety of negative results seemed unfortunately much more
probable, and | had to admit | didnOtquite feel like experiencing any of
them at first hand right then and there.

At the moment, though, as| mentioned, all of these hypothetical cases
remained just that, hypothetical, as we strolled out into the sun and let
the servants help the tent fold itself up behind us. While weOdbeen in-
side bickering, a group of horses had beenrounded up outside. Zhard-
ann swung up onto one of them, obviously afine specimen even though
|IOvenever paid much attention to horses, and Jill boarded another even
snazzier-looking chestnut and white model. Olam assuming you didnOt
think to bring your own transportation?0 Zhardann said to me in his
same sour voice.

OOneof these will do just fine, thank you,O1 told him. He muttered
something else under his breath, probably OThisis going to be a long
tripO or its unprintable equivalent. | was just as pleased not to have
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heard his remark; | didnOtknow how much abusemy mild temperament
was going to be able to stand. As far as | was concerned, however long
the trip was going to be for them was nothing compared to what it was
going to be for me. Aside from the recurring goal of just staying alive,
though, | thought | also stood to gain a lot more from this than they did.
After all, they knew their own identities, or at least| presumed they did.
If | stayed sharp, sharp and lucky that is, and kept my ears open, |
thought | might be able to go a significant distance on the way to figur-
ing out my own.
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Chapter

ICE CUBES

THE AIR ABOVE THE SURFACE OF THE RIVER OOLVAAN was
frankly more humid than Zalzyn Shaafound acceptable.He was stand-
ing on the deck of Haalsen GrootOgiver-ship, the Not Unreasonabl®rofit,
arms crossedand leaning on the starboard gunwale, watching stands of
cottonwoods passby on the west bank of the river. They had beenout on
the river now for three days, having left Max and Jurtan Mont to their
overland route westward, and without any of them having uncovered
the slightest clue to the detectiveOsdisappearance. The departure had
been a bit tiring with its flurry of activity, but since then it had been an
uneventful three days. So far Shaa reminded himself.

On the rises behind the bank were small areasof unpruned forest in-
terspersed with cultivated fields. The sun was out, declining toward af-
ternoon, and the behavior of the river was placid; all in all, it was a per-
fectly respectable day. Nevertheless, Shaawas not pleased. He was, in
fact, in a grouchy mood, and resented the day for not giving him a con-
venient target against which to vent his spleen. OExcuseme?Osaid a
voice from behind him. It was Tildamire. Ol brought you some iced tea.O

Shaalowered his gazeto the greenish-brown water lapping the shore.
OAnd what exactly were the source ingredients for this concoction?Ohe
inquired.

OTheusual - tea, | suppose, and water, and that freezer-spell thingy,O
Tildy said.

OWater?O Shaa said.

He was ostentatiously watching something between the boat and the
shore - oh, she got it. ONot from the river, at least | donOtthink so, and
anyway itOseenthrough MaxOsstill.O Shemoved around to stand beside
Shaaand leaned her own elbow on the gunwale, eyeing him from what
might have been a safe distance. OHere.CShe planted the mug between
them on the gunwale; protruding from its wide mouth were a sprig of
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mint and another leaf from ShaaOstash of his self-prescribed herbal
glycoside.

OThankyou,Osaid Shaa,making an effort to hold himself in check. She
was only trying to be pleasant, after all, and there wasa substantial mar-
gin between grouchy and barbaric. Ol donOtthink 1Ollhave any right at
the moment, though.O

OSuityourself,O Tildy told him. Shelooked out acrossthe water, spot-
ting two muskrats cavorting near the shore. OltOs pretty nice out here.O

Ol suppose,O Shaa said morosely.

OWhatOs the matter?0

Ol dislike feeling useless. O

OWhy should you feel that way?Osaid Tildy. OYouredesigned RoniOs
experiment, didnOtyou, to make it harder for her animalcules to escape?
And arenOtou doing your own experiment with their nutrients? HowOs
that going?0

Shaalooked at her, canting his head as he brought it around so that
the gaze emerged sidelong from beneath a sarcastically inclined eye-
brow. OPatiencds required,Ohe responded, Oasn most experimentation.
As opposed to tinkering, or outright invention. Nevertheless, investiga-
tion into obligatory nutrients is clearly a sideshow to the main event.
Watching someone else do the interesting work youOdjust as soon do
yourself is not my idea of a spectator sport with growth potential.O

OBut what youOve done yourself is DO

OThereOso need to coddle me,OShaasaid. Olfl want to be patronized,
|IOm perfectly competent to let you know.O

Tildy frowned. OIOnjust telling you what | think. Why should you be
moping around? Becauseyour curse keeps you from doing hands-on
spell work? BecausethereOsot more trouble to get into on the boat?
Why not just think of this as a vacation, then? | mean, this is a trip, isnOt
it? A cruise down a river - people pay good money for this sort of thing.O

Shaaturned his gaze back toward the water. For some reasonthat was
not immediately apparent, anice flow about the size of a bathtub had ap-
peared off the bow; the boat was traveling downstream with the current
but slightly faster than it, due to the effect of the sail amidships, and so
the ice flow was drifting and revolving leisurely toward the stern. Sur-
prisingly for the presenceof ice, though, the water temperature was, if
not downright tepid, at least well above freezing, and the nearest snow
or glacier was hundreds of miles upstream and a few months removed
in time. It wasnOeven winter. OThereis this unfortunate element of coer-
cion involved,0 Shaa said abstractedly, most of his attention now
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concentrated on the matter of the miniature iceberg. CHaving to take a va-
cation takes most of the fun out of it. A vacation is usually an internal re-
ward for a job well done, or at least done; or even more enjoyably one
takes a vacation becauseone just up and feels like it. Vacation under
duress, enforced idleness, is a thoroughly tedious prospect.O

OWhatabout burnout, though? YouOvebeen a professional magic per-
son, right? What do you do when you need a major recharge?0

OSinkgracefully into a light coma for a week or two,O Shaasaid. Tildy
thought his tone sounded a bit arch. Of course, this was Shaa, and his
tone usually sounded a bit something-or-other.

Olfyou need to be busy, IOmsure there are any number of things you
could catchup on; reading, say?l mean, we arehere on a boat on ariver -
you could do worse than just sit out on deck and work on your tan.O

OAccelerated dermatological aging,O grumbled Shaa. OSkin cancer.O
Yet here he was, unquestionably sitting (or lounging) on a deck, and the
sun was indeed high overhead. He pulled the brim of his hat lower over
his eyebrows. OYou donOthave to sit around out here with me, you
know,O he said pointedly. Olrealize my company at the moment leaves
something to be desired. If asked, IOllcertify that your nursemaid obliga-
tion was thoroughly and responsibly discharged.O

OYoudonOthave to be a crab when someoneOgust trying to be pleas-
ant,O Tildy mumbled.

Shaawished he had a pincer on his person, or an appropriately exo-
skeletal piece of apparatus, so that he could produce it from beneath his
shirt for ironic effect. He was not, however, prepared for every conceiv-
able eventuality. He did try to be, though, and realizing that an unusual
opportunity with a cooperating straight-man, or girl, was slipping past
made him even testier. OYou donOthave to provide me with an audi-
ence,Che said, supplementing the remark by waving his hand at her and
clacking his fingers and thumb together in pincer-pantomime, while
making a synchronized clicking sound with his teeth. It was at best a
poor alternative to the display of an actual visual aid, but then since Shaa
was feeling like a poor excusefor a person of action he supposed it was
reasonably fitting. The momentary look of incomprehension of TildyOs
face was replaced by one of mild horror mixed with reproof. She said,
OANh, right,O edged back away from the rail, and then turned and fled in-
to the laboratory cabin.

Shaawatched asthe ice floe slipped beyond the stern. He was not ne-
cessarily a person of action at most times in any case, but he did go
through phases. The one he was in at the moment was certainly
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frustrating. Shaawanted nothing better than to be up and around, pur-
suing leads, stirring things up, and generally getting into trouble, but his
health had betrayed him. More to the point, his curse had betrayed his
heart, which had in turn passedthe betrayal on to the rest of his system.
This time, no sooner had he gotten involved in enough shenanigans to
get his senseskeyed up than he was undercut by his body. Now look at
me he thought, reducedo banterwith an underagekeepeon a placidriver in
the middle of civilized territory. It was enough to make a grown man E
whine.

He was the first to admit that his funk had nothing to do with good
sense.He wasnOteady to out-and-out dig after all. If that was his goal,
he could just jump ship and strike out alone looking for someone elseOs
businessin which to embed himself. He wasnOwilling to be quietly con-
tent with his present fate, either, though, so he had decided to adhere to
the middle ground of being tolerably miserable for anyone else to be
around until he got too bored with that and shifted to being impossibly
noble for awhile, or until something worth getting excited about finally
showed up.

Not that there was much excitement to look for from the River
Oolvaan. Shaaticked off the possibilities in his mind. The river did flood,
true, but unfortunately it was now the wrong season, although there
might be hope for a lightning storm or two before they reached Ools-
mouth. There was undoubtedly a war on somewhere, the world being
what it was, but these days the Oolvaan basin was devoted to peaceful
trade, and heOdnever been fond of random carnage anyway. As far as
Shaaknew, the river pirates had all retired. Most of the shoreline they
were passing was cultivated or lightly wooded; no interesting creatures
would be found within a hundred miles, and the local nonhumans were
as domesticated as the people. Well, perhaps his brother would show up.

Another chunk of ice appeared, caught up momentarily in the bow
wave. ShaaObrow furrowed. He left the rail and walked aft, tracing his
way amidst the tangle of lashed-down crates and awkwardly-shaped
trade goods, casting an eye as he did over the river on the port side. No
additional ice fragments were - no, wait, there wasone, after all, draped
with a clump of river weed. Reaching the stern cabin, Shaa leaned
through the door. OGreat One?0 he said. OA moment of your time.O

OWhat you got?0 Karlini called back.

OManifestations. Things are afloat.O

Karlini emerged, blinking his eyes, then squinted as he followed the
line of ShaaOs pointing finger. Olce?O Karlini said. OThatOs odd.O
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Olndeed. Shall we check the ice maker?0

OAresonanceeffect, you think? Well, maybe. Might aswell start there
as anywhere, | guess.OThe two of them went forward. The few sailors
scurrying about on seamanlike tasks paid them no heed; theyOdbeen ad-
vised before the ship left Oolsmouth that theyOdbe safer all around to let
Karlini and his crew putter asthey chose,and besidesthey were getting
hazard pay for the voyage.

OThemost obvious method of observation, O Shaa said, proceeding
down the short flight of ladder stepsinto the gloomy companionway be-
neath the forward deck, rather than up the adjoining stairs onto the for-
ward deck itself, Owould be to stand at the bow, trying to watch for the
appearance of the ice; not how the ice looks, mind you, but where it
seems to be coming from.O

OResonancecan be tricky,O Karlini reminded him. OYouget a lot of
theseeffectsat a distance, where the additive wave crestsare strongest. If
the ice maker is buggy, it could easily be generating freezing spots in the
river fifty feet away, so just trying to seewhere the ice is coming from
might not give us that much new information.O

Olndeed,Gsaid Shaa.OlcanOsay |IOveever entirely trusted the freezer.O
On his right was the small galley. First taking a glance through the door
to verify that no one was heading outward in his direction bearing a
sizzling cauldron or a snack of pickles, Shaaeasedhimself through the
narrow space between a heap of pots and the sacks of flour, secure
against mold in their freshness-spelled wrappings.

The ice machine was perched on a cask of salt cod racked against the
timbers of the hull, and was lashed for good measure to the wood. A
pipe led upward through the ceiling to the water tank on the deck. Just
beneath the ceiling, suspended from the joists by hooks, the pipe entered
MaxOspurification filter. Shaaturned the stop valve on the pipe, let the
water in the filter gurgle downward, opened the catch on the filter box,
and carefully withdrew the differentiation sieve, a rectangular chunk of
sponge mounted in a wooden edge-frame. The faint nebulous glow in
the spell-guide tube leading from the filter box down to the ice maker
dimmed and went out. Shaapassedthe sieve to Karlini, and they both
peered at it.

ONow that | take a good look,OKarlini commented, Othisfilter is pretty
low-powered, isnOtit? The biggest resonant effect youOdexpect out of
something with this small a level of juice would be an icicle on an adja-
cent wall.O
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OUndermost circumstances|Odsurely agreewith you,Osaid Shaa,pok-
ing at the spongy matrix with a finger; the temperature at its surface
dropped abruptly to a skin-numbing chill. ORemembemwho designed it,
though.O

Ol havenOtforgotten, but you also have to keep in mind that for a
changethis isnObne of MaxOsnechanomagical hybrids,O Karlini pointed
out. ONo moving parts anywhere, just diffusion and transfer processes.O

OWhatdo you think he might have woven into the matrix? And doesit
use standard first-order techniques or more of those new second-
quantum-level effects?O

Karlini passeda palm over the sieveOsurface. OFeeldfirst-level to me.
Max is trying to keep the second-level stuff under wraps, anyway. |
donOtthink heOdisk blowing his big new breakthrough over something
as mundane as an ice machine.O

OTrustme,OShaasaid. OWhenMax gets to tinkering on a project heOs
liable to end up using any technique he can lay his hands on. HeOsalso
assiduously solicitous about his creature comforts.O

OButweOrethe ones with the ice maker, not him,O Karlini reminded
him.

OHe thought he was doing us a favor.O

OHewas doing us a favor. How elsedo you think weOdbe getting civ-
ilized refreshments? We donOthave space for an ice locker with all
GrootOs stuff on board. like having ice.O

OSodo 1,0 Shaa admitted. Something thudded against the outside of
the hull, sending a shiver through the deck, and then rasped along the
side of the ship just at their position and halfway up the wall, a bit below
where the waterline was probably located. The grating lasted a few
seconds, then stopped abruptly. Shaa looked at the disassembled ice
maker, then at Karlini. OYouknow,O he said, Olthink this device is work-
ing just fine. What do you say we shift the focus of our investigation? It
sounded like that one was larger than the ones| saw before, and it was
obviously closer as well.O

Before Shaacould finish, Karlini had already shoved the pieces of the
ice maker back together and was heading through the door. Shaa fol-
lowed him down the companionway and up the stairs to the foredeck.
The captain was already there, accompanied by Haddo and Wroclaw,
who had apparently been polishing the brass-work, judging by the pile
of cloths at his feet, the vile-looking bucket of oily polish, and the half-
shiny stanchion at his side. They were all gazing off the bow at the ice
chunks. The piecesof ice were definitely more numerous, and they were
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also without question getting larger - in fact, Shaa noted, it was not
nearly as much of an exaggeration now to think of them as small ice-
bergs. Haddo turned as they approached, an accusatory expression ap-
parent in the inclination of his hood. ONot liking am,0 Haddo said,
Othis.O

OCaptain Luff,0 Shaasaid, Oltake it this is not a typical phenomenon
for this section of the river?0

ONever seen anything like it,O admitted the captain. OKind of nice to
look at, though, wouldnOtyou say? Except for the fact weOreon a ship,
donOt you know, and the blamed things look like theyOre aiming for us.O

ODo you intend to engage in evasive action?0

OlOveeen considering just that very point, Mr. Shaa,Ghe captain said,
stroking his short silvery beard. OPerhapsyour own opinion, or Mr.
KarliniOs,there, would be helpful to the situation. IOvesailed the seasand
rivers, asboy and man, donOtyou know, and the only times IOveseenthe
like of this business thereOsalways been some deviltry afoot. You two
gentlemen, youOllexcuse me for mentioning, seemto be the ranking au-
thorities on deviltry in these parts.O

OWethought it might be the ice maker,OKarlini said, Obutit wasnOtpr
at leastwe donOthink it was. We donOtknow what it is, but | suspectitOs
not just going to go away, and by the look of things those ice things are
getting bigger, | think we canall admit that. | agreewith Shaa;|Odrecom-
mend getting ready to evade them. TheyOresolid, sure enough, not some
illusion.O

OFrankly, Captain,O Shaaadded, OlOddvise sailing your ship as you
chooseand not bothering to ask us for advice on it, or anyway not in the
middle of a piloting emergency.O

OAsindeed | have been doing,O said the captain. What remained un-
spoken but understood was the captainOslesire to avoid stepping on any
toesthat might lash out and bite him, Shaathought, wincing alittle ashe
mangled his own metaphor out of all semblanceto civilized discourse.
Captain Luff seemedto have reason to know that practicing magicians
tend to be a dangerously prickly and unstable lot, although what he
thought of Karlini in particular, and even Shaa, with their more than
typically free-wheeling attitude toward matters of serious import, re-
mained untested. OJustyou gentlemen pipe on up when you have
something to contribute,O the captain continued.

It was apparent that the captain was as good as his word when two
crewmen appeared from the stern, balancing long docking gaffs, and
took up positions on either side of the bow. With a shouted OOnepoint
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to port!O a lookout on the mast made his presenceknown as well. The
helmsman on the poop deck called an OAye!Oin response and the ship
angled slightly to port, putting the latest ice floe on their starboard bow.
The starboard gaffman caught it with his pole and leaned hard, the
muscles in his back and arms standing out beneath his brief shirt, and
the ice floe spun slowly around its center of mass and bore off. The cap-
tain, watching closely, said in a low voice to Shaa, OThosehunks get
much larger and these gaffs wonOtmake any difference at all; theyOlljust
go snap.O

The truth of the captainOsvords was evident. The icebergswere form-
ing beneath the surface of the water and then bobbing to the top with a
splash and a heave; this allowed an estimation of the mass of each new
chunk to be made. Larger they were clearly continuing to become.With
the shipOsail deployed to take advantage of the breezeat their back, and
the force of the riverOsown flow added, the vesselhad been making ex-
cellent time. Olknow you folks want to make this a quick trip,O the cap-
tain announced, OanditOsa point of pride of my own to run the fastest
transit on this part of the Oolvaan, but | donOtmind telling you 10dbe
happier if we heaved to for a bit. With us heading downstream faster
than the current, you see,the current is whatOscarrying yon ice drifting
past us.O

Slowing down, in land-side parlance, or even stopping would thus
keep the ice ahead of them. Shouldkeep the ice ahead of them. Olf some
oneis behind this ice visitation,0 Shaa commented, Oslowing us down
may be what they had in mind. Still, captain, you arethe captain, and
happy we are to have you. Proceed as you choose.O

With an alacrity that underlined the captainOselief, he ordered the sail
taken in. ONow,OShaamurmured, Owemay seewhat is really going on.
O

OYou think -O said Karlini.

ODondt you?0 said Shaa.

Haddo had again turned and was scrutinizing them both. OAny idea
have you each,O he said, Owhat about is talking the other one?0

OYouare certainly one to comment,OShaatold him. OYet,somehow,
communication still seems to occur. Hmm?0

Haddo, apparently having no appropriate response to that, swung
back around in a huff. He renewed his scrutiny of the water ahead.
OWhat see I, see you?O

OOur phenomenon does appear to be evolving,0 Shaa agreed. The
chunks of ice had beenrising to the surface two shipOs-lengthsor so in
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front of them from a spot that continued to move ahead of them, keeping
roughly the sameseparation between it and the bow. As the ship had be-
gun to slow, though, the place where the ice was appearing had starting
drawing inescapably closer. Their speed was now perhaps two-thirds
what it had been. The distance to the ice generation zone had shrunk by
the same proportion, and was continuing to shrink at the same rate.
OCaptain, | trust you have been observing the same behavior as have 1?0

OAye, O the captain said, squinting ahead in concentration.

Shaa glanced at Karlini. He was mumbling something beneath his
breath and waving his hands around in tight patterns, the tips of his fin-
gers glinting with a metallic sheenin the sunlight; perhaps it would be
bestnot to bother him. Olbelieve it is a mathematically and geometrically
sound proposition.O Shaasaid to no one in particular, Oconsideringthe
rates and anglesinvolved, that when this ship reachesstationary rest and
lies-to at anchor, theseice fragments will be trying to rise to the surface
from a spot beneath the keel, and approximately at the midpoint of the
ship. O

OOh, dear me,Osaid Wroclaw, who had been watching the proceed-
ings with silent alarm.

Olndeed, yes,OShaa confirmed. ONot being a master mariner myself
and having afully qualified one closeat hand, | hesitate to hazard an ex-
act prediction of the outcome of such a situation, but | venture that it
could represent significant morbidity, if not mortality, for a vesselof this
type.O

ORaisesail!Othe captain ordered. A brief chorus of ORaisesaillOechoed
down the deck, followed by a few shouts of ORaisesail, aye!O,and with
an almost equally brief flurry of activity from the crew the single square-
rigged mainsail was once more hoisted into place. The ship immediately
leapt ahead again, its bow wake increasing. The place of appearance of
the ice hove to in the same spot relative to the bow, stopping its inexor-
able advance on the ship. It did not, however, retreat back to its previous
location as the ship got back up to its previous speed.

The behavior of the ice generation zone certainly castdoubt on ShaaOs
previous speculation that its goal might be to have them stop in place.
OPerhapssomeonewith an interesting senseof humor is toying with us,O
Shaasaid. Karlini now had his hands on his hips and appeared to be ex-
amining something in the air that only he could see.ODoyou have any
pertinent insights to share, Great One?0

ONo one seemsto be running this,O Karlini said, raising a finger to
tweak a slightly curdled section of the air in front of his face. OlOvéeen
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running some tests, trying to figure out what mechanismOsoperating
here, and exactly how whatever-it-is is keyed to the ship. Like | said,
there doesnOt seem to be anybody out there, at least at the moment.O

ONot unusual,0O Shaa remarked.

ORight, of course; a preprogrammed trap or other physical-effect spell
doesnOt necessarily need an active operator after itOs been set into place.O

OYouthink this ice-businessis new, not an old spell-mine left floating
in the Oolvaan from some war, or something of that sort?0O

OWhat, Osaid Karlini, QyouOresuggesting to methat all weOvedone is
blunder into somebodyOselseO®ld business? YouOrdhe one who sees
plots under every bed.O

OThatwould be Maximillian, not me,OShaasaid. Olam content to take
the world at its word. Justlet us not forget the value of an occasional
reality check.Perhapsa pirate engagementtook place here recently, per-
haps some river creature has picked up a new skill, perhaps an arctic
nereid was on the way south and weOvecrossed her trail. Perhaps itOs
one of those spontaneous manifestations one occasionally hears about, as
something that someone somebody once knew had happen to their
uncle. O

OPirates?@aid Wroclaw, his minty-colored skin going a shade further
toward wintergreen. OCreatures?0

ONo,OShaasaid, after a brief moment of contemplation, Oprobably not
pirates.O

OOTainlieen pirates on the lower Oolvaan since | was a cabin boy,0
commented the captain. OStarboard two points, there, now!O

The ice generation zone might have remained at the same distance off
their bow, but the size of the icebergs had not stopped growing. The
latest one was fully the size of a small boat itself, and not just a rowboat,
either. If no unexpected eddies appeared in the current, and if their man-
euver to starboard was executed smartly, it would miss them E and
there it went, churning past off the port quarter, close enough though to
feel the frosty wave of condensation off its supercooled surface. They all
turned again toward the front; the hunks of ice had been appearing at
fairly regular intervals, about a minute apart, Shaaestimated. The next
one would be due right about now.

Or now.

Now?

Shaaglanced at Karlini. He didnOtlike the new look on KarliniOsface -
a furrowed forehead and pursed lips. OGreat One, what gives?0

OThe traces | was monitoring just quit.O
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ODo you think the spell burned out? Is it exhausted?0

OMaybe,OKarlini said dubiously. Ol donOtknow. Even if it did, IOm
kind of worried it might have had some significant last gasp planned on
its way out. O

OThere,O announced the captain, pointing dead ahead.

OWhat?Gsaid Karlini. OOh!OA hundred feet ahead of them, a dimple
had appeared in the surface of the water, asthough a smooth transparent
ball a double-armOsspan in diameter had been pressed into it. A river
swell spilled into the hole, swept around its concave side. Rather than
passing out of the hole and sweeping on across the river, though, the
mound of water that had sloshed in tracked around the inside surface of
the pit and then kept rotating, like the blade of a slowly spinning drill
bit. With a gurgle and a swoosh that were dearly audible to the watchers
in the ship, the edges of the hole spread out and the water on the walls
inside beganto revolve in earnestasthough a plug was being pulled out
of a drain hole in the bottom of the riverbed.

OHave you ever -O said Shaa.

ONo,Gstated the captain. OAIl hands on deck! Prepare for - what?OThis
last word was directed at Shaa, with a raised eyebrow and a lowered
voice.

Shaa shrugged. OThe unknown.O

OAye,Omuttered the captain. Then, shouting again, OPreparefor the
unknown!O

People spilled onto the deck. Shaa was only peripherally aware of
them. Ahead, the open whirlpool cone had abruptly started to fill from
the bottom, to fill explosively, to fill and overflow A mound of water, no,
a hill, built above what had just beena hole, a surging massof green and
brown river water, green and brown except for the streaks of white in-
side it. Streaks?No, not streaks, but part of a single rushing shape, and
the water was light green, not dark, and not just a mound but a frothing,
tumbling -

The top of the water erupted. Spray flew to all sides, showering the
boat a hundred feet away. Out of the mass of hurtled water burst the
largest iceberg yet, not merely larger but largein any human-sized sense
of the word, in fact fully twice aswide asthe beam of the Not Unreason-
ableProfit itself. Directly toward which, of course, asit fell back onto the
water, sending loose another titanic sheetof spray, the iceberg began to
drift.

OHard a-port!Ovyelled the captain. There was marginally more iceberg
on their starboard side than there was to port, but it was still clearly a
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doomed gesture. There was obviously no chance of getting out of the
way.

OSomehow,Osaid Shaa thoughtfully, Ol believe | expected this.O He
braced himself for the impact, and the inevitable dive into the water.
Next to him, though, there was an electric whine. Shaastarted to turn his
head toward Karlini.

Something clear and shiny rippled past the comer of his eye, warping
the scenebehind it like an arm-thick fountain of pure water or a twisting
crystal bar; it darted toward the iceberg, leaving a twinkling trail of dis-
tortion in its wake. The thing hit the iceberg a bit left of center and imme-
diately slid like oil out across its surface. The note of the whine
deepened; crunching, cracking, and grinding appeared on top of it; and
the entire iceberg beganto fibrillate. Fissuresappeared. A cloud of snow
lifted from its surface, and then the entire iceberg disappeared beneath
the sudden compact blizzard with a powerful crack Shaadove for the
deck and covered his head with his arms. Hail pelted down. The ship
rocked, heaved, lurched, and the heavier fragments began to thud down
around them on the deck. Shaafelt a smashto his shoulder and a near-
miss sprayed splinters acrosshis arms. Shaagave it another few seconds,
heard the patter begin to trickle off, and levered himself to his feet.

Ahead, waves lashed back and forth acrossthe area where the giant
iceberg had been;the ship itself had almost reachedthe spot. With an ad-
ditional heave and a perceptible twist-and-slide to starboard, the ship
bounced its way through the turbulent zone, bashing past the larger
floating fragments that were the major remains of floating ice. The deck
around Shaa was dented and bashed and a coating of broken ice
twinkled over the entire bow of the ship. The others around him were re-
gaining their feetaswell. Next to Shaaon his right, the captain winced at
him through gritted teeth as he moved one elbow gingerly around. Shaa
eyed Karlini. OLookslike you were expecting this, too,0Shaatold him.
OThatOs not something you usually keep whipped up, is it?O

OAll things considered,Osaid Karlini, shaking his head vigorously,
sending a sheetof icicles flying off his hair, Oitlooked like it might come
in handy. | thought a melter would take too long.,so E O He shrugged.

Olagree with your assessment,(shaasaid thoughtfully. OJustthink of
the energy transfer youOdneed to push out to flash-liquefy that much ice.
Why, it would be EO Shaa paused to calculate.

Wroclaw had produced another bucket, this one unsoiled by any nox-
lous cleaning fluids, and - ever thrifty - was using it to gather up chunks
of ice for the kitchen. The captain had moved to deal with the crew as
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they checked for damage and made things generally shipshape once
again. Karlini, gazing off the bow and sunk deep in his calculations, ap-
parently failed to notice the approach of Roni and Tildamire approach,
even though the ice through which they had to crunch rested asmuch as
several inches thick on the deck. Roni directed a fondly rueful glance at
Karlini. In the best of times, her husband didnOtusually notice much that
was going on around him without having his attention deliberately dir-
ected on it.

Shaabent to pick up a chunk of ice. ONeat,Karlini, very neat. See- the
cleavage surfaces are smooth, not powdered. O

OAre they really?0 Karlini said.

OWhathaveyou boys been up to?0 said Roni.

OSo after all this, what do you think?O Karlini asked.

ODifficult to say,Osaid Shaa, turning the ice cube over in his hand,
pausing to examine one surface more closely. OA good question indeed.O

OEither someoneOseen trying a new recipe,ORoni said, with a sharp
glance at Wroclaw, who shook his head emphatically, pointing with sev-
eral jabs of his finger at Karlini, OorsomeoneOgot some explaining to
do.O

OFree will,O stated Shaa. ORandom chance.O

OOr deliberate action,O said Karlini, gazing intently at the sky.

OShouldwe pay attention to them, do you think?O Shaasaid to Karlini,
sottovoce OOrshall we prepare to get hit over the head with something
nasty?0

Karlini looked wildly around. If Shaahad observed the approach of
the women and had decided to show no sign of it, RoniOshusband had
clearly and in actually noticed not a thing. Karlini was predictable, but so
was Shaa,when you got right down to it; Roni had been quite careful
about which one of them all sheOdpicked to marry. She looked at her
husband, nodded her head in mild but familiar exasperation, then
grabbed his shoulders with both hands and shook.

ODear!O said Karlini. OAre you all right?0

OYes,O Roni told him. ONo thanks to you. Or is it?0

OAs a matter of fact -O

OWhat are you guys talking about?O said Tildy.

OAn attack,0 Shaa said, Opotentially.O

TildyOsmouth fell slightly open, then closed with a thoughtful purs-
ing. OYou really think E?0

Oloften try to,0Shaasaid; his difficult mood had not entirely evapor-
ated with the icebergOs own vaporization.
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Ol mean, you really think somebody would try to attack us with a
hunk of ice?O

OltOs significant possibility,O said Shaa.He gave up studying his ice
cube and popped it in his mouth.

OBut who?0

OOr whom one might say if one was being resolutely grammatical.
That,OShaasaid, slurping the ice cube, Oisusually the most interesting,
not to mention salient, question.O

OCould it have been someone after the ring?0

OThereare any number of things someonecould have been after, start-
ing with alittle fun and building up from there, but | would say the ring
should certainly be on that list. Of course, itOsmost likely that the whole
thing was nothing more than happenstance. O

Ols that what you believe?O Tildy said skeptically.

OWhat| believe would probably have no influence on the facts of the
matter,O stated Shaa. OParanoiais a survival trait, however. This ice is
rather refreshing, by the way.O

OSo youdothink -O

Shaaopened his eyeswide and directed a guileless gaze in her direc-
tion. Olthink nothing,O he said, Onothing but hypothetical thought exper-
iments. DonOt concern yourself unduly; the trait runs in the family.O

Tildy closed her mouth and kept it shut. Without intending to, Shaa
had reminded her of another trait that apparently ran in his family -
stabbing eachother in the back. Could his brother have been behind this
attack, if an attack was what it really had been?

Which led her to another thought. Tildamire had never yet seen Shaa
say anything without knowing exactly what messagewould be drawn
out of his words; he was not shy about prizing his own ability with allu-
sions. If he thought his brother was involved, wouldnOthe come right out
and discussit? Unless he didnOttrust her. Or unless he thought his broth-
er might be listeninge

OAnother possibility,0 Shaa added, Ofor your collection. This could
have been a warning.O

OAgainst what?O Roni said.

OAny number of things, 10d imagine,O said Karlini.

OHow do you suppose Groot is keeping at the moment?Oremarked
Shaa.

OWeOknow soon enough,OKarlini said. OWeObe there in a few more
days.O
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OPerhapsit might be a better idea to find out how he is beforewe get
there.O

OWait a minute,O said Tildamire. OlfthereOsomething going on with
your friend Groot, where would a warning come from?0

Shaagrinned enigmatically. OThereare many friends in the world bey-
ond Haalsen Groot.O
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Chapter 6

OUT OF THE BLUE

OIDEMAND TO KNOW THE MEANING OF THIS!O Haalsen Groot
roared. On either side of him, a nattily liveried member of the Commun-
al Police held one of his upper arms.

The sergeant in the doorway in front of him regarded Groot with a
blank, officiously precise gaze.OOTainGto meaning here to know at all,0
he said. OTheorder is signed and sealed,asyou yourself can see.(He did
not, however, turn the large unrolled sheetof parchment so that Groot
couldview the writing upon it, if any, or so he could view the seals,if in-
deed those were present as well.

Olseenothing of the sort,Osaid Groot, dropping his volume but trying
to increasethe snap in his tone. He was having no trouble with the snap.
Groot approved of keeping a set schedule and had put this ideal into
practice for himself. Theseruffians had arrived while he was reviewing
correspondence in his study over his breakfast tea, still in his dressing
gown. He had, however, performed his setting-up exercises upon
arising, as was also his scheduled habit, had seento the necessaryablu-
tions, and had reviewed with his clerk Julio the calendar for the day.
There had beenno indication of an expected visit from any civic author-
ities anywhere in their itinerary. Olhave seenno order, heard no charges,
known no accuser.In caseyou have failed to be apprised, sergeant, Ools-
mouth is a free city governed by the rule of law and the guiding hand of
the Council; arbitrary seizure on an unspecified charge is clearly not our
policy. Not - our - policy!O he repeated, with icy emphasis.

The sergeant, a singularly stolid fellow apparently chosenfor this as-
signment on the basis of that very attribute, gazed at Groot. OThis ad-
dress is 25 Rockfish Lane. You have already answered to the name of
Haalsen Thelomarias Groot, and have so identified yourself. | have fur-
ther identified myself asa duly constituted officer of the Civil Council of
Oolsmouth and have informed you that | possessa fully executed war-
rant for your arrest and imprisonment. In just accordancewith the law
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and practice of Oolsmouth, you are therefore to consider yourself under
arrest, and are directed to surrender your person into my custody
without delay. Failure to do so may expose you to additional criminal
charges as well as the corporal power of our rightful authority. Now,
please come along, sir.O

Groot would have crossed his arms over his chest; it was the sort of
posture that went with the defiant glower he was radiating. His arms,
though, remained in the firm grasp of the other two troopers. He stuck
out his chin instead. Oldemand to know the charges against me; that is
my right under the law.O

The sergeant didnOteven bother to shake his head; his expression re-
mained placid. Olhave my orders, which make no mention of the exer-
cise of this right under the present circumstances.O

ONo mention?O said Groot, his mustache waving. OWhatis that sup-
posed to mean? Rights are rights.O

OMy orders have suspended your ability to exercisethis right in the
present instance.O

OWhat? You canOt just -O

OThe Council has spoken,O the sergeant stated.

OThe Council has not spoken, damn your eyes! IOmon the Council.
DonOtyou think if the Council was going to speak, it would speak dir-
ectly to me?0

OlOntertain |1 wouldnOtknow, sir. Now, please come along.OThe ser-
geant nodded to his troops. OFetch him now, boys.O

ONow just a moment,O said Groot, digging in his slippered heels
against the wood parquet floor of the entry hall. The policemen paid no
attention to his attempt at friction and merely hoisted him into the air,
then carried him toward the door. OAtleastlet me put on a suit of proper
clothes, unless these almighty orders of yours prohibit that, t00.0

The sergeantraised his hand and Groot found himself lowered to the
floor. Unrolling the parchment again, the sergeantscrutinized it, his lips
moving in silence as he made his way through its official language. OThe
order does not expressly address the question of garb,Ohe said. OThus
the matter is left implicitly to my discretion. From the urgency with
which the remainder of the order is phrased, and the dangerous indi-
vidual you are deemed to be, sir -O

OWhat?O said Groot again. Ol beg your -O

O-as | say, sir, a thoroughly dangerous individual, and one with
whom | am cautioned to take every care lest you should gain the chance
to escape,possibly causing injury, maiming, or death to myself or my
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subordinates in the prosecution of your desires;from this danger and the
urgency of the orders my interpretation of this discretionary power
would prohibit me from showing you any leniency, sir.OAgain he nod-
ded to the others. OBring him along. You can bind him outside.O

They crossedthe threshold more ignominiously than Groot could re-
call having done since he had beenin occupation of this house, or at least
since -

GrootOshouse servant, who had weighed the unattractive option of
impalement on a pike against the hazards of letting the troops in the
door when they had originally pounded for entry, appeared around the
corner ahead of them at a run. He was being followed at the heels by
Julio, who had left the house by foot mere moments before the police
had arrived. Julio began unreeling his own tirade while still skidding to
a halt. OJulio,Gsaid Groot, as the troopers lashed his hands together be-
hind his back.

Julio fell silent and cocked his head attentively, panting freely from his
unexpected sprint. Ol fear you might as well desist; this functionary is
firmly dedicated to his sacred orders, whatever they really are and
whomever they are really from. 1Odbest go along with him and then try
to tangle this thing apart. You round up old Sneeand meet us at the pris-
on - | assume weOre going to the barbican in the Hall?0

OAye, sir,0O said the sergeant.

OYoumeet us at the prison, then, with the appropriate writs. Eelmon
will escort us there.O

OYesMeester Groot,0Osaid Eelmon, the house servant, from inside the
open door. Julio took off down the street toward the offices of Snee,the
principal lawyer for Haalsen Traders, and Groot fell in with the police as
they marched off together. The door slammed behind them and Eelmon
reappeared, hefting a hastily-stuffed carpetbag. Groot watched the famil-
lar streets go past, observing familiar facesturn to stare at the party in
astonishment (asmuch for the spectacleof himself abroad in his dressing
gown, he thought sourly, asfor the company he was keeping, and for the
fact that heOdbeen clapped in irons), and even considered a bow to his
audience asthey crossedthe Bridge of Bronze over the Green Canal. To
their left at the top of the bridge, down the Green Canal Oshavigation
channel, the River Oolvaan proper was visible with its usual clutter of
vessels.The south bank of the Green Canal was lined chock-a-block with
its own docks and warehouses; in fact, GrootO®wn docks and ware-
houses, or a major complex of them at any rate. One ship was presently
tied up, the ocean-going Fair Market Value, due to finish her loading by
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noon for a run eastward along the coast. Instead of the expected clamor
of teamsters, crane operators, stevedores, and sailors, though, the dock
was eerily quiet and virtually empty. But who were those people lined
up in formation on the wharf, and standing guard in front of the ware-
house door?

Then Groot made senseof the scene,in the moment before they trod
down the descending slope of the high-arched bridge and were lost
again in the midst of the streets. More police troops had just shown up
here, at the warehouse. The place was being shut down. What was going
on?

Groot was not only a leading businessman in Oolsmouth, he took
pains to be a good citizen aswell. It was the soul of good business prac-
tice to participate in the affairs of oneOsommunity, to secure a local
power base,and to become and remain generally well-connected; con-
sequently, Groot had gone out of his way to do all thesethings. The prin-
cipal reason behind such a philosophy, of course, is to make sure that
one can senseeven subtle changesin the local climate and can position
oneOself to take the best advantage of them, not to mention getting ad-
vance notification of any overtly hostile moves that may be brewing
aimed at oneOsown operations. What had gone wrong here? Groot
hadnOtheard a whisper of warning. How could he have been taken un-
awares, and how could anyone else have acquired (without his noticing
it) the political strength to move against him so blatantly?

There was the barest possibility that some mistake was being made;
that a confusion of identity had occurred, or that someone had gone off
half-cocked. The move felt too well-planned for that, though, what with
his arrest and the simultaneous descentupon his commercial operations.
If a mistake had been made, it would all shake out in due course any-
way. Viewed from another angle, however, Groot thought with some an-
ticipatory satisfaction that a mistake certainly hadbeen made. By the time
he was finished with its authors, whoever was behind this would fully
appreciate, to their woe, just how big a mistake it had been. Groot had
resourcesthat even a well-planned raid against him would be unlikely to
reveal. He also had friends.

Only what if this offensive wasnOtreally aimed at Groot at all, but
through him at his friends? From the increased level of activity heOdeen
hearing about from Max and Shaathere was obviously something of sig-
nificant import underway. And the boat on the Oolvaan would be due in
Oolsmouth port soon E
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Ahead of them, a wide splash of sunlit lawn appeared, a spouting
fountain at its center. The street they were on had widened into a
boulevard, one of the seventhat radiated out from the Plaza of the Bur-
eaucrats, as Groot referred to it, and now the boulevard opened into the
Plazaitself. The fountain in the civic park in the plazaOsenter contained
several statues arranged in an interlocking tableau of local symbols - a
heroic twin-masted ship with two ranks of churning rowers, a messy
spiral of storm clouds and thunderbolts looming over the ship and drip-
ping water on its canted deck, an out-of-scale fisherman swinging a full
net of carp with one hand and waving a gaffed squid with the other, and
soforth. A small gang of urchins were splashing around under the oblig-
atory breaching leviathan, and they, too, paused in their free-for-all to
gawk as Groot was led around the fountain and toward the block-long
Hall of the People on the other side of the plaza.

Groot had been agitating sarcastically if lessthan seriously at Council
meetings for years, when nothing else interesting was up for discussion
(which in truth was most of the time), to have the name of the Hall of the
People changed, since as they all knew the People had very little to do
with anything significant. It was also a thoroughly unaesthetic name, the
sort of name only a bureaucrat could love. Although GrootOsproposals
usually brought a round of nods and approving OhurrumphsO from
around the Council chamber, nothing had ever come of it. The people of
Oolsmouth and the surrounding countryside, which also fell under the
territory of Oolsmouth Free State, while understanding that there was
not in truth very much they could do to influence the course of govern-
ment, notwithstanding the constant rhetoric concerning The Will of the
People and their Elected Representatives, were not (for the most part)
too unhappy with the general state of affairs, especially when they reflec-
ted back on the comparison with the earlier autocratic regime. It was true
that the Council was filled out by the heads of the local trade guilds, a
smattering of directly elected spokespersons,and even a few token non-
humans, but the unmistakable balance of control rested with the leading
merchants and their proxies. All in all, though, the businessinterests ten-
ded to pursue afreewheeling policy of laissez-fairéeavened with civic so-
cial benefits that were rather a bit on the paternalistic side.

The People might not have fully appropriate representation on the
Council, but everyone was aware that they had risen in the past and
could, of course, do so again. The truth was that the merchant classwas
not really that much more powerful than the population at large, and
since there were more working people than merchant bourgeois things
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tended to even out. As a city based primarily on commerce rather than
on manufacturing or the exploitation of natural resources,or on the pro-
duction of goods and services for local consumption. the economy did
not support the growth of an oligarchy or even a dramatic shift of actual
power to one group or another; as a result, the basic social contract had
remained in large part intact. That being so, the People as a whole
figured they had better things to do than waste time grubbing around in
the Council. Watching the Council in its various gyrations was a popular
spectator sport, though, sincethe merchants liked to useit asjust another
arena for their typically cutthroat competition.

The Hall of the People, even for a powerful city on the leading edge of
the current wave of prosperity, was an unquestionable civic extravag-
ance.There was no doubt about its symbolism - here was a city of wealth
and stability, with a government comfortable and entrenched enough to
grant itself the luxury of municipal monumentalism. Even so, it was
clear that the Hall of the People would not exist, at least in its present
form, without a generous philanthropic contribution from the past.

People seemed to enjoy discovering the same thing over and over
again. Accordingly, Oolsmouth was not the first city to take advantage of
the strategic significance conferred by control of the mouth of the
Oolvaan. Where Oolsmouth now stood, more or less, there had once
been another city whose heyday dated back before the great Dislocation
and the fall of technological civilization, and whose own descentinto the
swamp had probably been contemporaneous with it. The chronic over-
flow of the Oolvaan onto its alluvial floodplain and the silting of its delta
had spared OolsmouthOsancestor from the fate of most structures of its
period, or at least the fate of those structures that people could enter
without dropping dead from one or another of the myriad curses of the
ancients. The fate of virtually everything from before the Dislocation, not
surprisingly, had been utter eradication through cannibalistic dismant-
ling or sheer bad temper, so few discrete traces of the old world re-
mained. There was always the tread of the suppressing foot of the gods
to remember, too, as it descended metaphorically from the heavens to
squash any signs and knowledge of the past, as well as those who
seemed too freely interested in it. The ancients had been a crafty and
cunning lot, however, so it wouldnOthave really surprised Groot one bit
to discover that they had arranged for this city to be swallowed by the
river and covered by a swamp, awaiting a more rational time for its
excavation.

73



Of course, Groot had hung around with Maximillian the Vaguely Dis-
reputable, who spent a lot of time trying to commune with the ancients
in one way or another, so he acknowledged that his attitude toward
them had most likely been colored by MaxOs.Still, most of what the
present age had pulled from the draining swamp over the past fifty
years or so had been used not for study or glorification of the past, but
for building materials. It was enough to make a sensible person wonder
just how much the current civilization really differed from the savagesof
the past, especially when you saw what most of the scavenged building
materials had been used to construct.

The Hall of the People hadnOtall been assembled out of exhumed
parts, of course. Much of it was built of locally-quarried stone, and the
majority of the outer surface was faced with marble imported, at signific-
ant but not totally unreasonable cost, by a consortium of merchants who
had beenon the Council at the time, when the Council itself had beenan
institution constituted solely for its promotional value by the govern-
ment of Hugo the Autocrat. That Council had had nothing better to do
than putter around with public works of marginal utility, although the
precedent they had established had held through to the present modern
time. Each edge of the building, including not only the four major
corners and the margins of the roof but the cornices and window frames
as well, had facings made not of stone but of ancient sheet metal, pol-
ished now to a slightly oxidized shine that made glancing toward the
Hall on a sunny day a painful experience,and would leave one walking
around distracted by bright afterimages for the next half-hour. In the
domed roof of the rotunda above the Council chamber, too, the large
translucent panels had been castfrom a slurry of crazed, opacified, and
pebbled fragments of ancient glass. Furthermore, for years the building
had been generating rumors of secret passages,hidden partitions, and
moving floors incorporating totally unnecessary bits of old flotsam and
jetsam.

By anyoneOs estimation, the architect had been a madman.

The HallOsfront facade, which Groot was squinting his way toward
now, had been outfitted with more pillars and heroic statuary than strict
good taste would have been comfortable with, and these elements of
modern construction sat uneasily with the dour evidence of times now
gone. Which wasnOtto say, Groot didnOt hesitate to admit, that all the
gimcrack decoration would have fit better in any other surroundings.
Bad taste had a certain timeless quality to it.
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The Hall was outfitted with avariety of entrancesin addition to that of
the grand main door, with its excessivecolonnade and exhausting flight
of broad stairs and long coiled drowsing-griffin balustrades. The portal
on the right side just around the corner from the plaza led to the main
garrison of police and, beneathit, to the prison. Groot had not visited the
basements before, but in the typical manner of people who knew that
law-enforcement activity was constantly underway but who didnOtfeel
much personal connection with it, heOdeen aware of where the jail was
located and what was probably happening there.

Law enforcement was just one of the activities that had to proceed for
a smoothly functioning society to exist, and it was no more of a star at-
traction than, say, tax collection. In the old days (not the days of the an-
cients, but the days of the present generationOown great-grandparents,
for example) when things were much simpler all around, albeit and un-
deniably much more savageand brutish, law enforcement was simultan-
eously a more arbitrary and a more crowd-pleasing enterprise, especially
in its terminal stages. Now, though, Oolsmouth was a civilized place,
and these were civilized times, so the bread-and-circus atmosphere
fostered by peremptory public hangings, floggings, mutilations, rack-
ings, and assorted other tortures had beenfirmly laid to rest, along with
many of those who had experienced them at first hand. Groot was also
aware through his contacts from the Council that the equipment and fa-
cilities for these various excruciations had not been destroyed, but were
merely in storage somewhere in the building in front of him, stockpiled
no doubt by prudent heads in the speculation of a future turn of the
wheel, soto speak. Whether there were dark corners and hidden depart-
ments using these methods still was a question Groot was hoping would
remained unanswered while whatever he was involved in played itself
out.

After the piercing reflections from the metal details of the HallOsexteri-
or facade, the interior corridor of the police section proved to be a dimly-
lit relief. The common area of the prison, though lit with equal inad-
equacy, proved less so. Long tunnels with barred gates snaked away
from archways in three walls; the long narrow stair up to the ground
floor, which they had just navigated, easedits way down the fourth. The
jailer roused himself to produce alogbook from aniche under the stair as
the troopers continued to hold Groot tightly, and between the two of
them he and the sergeant noted GrootOs arrival on a fresh page.

OMakeyour mark here,Othe jailer directed, pointing to a spacenext to
their new set of totally illegible scratchings. Obviously they were used to
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dealing with common ruffians, Groot thought, as he instead inscribed his
signature, complete with his usual intertwined loops and long sashaying
underline flourishes. The jailer, a burly man with the troglodytic pallor
of someonewho has spent his entire working life indoors, gazed intently
at the signature, then looked Groot up and down. He began absently
licking his chops. OAnd what standard of accommodations be yer re-
questing, yer lordship?O he said. OTwo, er, three silver ools will get you
-O

OTherewill be none of that here,Osaid the sergeant. OThisman is dan-
gerous, and must be given no consideration beyond the needs of our
own security; these are my orders.O

OBut -0

ODo you understand?0

Eelmon had dogged their steps throughout the walk and was now
hanging about next to the foot of the stairs, clutching the carpetbag as
though he expected someoneto try to rob him of it, here in the central
jail. Eelmon was a trusty sort with a good head on him. Groot thought, a
sturdy man; he knew his business. Groot caught his eye and nodded
slightly. Eelmon pursed his lips and nodded back.

The jailer scowled, spit off into the corner with pinpoint aim un-
doubtedly seasonedthrough long practice, and produced the traditional
ring of keys from his belt. Unlocking the gate on the left with a shrill
creak and hoisting a lantern from its peg just inside the entrance, he led
the way off into the gloom. Groot found his nose wrinkling involuntar-
ily. For someonewho bathed unfashionably often, every day if he could,
such an unwashed stench was not encouraging, not to mention its dom-
inant component aroma that indicated a total lack of concern for sanita-
tion. Sanitation was one of the obsessionsof the ancients that Max and
Shaaboth ardently admired and Groot had joined them as a full-fledged
disciple. Well, he thought, perhapghis will bethe worst theyintend to doto
me.

The sergeantand his troopers saw Groot securely installed alone in a
small cell of perhaps three long strides in eachdirection before removing
the chains and bonds from his arms. The new chain around his ankle,
when fastenedto an eyebolt in the floor, barely let him reach the intimid-
atingly thick wood door. Eelmon was still out there in the hall, though,
and no one had made a move to imprison him aswell, so one of GrootOs
major worries, that he would be held incommunicado in an unmarked
cell with the records of his incarceration unaccountably missing, seemed
to be provisionally relieved. The sergeantled his men off, hurriedly now,
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probably to report in to his officers or to whomever had drafted his mys-
terious orders, leaving the jailer to inspect the contents of the carpetbag
under Eelmon Ossupervision. Although they were in the hall out of
GrootOdlirect sight, he did hear the gentle clink of coins changing hands;
Eelmon had clearly understood GrootOsnessageabout the importance of
giving the jailer a generous payoff, even (or especially) in the face of the
sergeantOgxpressinstructions to the contrary. After a moment, the jailer
entered with the carpetbag and set it on the rush-strewn floor within

easy reach. OHereyou are, yer lordship,O he said deferentially. OIOIbe
getting you the bench and candles shortly.O He touched his forelock and
backed out.

How much did Eelmonpay this fellow? Groot wondered. Whatever it
was, Groot had no doubt that the money would be a prudent investment
in his future. Who knew, perhaps it might even help insure that he
would havea future. Groot settled back against the wall with his legs
stretched out in front of him. When the candle arrived, he would take a
closer look at the chains. In the brief glimpses heOdgotten in the light
from the jailerOdantern. the links had appeared old and thick and were
covered with a flaky veneer of rust. The lock on the ankle shackle had
also seemedto present possibilities, Whether trying to escapewas a good
idea, of course, was an entirely different matter.

When the candle and bench came, they were accompanied not only by
the jailer but by Julio and the lawyer, Snee.The jailer left them alone
with the cell door propped open and went out to lurk in the hall. Julio
and Sneearranged themselves on the bench acrossthe cell from Groot.
OTowhat do you attribute this incarceration, Meester Groot?Othe lawyer
said in a rush, eager to get the first word in.

Olhad hoped that was what you were planning to tell mg OGroot said,
OWhy donOtwe edge backward a step or two first? What is going on out
there? On the way to this place, my route passedthe dock on Green
Canal - all my facilities there were apparently being placed under
guard.O

OThisis true,OJulio told him. OAIl the Haalsen Traders assetsthat are a
matter of official record are now under impound. From reports at the
various scenesand from the single seizure | succeededin witnessing my-
self, at the storehouse on Pike Streetand OIld Mill, the operations were
conducted quickly, in a businesslike manner, but with some level of con-
fusion on the part of the troops involved. Nevertheless, it is clear that
most if not all of these forces were drawn from the Communal Police
supplemented by the civic defense militia, acting under instructions
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supposedly issued by the Council. This was a coordinated effort to seal
all buildings, intern all assets,and stop all business operations. Sincethe
police were a bit ragged in their execution of this attack, as| said before,
itOs uncertain how well planned this all was -O

OObviously it was planned well enough,Osaid Groot. OButby whom?
And why? And - no, but first, was anyone hurt?0

ONoneof our people were significantly injured, asfar as|Ovebeenable
to find out, although there were a few stevedores roughed up, a few
smashed doors, the temporary standoffs youOdexpect when no one on
either side is quite sure of what is actually happening.O Julio hesitated.
OIfl might venture a conclusion, | would say that violence or even intim-
idation through violence does not seemto have beenthe goal, just confis-
cation of property. No one else was arrested beside you, yourself.O

OOnething to consider is that someone may be sending you a mes-
sage,0 commented Snee.

OA message may be part of it,0 Julio said, Obut my opinion is that
sending a message is not the most significant point here. O

OThereis clearly more than that going on,Oagreed Groot. OYoudonOt
send a businessman a message by shutting down his whole business.
When youOvealready tried to exterminate someone, what do you have
left to say to them, and who is even left to hear the message?You havenOt
left yourself any room to maneuver, either. What more canyou do to es-
calate? If youOresending messages,you build up to the scorching of
earth, you donOtstart there. The way you describe it, this certainly
sounds like the imposition of barren wasteland to me. What more can
they do now?0

OYou are still in good health, | presume?0 asked Snee.

Ols that just an oblique suggestion, or do you know something |
donOt?0

Sneeran a well-manicured hand through his thinning light-brown
hair, brushing it carefully back along his temples. OAh, well,O he
temporized.

Groot shifted his legs, explicitly rattling the chain. OThatis not an an-
swer, and that is certainly not the kind of thing IOmpaying you for. So
you tell me straight, lawyer, whatOshappening here?On what charge am
| being held?O

Ol donOt know,O Snee said reluctantly.

Olbeg your pardon?Osaid Groot. This was not the responsehe had ex-
pected. OWhat do you mean, you donOt know?0
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ONo official paperwork has been registered. | have my apprentices
pursuing the matter even as we sit here, but so far nothing has come to
light.O

OPleasexplain something to me,Osaid Groot. Olam incarcerated in an
official civic facility, am | not? For this to be the case,a charge does have
to be filed, doesnOt it? Do we have a rule of law, or donOt we?0

OltOsot that simple,O said the lawyer in a rather professorial tone.
OYouOran intelligent man, you know how things work, so donOtact so
surprised. In the law, there are usually quite a number of ways to get
around inconveniences. If a declaration of martial law has been made, or
let us say a state of emergency or a state of civil siege,various guarantees
of due process can be suspended. Beyond that, it is possible for the
Council to act peremptorily, or even for individual Councillors to move
unilaterally on their own if certain extreme contingencies arise.O

OldidnOtknow that,Osaid Groot. OWhy donOtl know that? IOmon the
Council.O

OThesethings are on the books,0Snee said. OTheyOr@bscure, but if
you know where to look what you will find makes for quite intriguing
reading.O

OWhat Oextreme contingenciesO are we talking about here?0

OCould they be holding you for treason?O the lawyer asked cautiously.

OTreason?@Groot said incredulously. OAgainst whom? This is a free
city!O

OConsorting with enemies, then.O

OWhosenemies? Treason? Of course notO

OYou do have many foreign contacts,O Julio said.

OIOm a trader!O said Groot. Ol@upposedo have foreign contacts!O

OThatcould be at the root of your arrest, O Snee said thoughtfully.
ONot the seizures of property, but perhaps the arrest. If some Council
member had evidence that you were in contact with hostile foreigners,
they could have used that as a basis for drafting an order to hold you
preemptively for the good of the state. Suchan order could be kept secret
for a limited amount of time, especially if there was evidence of other
members of an active conspiracy still free and active. Technically, the or-
der would have to be made official eventually, though. O

Groot shook his head. OThisall sounds too autocratic for my liking.
WhatOsthe purpose of due processif you can get around it whenever
you want? Do we have an independent judiciary, or is that just another
figment, to0?0
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Olsthat a serious question?Osaid Snee.OlOIbe trying to get you a judi-
cial hearing, of course, but | have to tell you that no judge is going to
want to get in the way of the Council in a matter such asthis, whether it
involves state security or just a struggle between individual Council
members. Any judge in his right mind would defer to the Council itself
when itOsusing its own extraordinary judicial powers. And as you well
know, OolsmouthOsown autocratic past is not so far behind it that there
are not vestiges of it still hanging around here and there. Some of them
even remain statutory.O

ODamn,Osaid Groot. OSolOmjust supposed to sit here, rotting in the
filth? One of the reasonsl clawed after personal successand wealth was
to insulate myself from annoyance. Are you telling me | was wasting my
time?0

OThelaw is your friend,O observed the lawyer, Oexceptwhen, occa-
sionally, it isnOt.O

OThankyou,O Groot said. OThankyou very much. | will treasure that
pearl of wisdom, alone in this squalid cell. | assume you have not
learned whatOs behind all these property seizures either?O

Snee looked at the damp ceiling, at its close-fitting stones.
OUnfortunately not. IOmtrying to lay hands on one of the order sheets
the police have beenwaving about. That may give us more information,
but theyOreobviously under instructions not to let anyone actually read
the things. O

Groot looked at Julio. OWhodo we have who could obtain one of these
sheets?0

Julio hesitated; more bad news, no doubt. OYourealize, Meester Groot,
that you canOtctually pay anyone at the moment. All assetsare frozen.
You donOthave to worry about me, sir,Ohe added hastily, looking away.
OlOvéeen - well, you just donOthave to worry about me, thatOsall. 1tOs
not just a matter of money.O

Groot had made Julio a partner in Haalsen Traders, under terms that
made it in his interest to stay with him, but Groot was willing to accept
JulioOsstatement at face value for whatever it worth beyond that. Groot
wasnOtgoing to turn totally paranoid, at least not yet, and anyway who
else did he have who was acting for him on the outside? OWho else is
loyal or motivated enough, or paid up sufficiently in advance, then?0

OlOmot sure | want to hear this,O stated Snee.Ol donOtknow what
means you intend to use to obtain the order sheet, but if itOsnot strictly
aboveboard then weOQllall be saferif | donOtknow about it. Beforehand, at
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any rate. If you do secureone of these sheets,let me know, but donOttell
me how youOve done it. IOl keep on trying through my own means.O

OVerywell,O said Groot. OHow long will it take you to get to the bot-
tom of this?0

Sneeput on a cagy look. Olnthis case,|Ompositive that evidentiary dis-
covery will be a tricky process. There are clearly many things we donOt
yet know -O

OThat is the whole point, isnOt it?0

The lawyer shrugged. OIOIdo what | can. You may want to pursue
your own means as well.O

OThankyou.O said Groot with a trace of a snarl. OWhy donOtyou get
down to it, then?0

Sneerose. Ol will take my leave.OHe bowed to the reclining Groot,
then backed out the door.

OOfcourse 10llpursue my own means,OGroot muttered, staring after
the lawyer with adark gaze.OlOmmot a fool, exceptperhaps in thinking |
could rely on alawyer to get me out of a messwith the law. OHe looked
up at Julio. OWeOlhave to round up asfull a Council sessionaswe can
get this time of year. Try to find out where the others stand first, asfar as
you can.O

ODooglas?0 said Julio.

Olwouldn®t be surprised. 1tOsa much more blatant move than youOd
expect, but who else is the leading candidate, anyway?0

Olndeed,OJulio said in a dour voice. OYou havenOtbeen spending
much time cultivating your faction, have you?0

ONo, | havenOtasyou know perfectly well,O said Groot. OThatdoesnOt
look like a very good move in retrospect, does it?0

ONo, sir, | have to say it does not.O

OHmpph.OGroot thought for amoment. OWhatdoes Sy have to say for
himself? Where has he been in all this? Why didnOthe see something
coming?0

OHewasnOiat any of the facilities | visited, and | didnOthave a chance
to swing round his house.O

OPerhapsheOllshow up.O Sy Gazoont was the company sorcerer and
communicator. OWeonly have a few days to get all this wrapped up or
our friends heading down the river will appear right in the middle of it.
O

Olndeed,yes, sir. | take your meaning. If thereOsiothing more, perhaps
| should be moving along myself?0

81



OYes,@aid Groot. OlsEelmon still out there? You can take him if you
want; you may need another pair of legs more than | need a runner on
call here. Find out whatOs behind this and who we have to fight.O

OlOltheck back with you later,Osaid Julio. He vanished through the
doorway. The jailer promptly reappeared, checked GrootOsshackles to
make sure no one had tampered with them under the cover of the meet-
ing, tugged his forelock, and edged out of the cell again. The thick door
thudded back into place.

This was afine kettle of fish, no question about it. Groot got to his feet,
clanking conspicuously, and setto examining the features of the cell, not
that there were many features with which to be concerned. With the ex-
ception of the wood of the door and its castiron crosspieces,the rest of
the cell was faced with stone. Even the floor was stone, not dirt - no, on
closer inspection, the floor was some type of concrete. Could this be part
of the foundation? Was he really that far down in the building? The light
from the single candle was fairly weak, making GrootOsexamination not
only tedious but a matter of judgment aswell. Then again, he had all the
time he needed to absorb the sights since he didnOtseemto be going any-
where else any too rapidly.

Groot took a better look at one wall. Perhaps the regular rectangular
stones making up the wall had also been cast, not quarried. Concrete
was generally more crumbly than genuine native rock, but this stuff
seemedquite hardy. His fingernail failed to scratchit, and the only sedi-
ment left on his finger after the attempt was not white cement dust but
plain old filth. It would be ridiculous to try to tunnel out, that much was
clear. The only existing exits were the door and the tiny barred ventila-
tion shaft in the ceiling that angled who knew where; there wasnOtany
daylight showing through it, surely enough. Up there, though, on the
outside wall just below the ceiling, that discolored area - what was that?

He carried the bench over to the wall and climbed up on it, candle in
hand. One rectangular stone did indeed have a different look to it than
the rest of the wall; fresher, perhaps? Less blackened with time and the
soot of candle flames? Groot rapped on it, then on the next stone over.
Both were apparently solid. The scratch test, however, proved more in-
teresting. He felt asthough heOdiragged his finger acrossa coarsesand-
paper or a length of pumice, but a powder of small gritty particles was
left on his hand.

A new concrete block, castin place? Surely the old one hadnOtjust
crumbled to nothing, not with the surrounding pieces as solid as they
were. Not a flaw in construction, either, most likely. Perhaps some
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earlier prisoner had tried to chip or drill his way out, or the new block
was now filling a spacethat had once been open. Could this have been
another ventilation hole? Sucha hole would have beenbarred, no doubt,
but a window-type opening in an outer wall would have probably com-
municated directly with the outside of the buildingE

Groot replaced the bench on the far side of the cell, kicked the chain
into a comfortable position, and began to pace, three strides out, three
strides back. How did they make concrete in the first place?

The scrape of the locking bar on the door interrupted him again. Had
Julio forgotten something? The jailer opened the door wide. With him
was an unfamiliar man, garbed in a dark sober clerical cloak and coat
like JulioOsto be sure, but wearing spectaclesand a full beard, not just a
mustache. OThis person to see you,O said the jailer.

Groot indicated the bench with one hand and retreated to the back
wall. The man entered, swept a quick glance around the cell, and made a
short bow toward Groot. OMeester Haalsen Groot,O he stated.

OAnd who might you be?0

OMy name is not important. | represent the Bank of the New Dawn.O

The Bank of the New Dawn? Groot had no relationship with such an
Institution; his accountswere all at Oolvaan Mutual. For that matter, had
he ever heard of this Bank of the New Dawn? Olsee,Gsaid Groot. OWhat
can | do for you? Unfortunately | am not at present in a position to offer
the usual pleasantries of comfort and drink, although youOrewelcome to
the bench.O

OThankyou,O said the banker, seating himself, but carefully keeping
his cloak aloof from the floor. Groot, not to be outdone by the game of
body language, settled to his spot on the floor; if he kept getting this
many visitors, heOdhave to think about bribing the jailer for another
bench. The banker inspected the cell again, then summed up with a dis-
approving tsk-tsk OYouare perhaps wondering what brings me here for
this audience,Ohe continued, still eyeing the rude surroundings. OFor
that matter, you may have been wondering what sorry state of affairs
has brought you here, yourself.O

The man seemedto be waiting for some reply. Groot crossed his arms
and rattled the chain. The chain was turning out to be a useful prop, un-
derscoring the reality of the situation and GrootOsawarenessof it in one
terse motion, sound effectsincluded. Groot was not as great a fan of im-
provisation asMax, but there was still no doubt that one had to make do
with what one had available. OWell,Osaid the banker. Ol feel it is
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appropriate to tell you that these two conditions, that is, both our pres-
ences in this particular place, are related.O

OAre they, now,O said Groot.

OYesYou see,the Bank of the New Dawn, with which | believe | may
have mentioned | am affiliated, has acquired the assetsof the Oolvaan
Mutual Bank. In fact, through this acquisition, the Oolvaan Mutual Bank
has become, temporarily to be sure, a wholly-owned subsidiary of the
Bank of the New Dawn. Temporarily, asl say, on atime scalemost likely
measured in days, at the conclusion of which the Oolvaan Mutual Bank
will be totally merged into the operations of the Bank of the New Dawn.
Does that clarify the situation?0

ONotin the least.Osaid Groot. Who wasthis idiot? This was not at all
the sort of banker with whom Groot preferred to deal. OFeelfree to pro-
ceed.Ohe added, not sure that this person would pick up the thread
again without prodding.

The banker gave a genteel little cough. OVerywell. A major portion of
these assets,that is, the assetsof the Oolvaan Mutual Bank, as| am cer-
tain you will be aware, are associatedwith you and your various busi-
nessenterprises. To be quite straightforward about this, the Bank of the
New Dawn, in order to safeguard its investments and insure the integ-
rity of all its assets,including those newly acquired from the Oolvaan
Mutual Bank, has been compelled by good business practice to reduce
our downside exposure. As the major downside risk is posed by your
operations, | am certain you will understand and sympathize with our
decision to bring our outstanding loans into closer balance with our tan-
gible properties and liquidatable collateral. Accordingly, we have acted
to restructure your outstanding capitalization and reduce what we have
concluded, after careful examination of the records of the Oolvaan Mutu-
al Bank, to be an overextension of your credit by the previous
management.O

OAre you telling me youQre calling in my loans?0

Ol do believe that is what | have already said.O

It was such aridiculous idea that Groot had never seenit coming, even
with the time heOdalready had to try to figure out what was going on.
Like most traders and merchants, he relied on a high degree of financial
leverage, borrowing to finance trade voyages and paying back with in-
terest at their completion, guaranteeing receivables, arbitraging where
appropriate. He had reciprocal relationships with other traders in other
locations who served as his local agentsin their own vicinities. The other
traders had letters of credit from him and he had letters of credit from
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them; GrootOscredit network alone represented a significant amount of
value in place. In addition, his credit was, of course, also good at the few
foreign branches of the Oolvaan Mutual Bank. Oolvaan Mutual had
liked him. The bank had found his cashflow unimpeachable. OAIl of my
accounts are fully collateralized,O Groot stated. OMy operations have
beenthe biggest cash cow Oolvaan Mutual has had on the books for the
last five years. My credit and my bond have been unquestioned across
the face of the civilized world!O This wasnOtmerely insane and against
the terms of his contracts, it was bad business

Olnthe initial period of consolidation of the Oolvaan Mutual Bank, or
as | should more correctly note, the former Oolvaan Mutual Bank, into
the Bank of the New Dawn, the management of the Bank of the New
Dawn has elected to utilize conservative accounting practices,O the
banker expounded. OThatis the most stewardly plan, at least, and the
one that is being followed at present. Accordingly, we have elected to
write down the value of good will, letters of credit, and other such soft
negotiables, and to accept only tangible property, valuables, and other
hard collateral for the liquidation of outstanding accounts. You will ap-
preciate the prudence of our management decisions in this regard, as a
businessman yourself.O

As the banker might more correctly note, a formerbusinessman, Groot
thought, if what he thought this guy was saying was really true. ONo
matter what kind of internal decisions you people have decided to
make,O Groot said, Oyou canOtjust do this kind of the thing by
yourselves, unilaterally, without any kind of notification.O

OBut lamnotifying you,O said the banker.

OThisis totally ridiculous,O Groot said, Onotto mention completely
against normal practice. The loans from Oolvaan Mutual were made to
finance ongoing operations. If you shut down those operations and try
only to realize salvage value you destroy the value the loans were made
to finance. Even so, the value of all my outstanding loans is more than
adequately collateralized by the warehouses, wharves, ships in port,
docking licenses,real estate,goods on hand, and so forth. There was no
need to impound everything in sight even if you thought you had the
right to impound anything in the first place, which | certainly do not
concede.O

OYour concession is immaterial to the reality of the situation. Your
own valuation of your assets,too, is of no significance to our auditors.
You, of course, will make an unrealistically high assessmentof the value
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of your warehouses and local property, while our own rigorous investig-
ation has put a much more appropriate evaluation into place.O

OWhatabout the independent valuations Oolvaan Mutual had on file?
What about arbitration?O

The banker shrugged. OTheBank of the New Dawn makes a point of
our reliance on our own trained professionals.O

The value of GrootOsvarehouses and local property, like all such val-
ues, could be assesseckither high or low. TheseNew Dawn people were
unquestionably coming in at the lowest of the low, although this man
wasnOtputting it in those terms, with the result being that to secure its
payment the bank was confiscating everything of GrootOst lay its hands
on. They were grabbing property first, and perhaps (a shaky perhaps,
from the look of it) they might condescend to untangle things later.
TheyOcdhave had to pay off or cut in or scareaway enough Council mem-
bers to get the writs, to hire the police, and to all-around have the clout,
and theyOdhave had to trample on laws left and right. This was not a
simple operation or one with alow profile, and Groot was one of Ools-
mouthOs leading citizens. How did they expect to get away with it?

And of course not only had they confiscated all of GrootOsproperty,
they had confiscated Groot himself. OWhyam | sitting here in jail instead
of being out where | can help respond to your needs?OGroot said; heOd
try to play along with the man for a minute and seeif he could shake
loose any useful information. OWhy wasnOtl notified in a businesslike
fashion in the first place sowe could do this thing in an orderly manner,
without needing to drag in the police?0O

The banker gave him a thin smile. OYour reputation for resourceful-
ness has preceded you,O he remarked. OForour management to act re-
sponsibly, it was clear we had to minimize the possibility of circumven-
tion.O The banker leaned forward and rested his hands on his knees.OTo
be frank with you, our external audit of the Haalsen Traders collateral
was not complete, and we felt that the liquidation value on hand would
not be sufficient to cover the outstanding value of all loans. It was felt
that we would have a much better chance of recovering full value if we
could deal with you directly. Accordingly, we acted to assure that you
would not leave the city or become unavailable, thereby leaving your
debts unpaid, and the civil authorities, agreeing with our position, com-
missioned a warrant for your arrest.O

This is themostludicrousthing IOveverheard thought Groot. OYoureally
expect me to believe this concoction?0
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OYouare free to believe what you choose,Gsaid the banker. OAfter all,
you will have time to ponder, will you not?0

Perhaps the banker was deliberately trying to provoke him, so they
could add attempted assault or another criminal offense to the list of civil
charges. OWewill see,OGroot said, trying for a note of temperance. OSo
what is your proposal?0

OOh,we have no proposal perseat this time. This is purely a courtesy
visit. The management of the Bank of the New Dawn respectfully felt
you would appreciate this personal explanation.O

Did they think this guyOwn special touch would win them his future
business? OThank you,0 said Groot. OThatOsery congenial of you, 10m
sure. Perhaps youOdalso be so good asto tell me how it is that the Bank
of the New Dawn carne to take over Oolvaan Mutual in the first place?O
Oolvaan Mutual had been secure in its independence and apparently
sound in its capitalization or Groot would never have remained with
them.

For the first time, the banker hesitated. Then, reluctantly, he said, OA
dispute between the two patrons was involved.O

Oh, thought Grot. Damn. And heOdhought heOdbeen getting a handle
on what was going on here. It made sense,though. If gods were in-
volved, all normal rules were off.

Banks, like businesses, organizations, and people in general, some-
times adopted gods as patrons, or were adopted themselves by a god
against their will. In fact, without putting too fine a faceon it, it was not
unknown for a god to basically strong-arm a businessinto giving its alle-
giance, thereby running what amounted to a kind of super-powered pro-
tection racket. There wasnOimuch you could do about being the object of
such a play unless you had the right connections and were willing to go
fairly far out on alimb to take advantage of them. The real mystery was
why the opposite situation ever arose,why so many people went out of
their way to draw a godOsattention to themselves. While it was GrootOs
attitude that no one in his right mind would deliberately seek to get
mixed up with a god, the fact remained that a lot of folks were appar-
ently in need of such psychological therapy. As if that wasnOtenough,
gods had also been known to start real-world business enterprises of
their own.

Which of these situations were operating here Groot had no idea. OA
dispute,O he said.
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OApparently,Osaid the banker, pushing himself to his feet. OThoseof
us beneath the pinnacle of the hierarchy have hesitated to inquire too
deeply.O

OWiseof you, IOmsure. Justhow long do you plan to leave me rotting
here?0O

Olmust return to the office.Othe banker announced. Ol have already
exceededmy brief time allotment here. Good day to you, then, Meester
Groot.O He fluffed through the doorway in a curl of cloak and disap-
peared down the hall.

When he cameto lock up, the jailer brought him alunch, or thought he
did, at any rate. Groot sipped at the turgid mug of watered ale and set
the coarseblack bread end aside in casemore company dropped by later.
While the ale setabout adding its own acid to the already burning sensa-
tion in his stomach Groot tried to compose himself, and settled back for a
try at a good think.

Later in the afternoon - at least, Groot assumed it was the afternoon -
Julio appeared again. OThereis apparently a problem with our bank, O
Julio said.

OlOve heard about it,0 Groot told him. OThis is the story | was told.O

Julio listened silently, occasionally shaking his head in disbelief. At the
conclusion, he shook his head once more for good measure. OldonOthave
anything to add to that account,Ohe stated. Ol hadnOteven been aware
that Oolvaan Mutual had a relationship with a god, nor had | known
anything of significance about the Bank of the New Dawn before this
man related his report to you.O

ONeither had 1,0said Groot, Ooneither count. Assuming what he said
was accurate asfar asit went, which we may aswell do in the absenceof
any information to the contrary, it may nevertheless be possible to make
an educated guessabout what was going on behind the scenes.This god
who was the patron of Oolvaan Mutual has been forced to yield to the
patron of New Dawn, and New DawnOsgod is now calling the shots.
Whoever Oolvaan MutualOsgod was, he or she or whatever has clearly
suffered a significant reverse.OPart of the whole idea behind sponsoring
a bank, if you were a god, was to lend it the weight of your own position
and stability, so flopping sides and selling out depositors would be an
excellent way to undermine your own credibility and send your wor-
shippers fleeing to the hills.

OTheydo say, OGettingstuck with the gods is a one-way streetO,@aid
Julio. OThis mess would certainly seem to bear that out.O
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OMax will never let me live this down,O Groot muttered. Once you
were hooked up with a god you were also gaffed onto whatever plots
and intrigues the god was puttering around with. The downside risk that
people who trafficked with the gods didnOt usually consider, a risk
which was not inconsiderable, was the danger of being caught up in the
godOsreverses. On the face of it, that was what had happened here.
OEvenif this story is true, we certainly donOtknow the part of real
importance.O

OYou discount the rationale and motivations this banker set out?0

OOfcourse | do,Osaid Groot, Oandso do you, or youOrenot the Julio |
know, but some cunning impostor.O

JulioOsly smile appeared and vanished, the smile customers and most
others never had the slightest hint might be present. When someone saw
that expression for the first time, and the transformation it brought to
JulioOsentire face, they generally were forced into a reappraisal not only
of JulioOsapabilities, which had appeared competent but dull, and his
sense of humor, which had appeared to be totally nonexistent, but of
every transaction they had had with him in the past. Olndeed.Qlulio said.
Ol have been thinking along the same lines as you, | believe. Someone,
presumably whoever is behind this new bank, wants to immobilize our
operations, if not destroy them outright, and strip you of the ability to
mount an active response, but all that could be a caseof two birds with
one stone. Do you think theyOreafter the ship on the river? Not only has
Sy Gazoont disappeared, but | may not have mentioned that the public
communicator has had his civic commission temporarily suspended as
well.O

OYoudidnOt,&aid Groot, ObutthatOsa move to expect, isnOit, whether
they were after one ship in particular or the fleet assetsin toto; if we are
prevented from communicating with our assetsin the field, we canOt
even tell them to take evasive action. Still, | find this move suggestive.
Even if the Profit is only one reason among many, it is not beyond the
bounds of plausibility that the Profit and its passengers may have
something to do with the timing of this thing. You said the police opera-
tions seemed disorganized, as though theyOdbeen rushed into execu-
tion? The Profit is due to arrive within the next two days, ahead of sched-
ule - that could have forced their hand prematurely.O

OYouwould think, though, that leaving us confused about what is go-
ing on could serve someoneOsims even more. Why would the New
Dawn bank bother to send this person with an explanation?0O
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OYouwould think that,OGroot said, OwouldnOtyou. An attempt at de-
liberate misdirection? Perhaps our mysterious friends were merely
flaunting their control of the situation, or thumbing their noses.A testto
seehow well we can respond to unexpected attacks? A throwing-down
of a gauntlet? Or perhaps, and most likely of all, a combinationE OThat
was how Groot would do it; there was no point in wasting three moves
when they could be packaged into one. Was his opponent a player of
games,or was there even a single opponent? And which was the central
part of the move, here? OSowho do you think would want us Dme- on
ice most of all?0 he said rhetorically.

Julio coughed discreetly. OPerhapsMeester Dooglas was recalling the
incident concerning the Pecuniary Interesg O

OThathas beenon my mind as| rot here,OGroot admitted. OHeObeen
trying to get even with me for that ever since.OThe Pecuniarylnterest at
that time known asthe DooglasCloud had lost her mainmast and a third
of her crew overboard in bad weather as she was returning, holds
packed, from avoyage to Cematrilla. GrootOdlagship clipper RagingTor-
rent, which had been running touch-and-go with the Cloud throughout
the expedition, had escapeddamage during the storm. With the Cloud
about to go to wreck on a shoal and her crew loosing the lifeboats, the
Torrent had appeared, offering rescue,and when the dust had settled the
quickly renamed Cloud and its cargo and most of its thankful crew had
ended up on the Haalsen balance sheets.It hadnOtbeen the first skirmish
between Dooglas and Groot, but it had beenthe kind of watershed event
that shapesa relationship indefinitely into the future. OHeOsever been
this blatant before.OGroot remarked, Owhich meansif itOshim it may not
be him alone; heOdhave to have accumulated enough power or leverage
to feel confident of pulling off a stunt like this and successfully holding
off the counterattack. You did try finding out what Dooglas has been up
to, | presume?0

OOf course,Osaid Julio. ONo one seemsto have seenhim for the last
week or so, and nothing out of the ordinary seemedto be going on be-
fore that time. | havenOtactually knocked on his door, you understand,
but | have the impression that he has holed up working on something. |
left Eelmon to watch his house.O

Groot lowered his voice; a brief scraping from beyond the door had
given him the feeling that the jailer might be lurking about outside the
cell again. OHave you recovered any of the emergency assets?0

Julio actually glanced over his shoulder before responding. OTheobvi-
ous cache. If | was followed, so much the better. They would be
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expecting me to start dipping into any secretresourcessince everything
elseis frozen. I0vebeen making a show of abruptly darting down alleys
as though 10mretrieving things hidden down them, and so forth: hope-
fully theyOll try to search them all.O

OGood,OGroot said, returning the pitch of his speechto normal. OAs
far as| know, Dooglas doesnOhave particularly closeties to any gods, or
at least he didnOt.LetOresume for the moment that he hasfallen in with
someone new, either under his own power or because heOsbeen
recruited.O

Olf Meester Dooglas has been recruited, that would imply that this un-
known oneOsgendawould be the prime motivator here,OJulio mused.
OThiswould hold even if Meester Dooglas was the one to shape the pre-
cise form of this stratagem.O

OYes,®aid Groot. OEventhough it is so blatant, it would be just like
Dooglas to have me thrown gratuitously in jail for the sheerannoyance,
especially if he thought he could get away with it.O The best way to ac-
complish that would be to have backers of unimpeachable deterrent
value. If you looked at it from one school of thought, the most elegant
thing to do would be to strike directly at whomever this backer was and
ignore any middlemen. On the other hand, a different school might
stressthe indirect approach, moving first against pawns in a menacing
pattern, undermining the kingpin, and then abruptly pulling the rug out
from under the central figures with a neat flourish. Schools aside,
though, the reality of the situation was that Groot had to think of himself
first and foremost as in a state of Ocheck.O

OWhenyour king is in check and your king happens to be yourself.O
Groot commented, Othemost appropriate thing is to get yourself out of
that position, and try to pick up elegance by inserting an appropriate
countermenace as part of the move.O

OAsyou say, sir,Osaid Julio, long accustomed to apparent non sequit-
urs from Meester Groot. Groot had a tendency to think things through
rapidly in his mind, revealing by his subsequent words that he had re-
appeared in an entirely different spot, with no obvious clue to the route
he had taken between points A and B. Things usually made senseeven-
tually, though, and Julio knew well enough how GrootOsthought pro-
cessesoperated to make the jumps with him more often than not. Even
when he didnOt,it was bestto keep Groot guessing. JulioOoice was low
again. OTheywill be expecting you to try somethingno matter how effect-
ively they think youOvebeen neutralized. With the remark you said the
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banker delivered about your reputation for action, perhaps they are ex-
pecting you to try to escape.O

OThusrendering me a free fugitive instead of a caged potential mar-
tyr,O said Groot. His voice was loud, and seemedto carry deliberately.
ONevertheless,freedom is freedom, and IOvenever been fond of dun-
geons. You said Sy hasnOt popped up yet?0

ONo, indeed he has not.O Julio, with a raised eyebrow, was matching
GrootOs vocal projection. OYou know IOve never entirely trusted him.O

OThereOsothing to be done about it now,O Groot said, Oexcepttry to
find out what role heOgplayed. | doubt there is even much left for us to
do in the way of damage control, wouldnOt you say? WhatOsdone is
done. YouOreright, though - we must look to the future. What about that
barbarian fellow? Now that heOsack on his feet | have something for
him to do. Before the barbarian, though, the first thing you do is hunt up
a chemist.O
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Chapter 7

THE SCENIC ROUTE

OHAVENOT SPENT MUCH TIME ON A HORSE, HAVE YOU?0

OUrr,Ogrowled Jurtan Mont. Max had been acting disgustingly chip-
per ever since theyOdleft Roosing Oolvaya. Jurtan couldnOtbelieve Max
was actually that much more comfortable than he was, except for obvi-
ously knowing his way around horses. Of course, the way Jurtan had
been feeling, that mere difference alone could amount to quite a lot.

OLookat it this way,OMax said. The small farming community theyOd
passed through earlier in the morning had finally slipped back into the
gentle hills behind them, and they had now traveled beyond the range of
cultivated fields. Prairie grassesthat reached in places higher than their
shoulders surrounded them on all sides but the rear, where their passage
had trampled out a trail. Long slow waves rippled acrossthe surface in
the small breeze. OBeingsaddle-sore is commonplace. Any out-of-shape
bodyOgyoing to feel like itOdost a fight with a determined elephant after
sitting on a horse all day, at least for the first half-a-week or so. You did
want to show youOrean individual, didnOtyou? Well, concentrate on
rising above your body, think about what makes you different.O

Ol wish you wouldnOt gloat,O Jurtan muttered.

OWhoOs gloating? IOm trying to help you be philosophical.O

OYou sound like my father.O

OReally?QVlax said thoughtfully. OMaybe that means IOmdoing this
right.O

OUrr,OJurtan said again. All theyOdbeen doing for days was plod
across the countryside. Oh, all right, they had had a few moments of
activity that had started to look more interesting, but none of them had
lasted. Before leaving Roosing Oolvaya, theyOdchecked out the haunts of
the guy with no real name, the Creeping Sword. Max had sniffed around
the SwordOsoffice waving his hands in strange patterns and mumbling
to himself; heOdsaid he was running tests. CGSomethingwent on here,O
heOd stated finally. OThereOre still emanations leaking back off the walls.O
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OWhat,O Jurtan had asked, Olike a duel? Did he get himself blasted?0

Max scrutinized a patch of plaster near the door. OWhatever it was
didnOt escalate that far. | think.O

Oh, donOyou know? Jurtan had thought. YouOrsupposedo besucha big
hotshotHe didnOt say this aloud, though.

OOI0sure he wasnOtpulverized,0 Max went on; Jurtan thought he
might have been thinking out loud. OEvengetting ground into dust al-
ways leaves some residue.OMaxOsnose twitched and his eyes lost their
focus. OWhy was he tangling with god-level stuff? HowOd he hold it off?0

OMaybe he just talked his way out of it.O

OYeah,&aid Max. OMaybe.OAnd that had been the last heOdsaid on
the subject.

The next event that had been marginally more stimulating than boun-
cing up and down out of synchrony with his horse had come the first
night out, when they were camped out under a tree set off by a ditch
from the side of the road. Max had proposed to put Jurtan through some
paceswith a rapier but Jurtan was already feeling too bent out of align-
ment - between the bruises, the flayed-raw patches, and the muscles go-
ing stiff asiron torture rods - to do more than lie flat on the ground on
his back. At that point Jurtan had had no idea of the stretching-out
routine Max was going to inflict on him first thing in the morning, every
morning, in the cold dim glow before a hint of sunrise. It clearly
wouldnOt have helped if Jurtan hadknown, he realized, since he was in
no shape either to sneak away from Max or to resist him while he was
around. If he had known what to expectin the morning he might have
forced himself to go to sleep faster so as not to lose out on his rest from
both ends; another thing he had yet to appreciate at that time was that
OmorningOfor Max alwaysmeant the predawn gloom, at least while he
was on the road. On balance,though, Jurtan was happy he hadnOwunder-
stood any of this that first night. It wasnOthat he thought the state of ig-
norance was desirable. Rather, if he had nodded off promptly he would
have missed MaxOs activity when he thought Jurtan had been asleep.

Jurtan had been resting there, his eyes closed, listening to the insects
harmonize with the constant background accompaniment of the source-
lessmusic in his head. Ever since Jurtan had discovered that he could ac-
tually channel the music, sometimes, through teeth-clenching concentra-
tion, he had beenworking to increase his control. There was no question
that the frequency of his contrapuntal seizures had been declining as a
result. Now, he often could react without even being fully aware of it, al-
most as a reflex, and before he had felt more than a slight fuzziness
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around the corners of his vision or a distant roar in his ears; he hadnOt
totally lost consciousnessor fallen over on his facein at leasttwo weeks.
The steady clip-clopping rhythm of his horse alone would have once
kept him in a perpetual stupor. Jurtan had also gotten better at pushing

the music into the background where it wouldnOt overwhelm his

thoughts on a constant basis, the way it had done for his entire life up

until the past few weeks. Still, when the music wanted to draw his atten-

tion to something, it wasnOshy about making itself felt. As Jurtan rested
under the tree and the stars, doing a much better imitation Oofa stone
sarcophagus than of a limber human, he thought afterward he might

even have been dozing, when a slyly insistent clatter of castanets
brought his eyes open.

In the light of the big moon he could seethe horses napping on their
feet in the same places theyOdoccupied when heOdsettled down. MaxOs
bedroll, though, was empty. Jurtan raised his head. There, in the line of
treesover by the stream E but who was Max talking to? All he could see
were two vague silhouettes outlined against the moonlit shimmer of the
birches. Well, it was none of his business.

Or was it? If Max was plotting with somebody to get them both in
danger B moredanger - that concerned Jurtan, sure enough. He creaked
his way off the ground up into a crouch and headed for the stream. An
attitude of care and stealth Jurtan thought, as grass and shrubbery
crunched beneath his feet, thatOghe ticket As he got closer, he realized
that MaxOscompanion had a slight internal glow, a sort of will-oO-the-
wisp effect, and that through the figureOsbody he could vaguely seethe
birch behind him. The low babble of their voices was barely distinguish-
able from that of the brook. Gradually, though, Jurtan beganto make out
more than just a combination of liquid murmurs.

OE about Shaa?0

OlOveeenthinking about trying to slide something past the Curse Ad-
ministrator,O Max said. OTryto get it annulled or supersededor even just
lost in the paperwork cycle.O

OTricky,Osaid the other form. ONotto mention chancy. | wouldnOt, if it
were me. Jardin hasE more active. You may want to wait until we can
better see what heOs up t0.0

OEO

Any closer and Jurtan knewMax would hear him. He had the feeling
Max and the other were starting to wrap up anyway. Jurtan eased
gingerly backtoward the campsite, trying to keep from casting too many
glancesover his shoulder in the direction of the stream. Justshort of his
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bedroll, he checkedbehind him again. The secondfigure was gone - heOd
had a quick impression of something like a sheet shaking itself out
where the other had been, but it must have been his imagination; there
was clearly nothing there but rocks and trees.

Max had said nothing the next day to indicate he realized Jurtan had
been eavesdropping, but still Jurtan wondered. Jurtan had learned
enough from Shaanot to want to be caught underestimating Max. If Max
knew, though, why wasnOthe accusing him? Maybe he didnOtcare. Or
perhaps he didnOtwant to risk giving Jurtan enough leverage to get him
to reveal who the other one had been, and what the two of them had
been discussing, by pulling the issue out into the open.

Jurtan had tried to file it away and forget it.

The only other episode of note had come the night after that. Max had
beeninterrogating Jurtan about the symptoms of his music disorder. Jur-
tan had been through most of this already with Shaaand heOdsaid as
much. OSinceitOsmy problem at the moment, not ShaaOs,Max had told
him, Ol want to know | have the facts straight.O

Ol1tOmy problem, too, and itOsgoing to stay my problem whether you
or Shaaare around or not.OJurtan had gotten testier asthe day went on
and his blisters had continued to break. In the middle of the afternoon
heOdalso been stung by a bee.Considering the state he was in, he didnOt
really care at that moment what nasty thing Max would say back at him.

Not for the first time, Max took him by surprise. He had one eye
closed and was looking up into the air with the other one while he
chewed on the corner of his lower lip. OWhy didnOtl think of this be-
fore?O he announced.

OThink of what?O Jurtan said nervously.

OHold still.O Max sank down next to him and placed the outspread fin-
gers of his left hand over JurtanOdorehead, the thumb in front of his ear
and the middle finger at the crown of his head. Something crackled
between MaxOdingertips and JurtanOskin. ODonOmmove! Are you hear-
ing music now?0

OUh,yes.OAt the top of his vision, green curlicues were dancing. OAre
you, uh, trying to read my mind?0O

OCloseyour eyes. ThatOsbetter. No, full telepathyOsa pretty heavy
deal; not my specialty either. Gotta match the impedances - huh!O

OWhat?0

OCanyou make it louder? Yeah! - like a clarinet on top of a bunch of
brass, is that what youOre hearing?0

OYou mean you can hear it, too?0O
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OThatOs not bad,® Max said appraisingly. OYou could dance to that.O

Jurtan jerked his head back. With a snap-shaps-snagnd a peppering of
small shocks Max lost his contact. OOw!Osaid Jurtan, rubbing his fore-
head. OYou going to tell me what you were doing there?0

Max scowled at him. He was shaking his hand as though heOdjust
pulled it back from a hot oven. OAn experiment, what did you think? It
was getting somewhere, too, until you ruptured the interface.O

OWhere was it getting? Into my thought2O

Olalready said this wasnOtelepathy, didnOtl? No, | was just trying to
listen in.O

OOn my thoughts!O

Max snorted. ONo, not your thoughts thatOswhat | keep trying to tell
you, not that IOmsure theyOreanything to write home about anyway. |
donOtknow what the hell is going on in that head of yours, but |Ovenever
heard of anything like it before. | donOtthink anyone could read your
mind if they were channeling the power of a volcano. All theyOdhear is
that music.O

The sound of slurping cut through JurtanOsnusings on the recent past.
He looked down. The earth the horse was stepping into was moist; it
placed its hoof again and water oozed out over it asthough the beasthad
stamped on a sponge. OMax?0 Jurtan said.

Jurtan had noted that the plain had been trending generally down-
ward asthey rode west and, Max had said, rather south. Now, Max had
reined up in front of him ahead of a tongue of shallow, stagnant water
broken with clumps of protruding grassand low mounds of earth. The
grasshad turned as much yellow asgreenin color; overall an unhealthy-
looking tone. Jurtan had an uncomfortable feeling the stalks might glow
in the dark, too. A smell of decayed vegetablestickled the air. And there
were bugs. Max swung himself off the horse and strolled toward the
edge of the water, stretching his back, his feet making squelching sounds
in the soggy earth, gazing off acrossthe water where a maze of sluggish
channels began. OThere,O said Max.

OThere,what?Osaid Mont. OWeOréoking at a swamp, thatOswhatOs
there.O

Olthink itOsmore of a bog,OMax said, eyeing the terrain in a profes-
sional manner, Oalthough you might go so far as to call it a marsh.O

OWhatdoes it matter what you call it? 1tOswet, isnOfit, and the parts
that arenOttotally wet are spongy.O An unpleasant thought had seized
him. OYou donOt really plan to gdn there, do you?0
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OWhy do think we went out of our way to be here in the first place?
Somewhere in there may be something weOve come to find.O

Find? Olthought we were going to Peridol for the Knitting, | didnOt
think we were out to Ofind® anything.O

OShowswhat you know, doesnOit?Osaid Max. He had been probing
the ground with the toe of his boot. Now, finding the surface of a low
ridge that extended some way out into the water to be marginally more
solid than the muck asawhole, he took first one and then another tentat-
ive step out along it, his horse reluctantly following. On his third step,
the sole of his foot continued down through the surface. Mud sloshed
over the top of his boot.

OThatOs disgusting,O Jurtan said.

OOf course itOs disgusting. 1tOs a swamp.O

Mont had to admit that Max didnOtlook terribly pleased, either, by the
prospect of sloshing through the ooze. OlfyouOreso dead-seton going in
there, why not use a boat? Why not use magic? For all we know, this
stuff could go all the way to the coast.O

OForall you know,0 Max muttered. OAsfar as| know, itOsot that far.
If this was regular ground, weOd be across it in a day.O

OHave you been here before?0

Olhad a reliable informant; at least | hope he was. You want to use a
boat, go ahead,find a boat.O

OWe could build a raft.0

OlOdove to build a raft. You want to tell me where youOregoing to
find wood?O

Mont looked around. The gentle rolling plain theyOdfollowed to the
edge of the swamp had been covered only with waving wild grain and
the occasionallow shrub. TheyOdseena few stands of trees, true, but the
last one had been an hourOsride back, and nothing cameto sight now as
he scannedthe horizon. He turned back to the water, eyed the mud with
a resigned glance, flopped off his own horse, and stepped after Max.
Then Jurtan realized he was wrong. There weresome treesin sight, twis-
ted gnarly things though they were. The problem with them was that
they were deeper into the swamp. Well, it might be better than nothing;
they werenOtthat much deeper. OWhat about those trees?Ohe said.
OCould we make a raft out of then?O

OWhich trees? The ones weOre heading toward?0

OOh,Gsaid Mont. OYoumean youOvebeen planning all along to check
out those trees and maybe use them to build a raft, only you wanted to
be sure to rub in again how dumb | am not to have understood it, right?0
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ONow, would | do something like that?O Max said distractedly.

OWell, okay, but what about magic, then? Is that what 1Omreally sup-
posed to ask?| know you said itOsusually more efficient to rely on phys-
ical means, but if itOs not that large a swamp anyway -O

A large bubble burst on the surface of the water to JurtanOdeft, releas-
ing the rank smell of spoiled eggs. JurtanOshorse knocked him in the
back with its head. Jurtan wished he knew how to tell the horse how
much he agreed with its assessment.Max had paused just ahead and
was looking around with an appraising manner. He sniffed the air. Jur-
tan had seen him do this before, usually when there wasnOtanything
worth smelling that heOdbeen able to detect, and so he had the general
idea that what Max was trying to sensewas not necessarily a physical
aroma.

Max looked around again, then spoke in a low voice. OlOveot reason
to believe magic wonOtwork right in this area, and evenif it did it prob-
ably wouldnOtbe a good idea to try. If the reports | heard are right, a guy
named Iskendarian used to work here.O

Oln a swamp?0

OHebuilt the swamp. He was a very clever fellow, very clever indeed.O

OOWasO0? Is he dead?0

OThatOsvhat they say. He hasnOtbeen around in a half-century or
more, at least not so anyoneOseen able to find him, and heOdprobably
be a hundred-fifty or two hundred years old by now anyway. Still, most
likely itOsnot a relevant question. For a sorcerer like Iskendarian, death
can be a matter of degree.O

OYou can besort ofdead?0

Max turned and again began gingerly picking his way deeper into the
swamp. OLetOpist say thereOs continuum between sleep and total loss-
of-consciousnessdeath. Even if he is absolutely dead, | may still be able
to get some information out of him. If heOs even here.O

OThis sure isnOta place 10dwant to be dead in,O Mont muttered,
pulling one foot free of a particularly clinging patch of ooze with a
mushy slurp. OWhatOsthis Iskendarian guy have that you want,
anyway?0

OKnowledge,OMax said. OMaybeanswers. That spell of Namelessness
the SwordOs wearing, for one.O

OYouOreot thinking this Iskendarian himself cast the spell on the
Sword, are you? Could Iskendarian castspells while heOslead? Is death
that relative?O
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Max grimaced. Ol donOtknow, but | think it might be better if | did,
donOtyou? The SwordOsSpell has certain hallmarks of IskendarianOs
style. ThereOsactually another question 10dbe even more interested in
getting an answer to. If Iskendarian did have anything to do with this
spell - a prospect | seriously doubt, mind you, but itOsalways worthwhile
to keep an open mind - well, the question is why would he bother?
When youOredead, you donOtget out much. How would he have even
met the Sword? NobodyOsseen Iskendarian for longer than the SwordOs
been alive.O

OYoudonOtknow where the Sword came from,0 said Mont. OHow do
you know how old hereally is?0

Max stopped, both legs submerged to mid-hip in the midst of a pair of
widening ripples, and looked thoughtfully over his shoulder at Mont,
one eyebrow raised. Then he nodded once, slowly, his lips screwed up
on one side in absent concentration. ONevertheless.O Max said,
Olskendarian probably doesnOthave anything to do with it. Someone
may have gotten hold of his notes, though, or if he was hard up enough
he might have actually taught somebody the technique. Even if the
spell®gyot nothing to do with Iskendarian, his own formula might sug-
gest a generic mechanism that could be used to undo it. And anyway |
was planning to stop off here sometime regardless of the Namelessness
thing. Iskendarian planted a reasonable portion of the foundations of
modern magic; by all accounts, he is - or was - a remarkably tricky guy,
so there may very well be something around worth learning from. And
as long we were headed in the right direction E OHe shrugged and
turned back to the slow struggle toward the gradually approaching trees.

Jurtan looked at the swamp, his mind picking out rough chords for
him on what sounded like a banjo. He had heard from Shaathat ruins
and pre-Dislocation rumors drew Max like a dehydrated sponge drew
water. Jurtan had held out what he had suspected was the forlorn hope
that he wouldnOthave to get too much direct knowledge of MaxOgeculi-
arities through personal experience. Shaa- suddenly Jurtan put together
something Max hadnOtexactly come right out and said in words. Max
had implied that Iskendarian might be a master of longevity or even re-
juvenation; that would have been the most natural way for him to be
walking around causing trouble at an age approaching two hundred.
And Shaawas certainly in need of some significant rejuvenation of his
own.
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Behind Jurtan, his horse was muttering again. Olsit a good idea to be
taking horses into this stuff?0 Jurtan asked. OMine doesnOseem to like
it.O

OltOsot great,0 agreed Max. OUnfortunately, we donOthave much
choice. We should end up coming out on the other side, for one thing,
and for another if we left them here weOd never see them again.O

OButif they sink out of sight into this stuff, weOllnever seethem again
either.O

OThatOs true enough. What would you do?00

Jurtan looked back at his horse. It was mucking along, probably mop-
ing a bit, but aside from the occasionalsnort it wasnOtreathing particu-
larly hard. One brown eye caught his with a disgruntled expression. The
horse wasnOtuite fed up yet, though. OHow about this,OJurtan sugges-
ted. OWemake it to the trees. If we can get a good enough raft out of
them, we try to take the horseswith us. If we canOtwe let them decide. It
looks like theyOre game if we are.O

Max took another step and disappeared beneath the surface. After a
moment he thrashed back into sight, his hair drooping over his head as
though heOdacquired a drowned muskrat for a toupee. He spit out a
mouthful of water. OGame,O he said. ORight. Some game.O

They sloshed and floundered their way ahead, the trees beckoning
them on. Max reached the grove first, having gained even more ground
on Jurtan, who had beenwasting alot of his energy swinging at mosqui-
toes, and climbed out onto a low hillock barely awash with water.
OHuh,0 said Max.

OWhat is it? Is there something wrong with the trees?0

OForgetthe trees,OMax said. His horse followed him onto the mound
and in among the scrubby trunks, and then the two of them began to
drop down out of sight. Jurtan thrashed forward more vigorously and fi-
nally struggled out onto the ridge himself. The additional height let him
seeover the front side of the hillock and its marsh grassand down onto a
clear-water channel a short distance back, where Max was examining a
flat barge-like boat. A mostly decayed net of woven reeds had been
thrown back onto the bank. Olt looks old,O said Max, Obut solid.O

OWhose do you think it is?0

OlwouldnOtbe surprised if it was the manOsimself; IskendarianOsAt
the moment, though, 10d say itOs ours.O

No one else arrived to question that presumption. After Max had
checkedthe boat for traps and judged it clean, they managed to coax the
horseson board by having them step straight off the bank. Although the
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boat rocked alarmingly and shipped water over its low gunwales, it
showed no serious signs of becoming unbalanced. The attitude of the
horses was not remarkably improved by the move from muck to boat.
Once they were tied down and the boat had stopped lurching from side
to side, however, their nervous whickering began to quiet.

The boat was really more of a raft with what amounted to a small
fence around its outside edge. With the four of them on board it proved
crowded. It had gotten them out of the bottom ooze, though, and when
Max and Jurtan setto work with the poles they had found lashed to the
deck, they discovered a similar improvement in their speed compared to
slurping through the goop. A maze of sluggish channelsamong the twis-
ted trees led them further into the swamp.

Around the middle of the afternoon, they negotiated another hairpin
turn in the channel, got hung up for a moment in the roots of one of the
tentacular mangroves, as Max had taken to calling them, and then
emerged into an area of relatively open water. The swamp grasseswere
the thickest here that theyOdyet encountered, the height of their stalks
rising toward the center of the lagoon until they were at least as tall as
the tops of the mangroves. Max poled the raft toward the spot where the
grass seemedmost luxuriant. The grass bent reluctantly before them, oc-
casionally lashing back with a small slap. Their sight of the landscape,
such as it was, quickly faded and was lost behind the ascending wall of
weeds. Several vessel lengths farther along, though, the bottom of the
barge grated along a concealed obstacle and then ground to a complete
halt, the bow canted slightly upward.

The grasseshad not after all mutated to ascendto gigantic heights but
were planted on a low island, its surface barely out of the water. OThis
looks like the place.O Max said.

OThereOs no castle here,O said Mont. OThereOs not even a hut.O

OOI@tant you it is alittle surprising not to find anything OMax mused.
OMaybethere is something here that weOrenot seeing. It could have de-
cayed, | suppose, or gotten blown away. Or maybe there wassomething
here, but itOs moved.O He looked suddenly thoughtful.

OYou mean, like KarliniOs castle? Or do you think this is where
KarliniOs castle actually came from?0O

Max continued looking around and peering over the top of the grass
line, now brought closer to his own tiptoe height since he was standing
on the island. ONo, | don0t, actually, but itOs an interesting possibility.O
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A more practical consideration abruptly suggesteditself to Jurtan. OltOs
going to be getting dark pretty soon. Are we gonna spend the night
here?0O

ODo you have a better suggestion?0

Olknew you were going to say something like that.OJurtan said with
resignation. OShould we let the horses out?O

They let the horses out. As the horses tried snacking on the marsh
grass, dubious expressions prominently displayed, Max and Jurtan
spread out to examine the small island, Jurtan heading for its center. He
was heartily sick of stepping into muck and goo and so was keeping his
eyesprimarily on his feet and the ground around them. Still, there were
enough of the tall plants around interfering with his view that at first he
didnOtrealize what he had walked onto when he felt something crunch
beneath his foot. He bent down to inspect the ground. A small beaked
skull extended just beyond the toe of his boot, and the bones of a foot-
long wing were outspread on either side of his heel. OMax,0 he said.

On his way back over toward MontOsposition from the far side of the
island, Max turned up half-a-dozen birds of his own in various states of
disrepair. Jurtan had found a few more himself. OWhy only birds?Ohe
said. Olf thereOssomething around here thatOspoisonous or something,
why does it only affect birds?0O

OMaybe something drives ground-huggers away that birds are too
dumb to notice.OMax said. OWhatabout you? Is that music of yours giv-
ing you any hints?0

JurtanO=ars had been treating him to an increasingly expectant blare
of horns underlined by a rapid-paced marching beatfrom a kettle drum.
Oltthinks this place is POwhat was that phrase Shaaliked to use? O-a
location of interest, all right.O

The sun took that moment to easebelow the horizon and the sudden
gloom leapt out at them. OWhatOshat other squeaking sound?OJurtan
asked. OReal high-pitched and faint?0

Ol canOhear it myself,Osaid Max, Obecauseat my advancing age my
hearing doesnOtgo that high any more, but 10dsuspect itOsbats. You
catch that other noise, like a few sheetsof dry old paper flapping? Bat
wings. |IOmsurprised you can hear them squeaking over the gurgling of
this swamp.O

The sky overhead was still reasonably bright. Max looked up into it
with suddenly narrowed eyes,at the increasing clouds of bats swooping
and twirling after the mosquitoes. About time something showed up to
take care of the bugs, too. He thought again about the birds. Some of
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those dead birds had broken skulls, asthough theyOdflown headfirst in-
to something they couldnOt see. But bat&

OWhy are they doing that?OMont said. OThebats. | can seethem kind
of flopping by overhead there, but thereOssort of a round place where
they donOt seem to go, right over the middle of the island.O

The sky and the first few stars shone clearly through the areathe bats
were avoiding, but avoiding it they were. OThebirds canOseeit, but the
bats can,OMax said, gazing up with a grin. OThatOsur spot, up there.O
That was whatever they had come for, suspended in the air and con-
cealed inside a refraction zone.
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Chapter

NEWS ON THE RIVER

ONOTHING NEW, EH?0

The Great Karlini looked up from the reference book perched open on
his lap. Above the book and a comfortable distance in front of his face,in
his favorite individual work-space, sat a three-dimensional matrix of
colored crystalline beads,all in shadesof green and blue. ONot a thing,0
said Karlini. ODid you bring that sandwich you mentioned?0

Ol did indeed,O Shaa replied, producing the snack from behind his
back and uncovering it on its plate with a flourish of napkin. Olbrought
more tea, too,Ohe added, moving the plate to reveal the small pitcher on
which it had been balanced as well.

Karlini, still eyeing his work, picked up a neatly sliced sandwich half
and took a bite. Then he pulled the sandwich away from his face and
stared at it warily. OWhat is in this thing?O

OThemain framework, | believe, is one of those onion-wheat rolls we
took on in Roosing Oolvaya,0 Shaa said, poking at the remaining half
with his finger. OThetwo principal internal constituent components are
the river anchovies, fresh, and the chopped tomato-and-lettuce mixture,
although | did take the liberty of adding some of that mashed egg-white
batter stuff you like. Also, a lengthwise-sliced pickle.O

OMayonnaise,(Karlini said, taking another tentative bite. OThatwhat
Max said itOscalled. He found the recipe in some old scrap he was trans-
lating; turned out to be a cookbook or some kind of wrapper for a food
container, | think, instead of an instruction manual. YouOresure thereOs
nothing fishy beside the anchovies?O

OReasonablycertain,Osaid Shaa.He went so far asto easethe top of
the roll back to reinspect the contents. OWhy, donOt you like it?0

OWhatOsiot to like? | just wanted to make sure nothing got transub-
stantiated on your way down from the kitchen.O
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Olt does pay to be prudent,O Shaa agreed. OWere you expecting
something of the sort? In my experience, fish have much less of a tend-
ency to mutate once theyOve landed on a plate.O

OWeOveaalready had one water-related manifestation,O Karlini re-
marked in the midst of a munch. Olthought it would be a good idea to
keep a weather eye peeled for any more, donOt you think?0

Oltake it, then, that youOrespeaking from intuition and not because
youOve actually come up with something?0O

Karlini took a swig of iced tea. Olsit my imagination or hasyour mood
perked up?0

OlOmalways happiest when some force | donOtknow is trying to de-
molish me.O

OWe still donOtknow for sure that anythingOs really happening,O
Karlini said cautiously.

OAn omen, then,Osaid Shaa. OAn ambiguousomen, if youOdrather. A
sign is still a sign; whichever way you slice it, it isnOevery day the lower
stretch of the River Oolvaan decides to throw icebergs at you. You
havenOtletected a hand behind it, then? Or The Hand, | suppose, for that
matter?0

ONo hands, no arms, no appendages of any sort.O

OWell, that is what we expected,O reflected Shaa. OAny further
thoughts about just mooring in the river and sending a scout down
ahead in the skiff, or even overland?0

OStill sounds like overkill to me.O

OHmm,OShaasaid. Ol agree. Among the lot of us there shouldnOtbe
much we canOt handle. However, one does like to stack the deck.O

Oltprobably wasnOwn omen at all,OKarlini reasoned, Oandit probably
wasnOtan attack either, and even if it was it probably wasnOtirected at
us.O

Oltcertainly seemedlike an attack at the time. What are you trying to
do, spoil all the fun? As much fun as one can get from anticipating
calamity, that is.O

OYouarein a good mood, arenOt you.O

OlOmalways in a good mood,O Shaa stated. OMy family is known for
our equal temperament. Sinceyou havenOfound out anything about the
ice-apparition itself, | presume youOvebeen gathering intelligence about
doings in Oolsmouth? It would appear prudent to do that, at least, as
long as the intelligence collection has a justifiably parsimonious over-
head of its own. Judicious employment of that aerial surveillance probe
of yours, perhaps?0
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Karlini squinted at Shaa across the top of the remaining section of
sandwich, a protruding anchovy drooping tail-first down past his cheek.
OYou havenOt been peeking in at me from the hall, have you?O

With a theatrical flourish, Shaashielded his eyeswith one hand. OBy
your answer, | take it that you have, in fact, beenoperating said probe in
the vicinity of Oolsmouth. | will further predict that you found things to
be perfectly normal. Shall | proceed to my next feat?O

ONo,OKarlini said sourly, OthatoneOsjuite enough, thank you. Why
did | even bother to take the time in the first place if you already knew
what | was going to find?O

OWell, it is axiomatic that aerial reconnaissanceis most useful after a
natural disaster, or from our point of view an unnatural one, or when
one happens to be looking for an army lost somewhere in the woods,
say. It takes a lot to disrupt the normal functioning of a city to the degree
where itOsvisible from the air. On the other hand, getting down to the
person-to-person level is tedious and time-consuming, chews up energy,
and leaves one open to counterforce retaliation by anti-scrutiny counter-
measure shields. You are good at this, | know, and youOvespent a lot of
time and effort advancing your methods as well, so donOtfeel IOmbeing
critical; not in the least. The world just imposes certain constraints. As
you know perfectly well. You knew asfully asl| what your effort would
probably yield.O

OYes,&aid Karlini, Owell. | tried to locate Groot, but heOsot to be
found. His house and warehouses are locked up, and under guard, too.
And before you start to pester me again, yes, | checked the prisons, but
theyOresearch-screenedas a matter of routine, so, all right, yes, | was just
being thorough.O

OlsnOihere some way of getting hold of Groot or his people directly?0
Shaasaid, looking thoughtfully at the beamsof the low ceiling. ODoesnOt
he have some kind of magician on his staff?0

Olthink he does. In fact, | know he does. One of the usual mercantile
specialists keepsin touch with his trading parties and ships and all those
far-flung kind of things.O

OShips?0

They adjourned from KarliniOsworkroom, which also served as a sail-
locker, and proceeded toward the bridge. While they were making their
way acrossthe main deck through the maze of lashed-down trade goods,
Tildamire suddenly appeared from behind the mainmast, an exercise
book in hand. OHi,Oshe said. OYouguys come up with anything good
yet?0
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OAreyou deliberately dogging my steps,OShaagrumbled, Ooris this
constant serendipity the pure result of a malign fate?OHe held up his
hand. ONo,donOtell me; mystery is an endangered resource asit is. Dog
away, if you must.O

Not that she needs encouragementthought Shaa. Perhaps if he
threatened to deliver a lecture she would go away. OWeare hoping to
contact GrootOs communications mediator,O he added.

OThat sounds interesting,O Tildy said cautiously.

OActually, itOsnot,O said Shaa. OCommunications mediator is a fairly
tedious job and not without its wearing aspects,since many things can
interfere with messagesand focusing them becomes much harder the
farther they have to go; the usual radiative inverse-square laws apply
here.OOstentatiously pedantic, he began to count off his points on his
fingers. OLike most other spell-work, the throughput is low becauseyou
usually need to rest up for awhile after arbitrating significant message
traffic. 1tOsa specialized skill requiring a lot of higher math. ThereOsilso
the problem of contacting the communicator, since his or her expertise is
designed around contacting you; outgoing requires different protocols
than incoming.You see? Not flashy at all.O

Karlini preceded them up onto the quarterdeck, where the captain was
staring with a sage seamanOgxpression down the river ahead of the
ship. River traffic had been picking up over the past few hours, indicat-
ing (if any of them were in doubt) that they were fast approaching the
Oolsmouth district. OA key?Othe captain said, echoing KarliniOs ques-
tion. OAye,a key IOvegot, and a key 10Ovebeen using, too. Waste of time
itOdbeen. Gazoont, thatOsis name, Meester GrootOdacilitator; not a clev-
er sort like your lot, donOtyou know, but heO®eenregular enough in the
past.O

Karlini exchanged a OhmmOwith Shaa. Tildamire appeared on the
verge of joining them, but after a glance at Shaashe thought better of it.
OWecould give Gazoont the benefit of the doubt and say heOn vaca-
tion,O suggested Karlini.

OToo much coincidence,O Shaa said to Tildy. OFar too much.O

OlOninclined to agreewith you, Dr. Shaa,Ghe captain stated. OldonOt
know whether this Gazoont fellow is dead, or whether heOdeft Meester
GrootOs service, or what-all else might be afoot -O

OCommunications could be jammed at the source,OKarlini said dubi-
ously, Oalthough | didnOtpick up the kind of hashin the carrier medium
you expect with that.O
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ONextyouOllbe talking about atmospheric conditions being inconclus-
ive,Osaid Shaa.OWhichis to say, itOsall smoke. The important fact is that
Gazoont is not answering. | find that unhappily suggestive.| would treat
it as a priority to get some hard news about what is awaiting us up
ahead.O

OPerhapsyou donOthave long to wait,O said the captain. He gestured
with his pipe, pointing the stem out beyond the port bow. A barge was
floating upriver toward them, taking advantage through its sail of the
breeze at its back. OOutbound from Oolsmouth within the last day,Ohe
added. OSheOll come within hailing distance in a moment.O

OWhatwas that key stuff you were talking about?OTildy asked Shaain
a low voice.

Shaacrossed his arms and leaned on the rail guarding the drop from
bridge to main deck. Olfyou need to contact a communicator, you gener-
ally have to have their address, which is to say their aura recognition
pattern. The communicator can publish this address by imprinting it on
some small object, the Okey,@hich for the sake of convenienceis usually
a token of some sort. Creation of a usable key isnOteasy, so a particular
communicator usually doesnOproduce too many of them. They can be
fairly dangerous in the wrong hands, too, since releasing a key detailed
enough for someoneto contact you with can also let a properly trained
person locate you in return, or even mount his own attack; this is another
reason that not too many folks become communicators. Captain, does
Oolsmouth have a public communicator that you know of?0

The captain cocked his head to one side, while still watching the ap-
proach of the barge. OMight be one at the Hall of the People, but if | donOt
mistake my own memory she works straight for the politicians, not free-
lance or for hire. | do have to say | never did trust that Gazoont fellow.
Nothing you could put your thumb on, mind you, but youOllbe knowing
how it is.O

OCommunicators do have guild associationsto consider,Ocommented
Shaa,Oandthe endorsement of their guild requires an upstanding record
of appropriate loyalty and honorable behavior, but when it comes right
down to it | suppose theyOreas much subject to bribes or suborning as
anyone else.O

Cupping his hands around his mouth, the captain took aim at the
barge and let loose with tremendous volume. OAhoy, PilodarO0O

A much fainter reply came back. OAhoy, Profit! Have you heard youOre
under new ownership?O

OWhat was that? New ownership, did you say?0
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OAye, most likely! YouOre a ship of GrootOs, arenOt you?O

OAye, that we are!O

OGrootOsun hard aground!O said the man on the Pilodar. The barge
was now close enough for the captain to quit flaying his larynx. Shaa
tentatively releasedthe muffling palm he was holding over his ear. OOn
what shoalO?0 called Captain Luff.

OThe Powers-that-Be,Othe Pilodar said ominously. Captain Luff ex-
changed a glance with Karlini and Shaa.

Shaashrugged. Ol thought Groot was oneof the powers-that-be,O he
said.

OAye,Gsaid the captain. He cupped his hands again. OWhatmore can
you tell us?0

Olt be wiser not to be discussing this at all!O

OCaptain Moore, is it? When weOrein port together, I0lIstand you a
round!O

The two captains exchanged pleasantries, but soon the ships had be-
gun to draw apart and there was clearly nothing to be gained by con-
tinuing. OThe Pile-oO-DoughthatOswhat sheOsalled on the river,O the
captain said, watching the barge retreat.

OThecontrast between the high-technology of modern sorcery and the
low-tech ways of the world is always remarkable, donOtyou think?O said
Shaa.OOnthe other hand, hollering back and forth may be crude, but
thereOs no denying it works.O

OJustbecausel couldnOtfind out what was happening is no reason to
-O Karlini began.

OJustso you know,O Shaatold him, Olam not pleasedto find my earli-
er vague suspicions confirmed.O

OThereOs deviltry afoot, sure enough,O said Captain Luff.

OAye, there is,Oagreed Shaa.OPerhapswe should consider bypassing
the Oolsmouth port altogether.O

OOolsmouth docks and leveescontrol all passagesouth to the sea,Ghe
captain pointed out, OTheseveral channels of the Oolvaan delta donOt
start until the other side of Oolsmouth.O

OArethere any turnoffs between our current position and Oolsmouth?
Any side channels?O

ONot a one, Doctor Shaa, not a one.O

OHmm,Osaid Shaa. OWe could turn around and return to Roosing
Oolvaya, or anchor in place here and wait for things to play out in Ools-
mouth, or disembark passengersfor an overland trip. However, all these
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options would waste time and, more significantly, wouldnOt necessarily
solve anything.O

OMeesterGrootOstroubles could travel toward us on the river,O the
captain suggested. OIf these Powers-that-Be decide to send forces after
us, if indeed for some reason someoneis looking for this very ship -Ohe
directed a hard gaze at Shaa,which Shaareturned with a pleasant and
guileless one of his own O-aye, as | say, a writ of seizure from Ools-
mouth might very well be honored in Roosing Oolvaya.O

OOreven if it wasnOtwe might still be impounded until things settle
themselves out,0 added Karlini.

OOne could consider the old plague-on-the-ship trick,O Shaa said.

ODovyou know,O said the captain, Ol myself have seen plague ships
burnt to the waterline by dock wardens, or blasted completely to
smithereens. Plague ships, aye, and even one that had only the rumor of
it without the slightest boil or fever in a single man jack aboard. Perhaps
the legalities were consulted afterward, perhaps not.O

Oltmay be reasonableto leave that particular stratagem in reserve for
a later time,O agreed Shaa.

OWe could just turn ourselves over,O the captain said. OPerhaps
Meester Groot has the wrong of it, and this new owner Captain Moore
spoke of has the right.O

Shaaraised a skeptical eyebrow, Karlini resorted to goggling his eyes,
and Tildy dropped her jaw disbelievingly.

OOTwasonly a suggestion,Osaid the captain, eyeing them. Ol didnOt
mean nothing by it.O

OWethus return by the processof elimination to our central course,O
Shaasaid, Owhich is to continue on in to Oolsmouth, handling problems
asthey arise in the manner we have evolved through long practice. After
all. we are at least forewarned, and forewarned is forearmed, which
brings one halfway to octopod status, not an unhelpful place to be at all.O

OYeah,B&aid Karlini, making a sour face, Obutit sounds like we may
have to face one of the worst menacesin the civilized world - a bureau-
crat armed with some official document.O

OAh,OShaa said mysteriously, Obutwe are not without useful docu-
ments of our own. Nor would this be all the preparation available to us.
Come, let us reason together cratftily.
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Chapter 9

A TINCTURE OF LIVERWORT

THE POWER OF A STRONG ARM, Haalsen Groot had always
thought, is lessthan that of a strong mind. Like all aphorisms, this one
had situations where it was likely to fail, such as the one where the
strong arm was facing down the strong mind in close quarters in the
same room, with the strong mindOsmouth gagged and its arms lashed
behind its back. Things are rarely perfect. Nevertheless, in the past heOd
taken the attitude that heOdather fail while trying a stratagem than suc-
ceedthrough a coupdemain. Groot thought it did put things in perspect-
ive, though, to remember that his previous philosophy had beenadopted
in the abstract, without any foreseeableexpectation of actually having to
test its validity, rather than from the vantage point of a thick-walled cell
in a jail with his leg chained to the floor.

Which was not to say that Groot had a philosophical objection to em-
pirical methods. He was keeping the candle on the far side of the cell
from him in casethe door beganto open suddenly and he needed to take
advantage of the additional gloom to try to quickly conceal his work,
which meant he was operating as much by touch as sight; on the whole,
he thought the final effect would be much superior if he wasnOinterrup-
ted before all the pieces were in place. He finished spreading the first
coat of solvent acrossthe face of the concrete block of variant composi-
tion he had spotted earlier; the newer, more crumbly one at the junction
of ceiling and outer wall. JulioOseconnaissanceand a bit of triangulation
had revealed that GrootOgyuess concerning the nature of that particular
block had been more or less correct. Barred ventilation holes that had
been part of the original construction in many of the cells had indeed
been subsequently blocked off. As Groot had estimated, these now-van-
ished windows had opened onto the outside air, that much was true, but
the openings had not emerged at ground level, or not exactly, anyway.
The prison section of the Hall of the People was surrounded by a deep
trench dug into the ground around the footings of the building, asa sort
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of adry moat. Unlike the more usual objective served by moat-building,

that of keeping unwanted visitors out, this one had, of course, been de-
signed to help keep unwilling visitors in. Although there would have
been a two-story drop from the window to the bottom of the trench,
some prisoner had apparently managed to navigate the hazard at some
heroic time in the past, for the openings had all been obliterated by rock
fill and new concrete and the top of the trench had been closed off as
well by a grating of iron grillwork.

Even before Groot had finished covering the surface, the pasty solvent
had begun to foam. He dipped the spatula into the wooden pot once
more, used it to neatly square off the one remaining corner of block,
hopped carefully off the bench, and moved the bench back against the
opposite wall. The solvent, basedon atincture of pressedliverwort in an
alkaline broth, was both well tested and fairly nontoxic, at least if you
werenOimade of concrete, or such had beenthe claim of the chemist Julio
had located. Still, Groot didnOtparticularly want the stuff dripping on his
head or down his back, so he was content to watch it work from across
the cell. The solvent had filled a shallow reservoir at the bottom of the
large dinner pot; Groot estimated heOdused about half of his supply thus
far.

Another implement had been concealedwithin the pot aswell: a skel-
eton key. Groot inserted it into the lock on his leg chain, and after creak-
ing to itself and shape-shifting its outline in a quick blur and with a
tingling vibration against his fingers, the key found its match. The lock
clacked open.

Groot replaced the key in its slot and lowered the large crock of stew
into the pot after it, concealing key and solvent alike beneath its false
bottom; the crock locked itself into place with a small click. The solvent
had all been present when the dinner had been delivered although the
level of stew had been a bit low, no doubt due to some judicious taste-
testing on the part of the jailer as he made his inspection, but that was,
after all, his prerogative, even with the bribes that Groot made sure kept
coming his way.

Julio had used a runner hired off the street to deliver the meal. Hope-
fully, that would insulate him from immediate implication if the scheme
failed, and both Julio and Eelmon were nowhere in the vicinity at the
moment. Still, Groot thought, therearetimeswhenrisks must berun, and
since those who were holding him were obviously expecting him to try
something of the sort, it would be best not to disappoint them.
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The foam was letting off a small sizzle as it worked its way through
the cement matrix. It was not dripping down the wall, as Groot had anti-
cipated; instead, the solvent was sticking firmly to its area of application
and was, in fact, sinking with alacrity deeper into the block. He heard a
small clatter of pebble against rock as a chunk of embedded gravel fell
free onto the solid block below, the cement around it turning to goo and
then to slush, followed by an irregular patter as the rest of the material
began to slide free as well. At one upper corner daylight suddenly
peeped through. Groot squinted his eyesjust in case,but when no stab of
pain resulted from seeingthe sun after a day in stygian dungeon gloom,
he shrugged to himself and opened them again, albeit with a careful
squint. Of course, he hadhad a candle, and the new light from outside
wasnOexactly direct sunlight spilling down into the dry moat, but rather
a fuzzy daytime glow; there was surely no need to get histrionic about
this thing, Groot thought, frowning. OStygian gloom,O indeed.

Trying to keep atighter grip on his senseof proportion, Groot crossed
back to the rapidly vanishing block. It looked much less like rock now
and much more like a chunk of almost-melted ice. On the other side of
the opening, by the side of the outer wall, a length of rope dropped into
view. OHello?O Groot hissed carefully.

OWho calls?Oanswered a deep rumbly whisper, followed by a short
round of muffled coughing.

OGroot,O he confirmed.

There was no need to ask who was on the other end. Once indoors and
away from the clinging river air, MaxOscaravan-mate Svin had quickly
thrown off his shakesand chills and had proceeded to eat steadily for the
better part of a week, rapidly filling out much of the mass heOdshed and
beginning to look lesslike a sheared seven-foot sheepand more like the
barbarian fighting machine of prototypical legend. The cough remained,
however, although it seemedto be triggered now mostly by speechand
exercise.Svin hadnOtbeen talking much, but he hadbeen spending most
of his time working out, so the top floor and screened roof-deck of
GrootOshouse - where Svin had been staying in seclusion and out of
sight - had beenrattled alternately by the thud and thump of his exer-
tions and the rack of his booming catarrh.

Using the thick cloth that had swaddled the stewpot, Groot pushed the
slurry of foaming gravel that was now all that remained of the concrete
block away from him over the edge of the wall, wiped the facing surfaces
clean, and rolled the cloth over the side after the goo. As his earlier es-
timation had implied, the revealed open spacewas big enough for atight
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squeezethrough to the outside. Groot stretched one arm ahead through
the opening, grasped the outer edge, boosted himself headfirst into the
breach, and wiggled carefully forward. A quick glance down over the
rim showed that the cloth and the remains of the block had already
merged into the expanseof leaves, branches,mounded dirt, and assorted
litter that lined the bottom of the moat. He twisted enough to crane his
head upward.

The rope rose another ten feet to terminate in a hook which was
looped over a stout iron crossbarsupporting the local section of grating.
Perched on the low retaining wall on the plaza side was the figure of Sv-
in, his back toward the moat, sitting with the contained menace of a
lolling jungle cat, his hands clasped around his knees and his back lean-
ing backward over the screenedmoat. OWhatabout this grating?OGroot
asked softly.

ORust,&aid Svin. Oltis rotten and will snap under your weight. Grasp
the thin part next to the rope.O

OVerywell.O It was credible, which was what was required. OProceed
to your diversion now, if you would. Remember, no killings - are you
clear on that?0

Oltis no task for a warrior born,OSvin commented, Obutl am getting
used to that sort of thing.O

OGood, as long as we are clear. Contact Julio when youOve finished.O

Svin grunted. Olam a barbarian, not an infant; | can remember instruc-
tions.O He unfolded himself to his feet and strode off.

Groot grunted for good measure. The man had done his task. Using
the arm he had left outstretched behind him, Groot took hold of the in-
ner lip of the wall and drew himself backward. As his chest emerged
from the passagewayback into the cell and his weight dropped him back
toward the bench, his grip on the outside slipped at just the wrong in-
stant and his head lashed up and bashed itself against the rock above
him. He gritted his teeth and paused for a moment until the wave of pain
eased.

Guilt by associationthatOsll this is anyway,he thought to himself. Maxi-
millian and the rest of themlike this kind of nonsensefighting with guards,
sneakingin and out of buildings, amusingthemselvesvith featsof daring, but
not me;give mea backroom,an accountbook,and a well-filled pipeany day. If
it hadnOtbeen for the money and his investment, he never would have
gotten involved with them in the first place. And look what it had
brought him to now. Fah! How he had gotten a reputation asa person of
physical action himself, why the forces of Oolsmouth officialdom had
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felt it necessaryto lock him up, and why they nonethelessexpected him
to try some miraculous escape, was beyond him. Irrational, not to
mention E

His mind caught up in thought, Groot eased himself the last inches
backward, felt for the bench with his toes and then let his weight fully
down onto it, stretched out his back with a satisfying lumbar pop,
stepped off the bench onto the floor, and started to turn, with the inten-
tion of seating himself where he could catch the sluggish air now circu-
lating through his new window and trying to freshen his environment.
Instead, his turn brought with it its own surprises. The cell door was
standing open and a familiar face was framed in it. OWhatdo we have
here, now, then, your lordship?O said the jailer.

There was still no reason not to make himself comfortable, at least for
the moment, so Groot resumed his motion and lowered himself to the
bench. OWhat does it look like?O he said crossly.

OWhy, an escape, your lordship, that it does.O

OHow can it be an escape if IOm still here?0

OAnN escapeattempt sir, then, if you please.You shouldnOtdo this sort
of thing; you know that. IOIl have to report this, surely | will.O

Of courseyouOlfeportit, you nincompoopthatOgour job. Instead of that
remark, though., Groot said. OHow can| betrying to escapeif | was com-
ing backinto the cell?0

OYougot stuck, couldnOtsqueezeyourself through, then, could you?
One too many steins of the stout, was it? O

OOnthe contrary,O stated Groot. Olf you will investigate for yourself,
you will clearly seethat this ventilation shaft is quite wide enough for
both of us to passat once.| was merely having alook at the weather and
wondering where that bit of wall went to while | was dozing.O

The jailer was looking a bit smug, and not a little reassured. OChecking
the lay of the land, then, were you?Ohe chuckled. OWell, no matter.OHe
had crossed the cell and was examining the hole for himself. OWhatOs
this, then - a rope?0

OThatOs what it looked like to me. What do you think itOs doing there?O

OPerhapsyouOll be telling the magistrate that yourself, then, wonOt
you. You may think youOresomething, sir, but youOreno match for the
likes of us, now, are you? Hah! - and whatOs this?0

OThisOwas the loose chain and empty leg manacle. OIf you please,
sir?Othe warder proposed. Groot allowed himself to be shackled again.
As the jailer straightened, a muffled pounding, cameto them from down
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the hall, along with someone shouting inaudible words. OWhatOshis,
then?0

OPerhaps youOve been ignoring some other prisoner?0 Groot
suggested.

ONot that racket, sir; thatOscoming from the entrance hall. You mind
yourself here, sir, 10llbe back with you straight away. And 10lIbe taking
this, too, if you donOtmind,O he added, carrying the stewpot with him to
the door. Groot watched from his bench, arms crossedover his chest. His
hand on the door to closeit, the jailer paused. OYouOra gentlemen, sir,
of that thereOs no doubt.O

OOh? Why is that?0

OA strong fast one like you. not trying to cosh me and grab my keys
while there you were, free of the chain. A smart move, though, 10llhave
you know. You might have made it through to the door, but after that,
then, well E OHe shrugged. OTheremight just have beena small detach-
ment loitering about out in the front who wouldnOtbe askindly disposed
toward you as a pleasant fellow such as|. OThe jailer touched his hand
to his forelock.

OMy man will show you our appreciation,O Groot told him.

OYou stay put now.O the jailer warned, securing the door behind him.

Of courselOlistay put, thought Groot, thatOshe wholeidea.Now that the
jailer had found the nefarious action they had expected, and had easily
headed it off, they would hopefully feel they had everything under con-
trol, which in turn should give Julio and Groot the freedom to concen-
trate on some real preparations. He settled back to think, and bide his
time.

He didnOthave to wait long, asit turned out, for it wasnOmore than a
minute before Warder Clang was back. The jailerOsshoulders, though,
were hunched, as though he were unconsciously trying to protect him-
self from an ax-blow in the back, and his face was setin a deep frown.
Pushing open the door, he said. OThese visitors would speak with - 0of!O

OOutof our way,O snapped the first of the men behind him, unneces-
sarily, since his contemptuous shove had already sent the jailer reeling
off to one side. The man raised a gloved finger as Clang recovered his
balance with a hand against the wall and wheeled to confront him.
OQuiet,O the man directed.

The three visitors filed slowly into the cell and arranged themselvesin
a line facing Groot. They were dressed identically, all in black, black
breeches,black tunics, black gloves, and black masks pulled over their
heads and stuffed down their necks into the shirts. Oval cutouts lined
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