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Prologue

OAUNTIE LEEN! AUNTIE LEEN! Look what | found!O

Auntie Leen, also known as the Keeper of the Imperial Archives,
raised her eyesabove the lensesof her reading glassesasthe three-year-
old figure of her nephew skidded to an uncertain halt next to her desk.
In the midst of a frenetic bustle of waving arms she could seethat both
hands were empty, and the pockets exhibited no more than their typical
bulge. OVery well,O said Leen. OIOniooking. What are you hiding, and
where are you hiding it?0

He was tugging insistently at her hand. OHere! Come here!O

Robin had beenrummaging somewhere off in the back, playing hide-
and-seekwith himself among the uneven aislesand coating himself with
his usual cloud of grime. With her free hand, Leen slid an acid-free
marker into the ancient book and closed the crumbly cover, leaving it
perched on the reading stand, and picked up her lantern. Although her
work areawas liberally furnished with candles, thus slowing the deteri-
oration in her eyesight, the deeper reachesof the archive had only the il-
lumination one brought to them. How had Robin been able to see
whatever heOd discovered?

As Robin trotted ahead of her off into the darkness, a blue glow spread
out ahead of him, lighting his way through the crates and leaning piles
of scrolls and books. Leen scowled to herself. Shemust be getting prema-
turely dotty, on top of blind, or perhaps it was mere engrossmentin the
book, although that was an excusewith more charity than Leen was usu-
ally willing to allow herself. Nevertheless, absentmindedness was the
least dangerous explanation she could claim. Puttering about in the dust
while mumbling non sequiturs was professionally expected of an archiv-
ist, but when you stopped backing it up with a lucid mind it meant
trouble. One day youOreforgetting the trick tunic you yourself had given
the boy with the very goal of making it safer for him to prowl through
your domain, as she had done at his age when it was her grandfather at
the great desk, and soon youOveadvanced to fuddling the sequencefor
disarming the door wards, with the immediate sequelaeof an expanding
cloud of archivist-shaped vapor and, of course, the election of a new
archivist,

Robin pulled up next to a long spill of books and more than a few
freely floating pages and stood hopping impatiently from foot to foot.
The glow from the runes on his shirt diffused out through a hanging
cloud of fresh dust. Come to think of it, Leen did vaguely remember a



crash and thud some ten pages earlier in her own reading, but it hadnOt
seemed nearly serious enough to rouse her. Leen took a look around.
They appeared to have arrived at a wall, or at least a room-sized pillar.
There were many similar spots around the catacombs. OShowme what
youOve found, Robin,O Leen said patiently.

Robin flopped down on his knees and felt around under the next-to-
lowest shelf.

The bottommost shelf was a single thick slab of wood extending to the
floor, and the next shelf above it was only a bookOs-sparhigher, so Robin
was about the largest person who would have been able to discover
something that far down. Three or four books from the lowest shelf had
been removed, judging by the gaps in the line of snugly fitting spines;
without the added clearance, even RobinOsthree-year-old-sized arm
wouldnOt have had space for maneuver. OWatch!O Robin commanded.

Leen barely heard a soft click. The bookcase made a much louder
creak and pivoted slowly away from them into the wall. An opening
large enough for a person of RobinOsize appeared on the right side, then
continued to widen until a Leen-and-a-half could have fit comfortably
through. Robin took hold of her hand again and dragged Leen toward it.
How long the shelves and books had been there was anyoneOsjuess.
Leen had found a journal kept by the fourth archivist before her own
tenure which setforth his theories. He had been the only member of his
particular dynasty, if she recalled correctly, which explained his works
not being handed down through the line asher own family had done, al-
though in his casethat was not the only plausible explanation. On the
basis of flimsy (not to say cryptic) evidence he had speculated that the
structure of the archive catacomb itself dated from the time of the Dislo-
cation, if not before. Leen had her doubts. After all, the same archivist
had apparently gone loony himself soon after writing his conjectures,
closing his career by triggering the trivial third-bend gate and letting
loose a construct that had taken half the palace strike team and three
senior-level magicians to dispel. His flattened image was still embedded
in the wall just past the bend, the expression on the stretched face oddly
untroubled. Her grandfather had hung a tapestry over it.

Behind the sliding bookcase was a narrow alcove and the top of a
tightly wound circular stair. Leen followed the unstoppable Robin down
it, refusing to give in to a sudden maternal rush and tell him to watch his
step. Shekept her left hand on the central support pole and glanced up
periodically as the stairs wound around it; it was fully two complete
turns, or perhaps even a quarter more, before they reached bottom.



Leen had no idea where they were, compared to the overall layout of
the Archives and the catacombsand the palace complex as a whole. The
palace was the kind of place where outside and inside measurements
rarely added up, anyway, with the discrepancy as likely asnot to indic-
ate that the inside dimension was significantly the larger. Still, the
Archive occupied the lower levels of its corner of the complex, so it ap-
peared reasonableto presume that the staircasehad taken them down in-
to the midst of solid rock. Or into what she had previously assumed, for
lack of any particular reason to think otherwise, was solid rock.

The floor was cold and certainly felt like unbroken bedrock rather than
some construction teamOsnarble or concrete sub-basement.Leen was no
longer quite as willing to give it the benefit of doubt as she had been
even moments before, though. The other two features of the room were
suggestive. One was the wall that faced her at the bottom of the stair. It
too was solid, and cold, and obviously thick, but unlike the floor, it was
metal. Metal. Not a crude iron alloy or a thin beaten sheet of copper or
some lumpish bronze implement or even a piece of the newer structural
steels,either, but a deadly serious, absolutely flat, medium-gray slab that
reflected its dull sheenbeneaththe centuriesO-longaccumulation of sifted
dust. She had never seena piece of metal like that in her life. As far as
Leen knew, there had never been a piece of metal like that anywhere in
the world. Sincethe Dislocation, of course. Although there was no evid-
ence of hinge, lock, or control, Leen was certain the slab of metal was a
door.

It wasnOta certainty born of unfettered intuition. The wall adjoining
the metal one on its right had its own feature. From the level of her waist
to a spot above her head and for a span of an arm-and-a-half or so in
width, the solid rock wall, retaining the same texture and feeling of cold
stone, turned inexplicably transparent behind its coating of filth. Leen
slid a finger through the grime. As the clear rock becameclearer behind
her finger, she could seethat her initial impression was no mirage. The
transparent areaglowed a pale green, the green washing over her finger
in a faint necrochromatic smear. Where her fingertip pressed against the
wall a brighter green spot appeared beneathit. Shebrought her eye close
to the smudge her single wipe had left.

Although it was difficult to tell exactly how thick the crystal actually
was, it was incontrovertibly not thin. The depth of her forearm, at least.
That it did have afar side, though, was also evident, since Leen could see
something beyond it - a circular spot of green, coin-sized. A light. Not a
flame, or a sorceroustorch, or arune like the oneson RobinOgunic, but a



light of some different type entirely, a light that glowed its perfect, un-
ceasing, monochromatic glow in the darkness where no eye had seenit
for-

The light turned orange, flashed once. Then it winked off.

LeenOshead snapped back as though the light had leapt forward
through the crystal and slapped her instead. She shook her head once,
trying to still through sympathetic magic, she supposed, her whirling
thoughts. Shelooked down at Robin; he was happily pounding away at
the metal door, making not the slightest dent or sound, except for the
very mild thump of his small hands against the material. Leen dis-
covered she was rather proud of him, even in the midst of her quite un-
Archivist-like mental turmoil. Even as the young child he was, he was
revealing the appropriate inclinations of a first-class Archivist himself.
One of them, unfortunately, was dredging up things better left hidden.
Still, he had most likely finished his part; now it was her turn. Leen told
herself to remember to get him something special for bringing her such
an interesting puzzle. Interesting? Well, this was interesting. Indeed, it
was more than interesting. Something ancient was still alive in there.



Chapter 1

IT SEEMED LIKE THE FIRST DECENT SLEEP heOdhad in ages. Of
course, his standards had grown significantly more lax since being on
the road, but even so you could scarcely deny -

Again, a boot tried to separate his ribs. Again? Jurtan Mont tried to
think backinto the immediate past. Something must have roused him far
enough out of sleep to kick his mind into gear. Could it have been the
same foot? And if so, whose foot was it?

OCome on, get up already.O

The voice was unfamiliar. Jurtan cracked an eye and craned his neck
around. The shaggy figure with its unkempt beard that loomed over him
in the predawn murk was not one he recognized either. But his warning
sensehadnOtgiven him an alarm, and he hadnOtbeen robbed and strung
up in his sleep. OWho are you?0 Jurtan said.

OWho do you think | am?O the unfamiliar figure said irritably.
OShouldaslipped a knife through your belly instead of just a friendly
boot. That might sharpen one thing about you once and for all, since |Ove
just about given up on your mind.O

The figure might be new, but Jurtan was well and fully intimate with
the irritation. OMax?0O

Maximillian the Vaguely Disreputable, looking more than ever like his
sobriquet, grunted down at him. OFive minutes, then we exercise.O

Jurtan piled out of his bedroll. It was chilly out in the air, but at least
the dew hadnOftfrosted over on his face. OHow long do we have to keep
doing this for? How long until we get somewhere?0

ONeverfails, does it, O Max muttered. OAwake for ten secondsand the
first thing he does is start to complain.O

OButwe arenOjust going to keep traveling forever, are we? When do
we get to someplace we want to be?O

OWearesomepIace o

ONo, | mean -O

OSado I.OMax raised an eyebrow and directed his gaze meaningfully
over JurtanOsshoulder. When theyOdstopped after dark the previous




evening theyOdgone just beyond the line of treesthat marked the margin
of the road before settling themselves down. During the night, Jurtan
had rolled up against what heOdthought, in the gloom of sleep, was a
hard tree. It wasnOf tree. It was alow cairn of stones,with a small sign-
post on top. He went around to the front and squinted at it. The arrow-
end of the sign pointed ahead down the road in the direction they had
been traveling. The legend on the sign read OPERIDOL.O

Jurtan grunted. OltdoesnOsay how far.Olt did seemlike theyOdbeen
traveling forever. OHow long has it been since we slept in a bed?0

ODay before yesterday.O

OReally?QNell, okay, maybe. Still, it had to be more than two weeks
since theyOdmade it out of the swamp; maybe as much as a month. If
Jurtan had had anything to say about it, theyOdnever have gone into the
swamp in the first place, especially since all they had to show for it was a
sack of moldy papers neither one of them could read. Of course, if Jurtan
had anything to say about anything, heOde anywhere at the moment but
out at five-thirty in the morning on some namelessroad in some useless
countryside on the way to somewhere he had not the slightest interest in
arriving at. With a maniacal self-improvement freak. Jurtan was still sur-
prised Max didnOtmake the horses do calisthenics right along with the
two of them.

To his credit, if you were in a positive frame of mind, you could note
that Max never sat on the sidelines just calling instructions to Jurtan. Jur-
tan scowled at his own thought as he laced his fingers together behind
his back and began his first ten-count of creaking his way over back-
ward. That wasnOta positive at all; all it meant was that Max pushed
both of them as hard as he pushed himself. OWhatdo you think youOre
glaring at?OMax said, finishing his own back-bend, holding it, and then
moving his upper body up and over in a slow lithe curl that culminated
with his nosetouching his thighs and his arms pointing straight ahead of
him behind his inverted back.

OWhy do we have to do this everyday?OJurtan grunted a moment
later, coming back upright and pausing before doing the whole thing
over again. OWeOralready in shape.Okay, maybe | wasnOwhen we left
Roosing Oolvaya but | am now, so -O

OYouOrén shape now? Good, then we can go on to the next level.
ThereOso standing still in this outfit.O Max tilted backward again and
Jurtan reluctantly followed.

Max had already told him that standing still meant going back; that
was aphorism number ten-thousand thirty-three. Thirty-four? If Max



tossed him another Rule to Live By today Jurtan thought heOdE well, it
wouldnOt be pretty.

It wouldnOtbe so bad if JurtanOsnusic sensedidnOtseemto agree with
Max. Well, it might be asbad physically, but at least he wouldnOthave to
accept the fact that his own body was in league against him too. He
didnOtcare at this stageif something was good for him or not. Sowhat if
he actually did feel better than before heOdmet up with Max and Shaa?
Great, he was in touch with his body, he had muscles and supple joints,
his coordination had improved and he had a new repertoire of skills. All
this had done was give him a new appreciation of the under-recognized
appeal of sloth as a lifestyle.

A flugelhorn honked querulously at him from the back of his head.
That was another thing - what was the good of an extra sensethat spent
most of its time editorializing? Anybody who had a consciencehad to be
used to having it tell its owner what it thought of them, but Shaa(who
was supposed to know about things like that) had never heard of one
that orchestrated its critical commentary with multi-part harmony and a
comprehensive palette of tonal colors.

Of course, the standard wisdom on conscienceswas that they concen-
trated on reactions to issuesof right and wrong, weighing in with a com-
pulsion to do right and feelings of guilt if you violated a previously re-
cognized ethical principle. What a consciencewasnOsupposed to do was
step out proactively, jumping in with helpful hints and suggestions of its
own when it hadnOtbeen asked to do anything more than shut up. In
fact, shutting up was the one thing JurtanOsensehad thus far refused to
do.

On the other hand, Jurtan wasnOtcomplaining, especially now that
heOdeached an accommodation with his resident talent. In the old days
of all of several months ago, his musical accompaniment had been jeal-
ous to a fault. Backthen, assoon asJurtan had heard music from outside
his head - music that someoneelsewas actually playing - his eyeswould
glaze and his mind would grind to a uselessstop. Eventually heOdcome
back to consciousnesswith a blank gaze and no idea where he was. So-
metimes heOdeven be jerking and kicking, too, or worse. It had been
pretty embarrassing, and sometimes kind of dangerous aswell. After all
the training and the practicing, though, that didnOt happen anymore.

Max finally called a halt. Jurtan felt tingly and fully wrung out, but of
course the day was really just starting. Backin the grove of treesand par-
allel to the road was a stream. The horses eyed Jurtan suspiciously as he
easeddown to the water; they hadnOtuite forgiven either Jurtan or Max
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for their experiencein the swamp. Max had beeneyeing the horsesback.
For MaxOsown part, the look on his face implied heOdbeen considering
whether he was going to continue viewing the horsesas part of the team,
rather than as a source of ready cashor, in a so-far unexperienced emer-
gency, asdinner or lunch. The horsesand Max had for the moment fish-
eyed each other to a standstill.

Nothing snapped at Jurtan out of the water, and a quick splash took
some of the edge out of his own snappish mood. He was almost back to
their small camp when he saw the strange device standing near to the
shoulder of the road at the edge of the treeline thirty pacesor sowest, in
the direction of Peridol.

OWhatOthat?Osaid Jurtan. It certainly wasnOtanother signpost, unless
it was pointing the way to a place you couldnOtget to on a horse, and not
a place merely acrossthe ocean either. One of the trees, a small sapling
really, had been stripped of its side branches, leaving little more than a
wooden rod protruding upward from the ground to the height of Jur-
tanOshead, a rod with a prominent root system still anchoring it to the
ground. A carved icon had beenstrapped to the top of the tree facing the
road and was doubly securedthere with a peg. Jurtan couldnOtmake out
any details of the carving since awisp of ground fog was still clinging to
the icon in a soft glow.

OBetter stay away from it in that state of mind,O Max called over.

OStayaway from what?Omuttered Jurtan. OlOmot a kid.O Ignoring the
sudden blare of discordant brass and the familiar snare-drum roll that
usually warned him when something worth paying attention to was
about to happen, he aimed a kick at the pole. Without quite knowing
how it had happened, Jurtan found himself for a brief instant hanging
upside down in the air, where he had been dragged when something
that felt like an enraged beehive had latched onto his foot and lashed it
up over his head. Then he was sprawled out on the dirt fifteen feet away,
at the end of a five-foot furrow, with his face covered with mud and his
leg throbbing and tingling as though Max had had him exercising for
three days straight without a rest break. Jurtan got an elbow under him,
wiped dirt out of his eyeswith an equally filthy hand, and spit loam out
of his mouth.

Max was standing nearby looking the shrine over with a professional
eye, but from aprudent distance. OWhatdid you think was going to hap-
pen?OMax said. OItOsin active offering to an active god, looks like the
Protector of Nature. Whoever setit up obviously had the concept a little
vague, since they mutilated a tree to do it instead of just honoring
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something green in its natural state, but | guessthe Protector wasnOte-
ing too picky that day either, or maybe she was just hungry. YouOrgust
lucky it didnOt call an enforcer.O

Jurtan dragged his head free of the dirt and sprawled up to a sitting
position. OYouwouldnOt have let me get near it if it would have set off
something real bad.O

OO, you think so0,0 said Max, Odo you.O

ONot if it would have called attention to you, no | donOt.O

The kid was probably right but that didnOtmean Max had to let him
know he knew it. Give him an inch and, well, who knew where youOd
end up. Max gave Jurtan a hand instead and pulled him to his feet. OGet
yourself put together again while | finish breakfast. We still have some
eggs from that last village.O

Even in his newly reinstated morose mood, Jurtan had to admit that
one of MaxOmther talents was knowing how to make the most of cuisine
on the road. With some decent food inside of him and after his second
bath of the morning, Jurtan was also more willing to take a longer view
of his situation. He was prepared to acknowledge that the pace Max had
been setting since IskendarianOsswamp was by no means a killing one
even if it wasnOtdownright leisurely. TheyOdbeenin and out of several
countries and city-states since then, wasting a fair amount of time talking
and hobnobbing in towns and farms. TheyOdeven made a few outright
side trips to check out local legends or hot spots, and in one caseto visit
aruined castle where Max had climbed a toppled mound of wall-stones
festooned with moss and trailing ivy to declaim several stanzas of an-
cient poetry. Far too many stanzas,if you asked Jurtan, who had never
beena big fan of high literature. When you added it up, though, you had
to conclude that theyOdbeen staying on back roads and avoiding the lar-
ger thoroughfares. On the more traveled routes there would have been
more people who might have remembered them, Jurtan figured, but
there would also have been more excursionists to lose themselves
among. On the other hand, the smaller towns theyOdbeen through
wouldnOt seeten visitors in a year, so theyOdmost likely remember the
two of them if anyone asked.

How much did Max really want to shake The Hand off their trail?

Something else Jurtan had learned was how to think and work at the
sametime. While heOdeenmulling MaxOslans and intentions back and
forth heOdsucceeded in getting the area cleaned up and the horses
packed; more skills Jurtan couldnOtrecall wishing he possessed.At least
sitting on a horse all day was no longer a more drawn-out form of one of
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MaxOsgtortures. Jurtan was almost at a stage where he could say he felt
comfortable with riding.

ONo,O said Max.

Jurtan paused, one foot in its stirrup and halfway into the saddle.
OWhat?0

OWeOvdeen pushing the horses enough. LetOsgive them a break
today.OJurtan let himself down to the ground. They hadnOtbeen pushing
the horses, theyOdbeen virtually coddling them. What was Max up to?
This bit with the horses wasnOtthe only strange thing this morning,
either. OWhy are you wearing that beard and that grubby disguise?0

OPractice Olf there was anything else Max didnOtneed, it was practice
in deception or dissimulation, which meant his answer this time had
meant about as much as any of MaxOsanswers ever did. Olfyou told me
what was going on | could help,O Jurtan volunteered.

OOh, you could, could you?0

OWhatdo you have against me, anyway?OJurtan mumbled. Olthought
apprentices were entitled to some consideration.O

OTheyprobably are. Are you coming or not?OMax had led the other
horse onto the road. Jurtan grimaced and dragged his horse after him.

Something wasup, though. Max wasnOtusually quite this testy, espe-
cially in the morning; he liked getting up early, and seemed to hit his
stride right around the time the sun came out. Maybe Max did need
practice. Max was always suspicious, but this morning he was out-and-
out on edge. Something was putting him especially on his guard.

Max had produced a floppy, wide-brimmed hat of a piece with the rest
of his ratty disguise. It was ratty only in appearance,though, not in ef-
fectiveness. If Jurtan met this fellow on the street he wouldnOtgive him a
second look, except perhaps to make sure there was enough of a buffer
spacearound to steer clear of him. As the trees thickened around them
and the amount of morning light reaching them through the canopy of
leaves declined, Jurtan thought he saw a pale pink glow begin to peek
from beneath the brim of MaxOs headpiece.

Max settled his hat more firmly. While his hand was in place next to
the brim, he slid his fingers underneath it and adjusted the control mat-
rix above his right ear. CamouflageMax thought, camouflageand subter-
fuge, alwayshiding onething behindanother;what a world. If we didnOthave
all this magicrunning loose,strugglesof powerand battlesof will, it would
probablybe a much nicer placeoverall But on the other hand it probably
wouldnOt. People were people and power, after all, was power. The en-
hancement disc in front of his right eye firmed and MaxOsoverlay-view
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of the sceneahead of them settled down. Off to the left on the trunk of a
tree was a squirrel. Between its bark-colored fur and the gloom of the
lighting level it was all but invisible to the unaided eye, even once Max
knew where to look. To the disc, though, painting the squirrelOsbody
heat in a glowing orange, it might as well have been under a spotlight.

There were other animals out and about, too - a streak that could have
been a fox, an assortment of birds, a few more squirrels. No larger game
was in sight, though, and certainly nothing on two feet, unless they were
using countermeasures. Screening aural emanations was a standard
enough trick in the right circles, but heat signature suppression was still
largely unheard of. Infrared sensorswere such an obvious idea, too. Still,
it was a fact that remote sensing never really seemedto catch on, like so
many facets of magical technology that were deliberately subtle and de-
signed to keep you out of trouble rather than blowing up situations with
flash and pyrotechnics. Most practitioners werenOtnearly as clever as
they thought they were, and on top of that theyOddidnOtmuch like to do
research. Of course Max thought, thereOsesearchand thereOsesearch
Everybody liked to steal good stuff if they could. Their problem was that
they went after it the hardest way, trying to lift the secretsof a living
competitor, or reverse engineering back to a piece of left-over stagecraft
from its residual fallout. It was safer all around and usually more pro-
ductive to boot to mine where the guardians were dead.

When you wanted certain kinds of answers, though, going through ru-
ins and books was nothing but a waste of time. Max glanced idly around
again. There was someone around here laying for them, he could feel it.
Beyond the matter of foiling whatever the somebody had in mind, the
larger question was whether they were just freebooters out to waylay
travelers in general or whether they had a particular target in mind. The
options werenOtexclusive, of course, if you were going to be logically
comprehensive, since the kind of customers whoOdambush someonein
particular in aforest probably were the sort who wouldnOtmind an extra
spot of fun and profit if someone else happened along while they were
waiting.

Until proven otherwise, you had to assumeevery plot was directed at
you personally. Even with this carefully cultivated paranoia, however,
Max had to acknowledge that the most likely scenario here was the old
scout-them-out-in-the-village, rip-them-off-in-the-forest routine, with the
innkeeper in league with a few of the local toughs.
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After all the waiting, when it happened the whole thing was there and
over with almost as soon as it had started, in the typical disorganized
flurry and commotion.

Max had unbent enough in his didacticism to warn Jurtan to stay alert
and keep his eyesopen. They had entered a section of forest where the
path was both narrower and twistier than it really neededto be, and also
happened to be snaking through a series of chest- and then head-high
gullies. Reddening leaves covered the ground. It was, after all, fall, but it
was still early in the season,and thesewere a lot more leavesthan theyOd
seenanywhere elsein the forest. It could be that this particular area had
had a recent windstorm, Max was thinking, perhaps coupled with too
little foot traffic to disturb the leaves since then. HeOdseen the obvious
trace of a wheel-rut in various placestheyOdalready passedon the path,
but Max knew he wasnOta good enough tracker to tell how long ago the
cart had gone through. Still, even with these plausible natural explana-
tions, was it possible that someone had deliberately spread leaves out
across the path?

Max looked around him at the forest on either side. Unfortunately, this
was one of the spots where the banks of the gully were above his head.
From the back of the horse, though, his vantage point would be signific-
antly better. He raised his hand to tell Jurtan to stop and stepped up into
the stirrup.

Following behind Max, Jurtan had been hearing an undulating, travel-
Ing string motive in a successionof major keys that he supposed was
symbolic of forest murmurs or some such. For background accompani-
ment it was fairly pleasant, as his internal music ran; it was nicely tonal
and more representational than conceptual. Jurtan was much fonder of
melody than the atonal screeching stuff, which tended toward sour har-
monics and sharp sudden squeals, but even now, with his greater level
of control, he didnOtusually have a choice. Over the last few minutes,
though, a menacing deep basstheme had gradually appeared behind the
forest music, which itself had just modulated to minor. Jurtan was look-
ing around himself too, trying to figure out which direction the menace
might be coming from, and so he didnOtimmediately seeMax raising his
hand and pausing his horse. As a result, when the loud harsh voice of a
steerhorn opened up with a quivering blast from the edge of the gully
just behind JurtanOsead, spooking his horse and Jurtan both, Jurtan had
no idea how close he had drawn to Max and his horse. In the process of
leaping out of its skin, JurtanOsorse only knocked him spinning off to
the right and into the earthen bank, from whence he went sprawling
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toward the leaves,but it hit Max full on just asits stride lengthened and
it really started to dig in.

Max separated from the stirrup and hurtled toward the ground just
ahead of the charging horseOdront hooves. Jurtan, watching with slow-
motion clarity and stunned fascination on his own trajectory toward the
ground, could seethat at the same moment as MaxOschest hit the path
the horse was going to land on his back with its full galloping mo-
mentum and punch MaxOsspine through his heart. Then, an instant later,
Jurtan was equally sure that Max had pulled off some slick piece of sor-
cery and had teleported or dematerialized himself out of the way, since
he had hit the layer of leaves and disappeared. An instant after that as
the horseO$orelegs began to disappear aswell and the horse lurched for-
ward off balance, Jurtan realized that no magic had to be invoked after
all. Just ahead of them the leaves had concealed a pit.

Max knew if there were spikes in the pit he was in trouble. He used
the thump the horse had given his back to wind himself forward,
spinning head-first down. Above him, JurtanOshorse, still on solid
ground beyond the edge of the pit, pushed off strongly with its hind
legs, trying to use its momentum to clear the pitOsfar rim, which was
now visible since the net that had held up the leaveswas collapsing un-
der MaxOsweight. Unfortunately, the front of the horse was already
twisting downward after Max. The horse started to do a forward
cartwheel and hit the far lip of the pit halfway along its forelegs.

Jurtan rolled over once in the leavesjust short of the pit and cameto
rest facing upward, giving him a perfect view of another net with lead
weights woven into its sides descending from the top of the gully
straight toward him. Also centered in JurtanOdield of view was the un-
derside of MaxOshorse, which Jurtan had fetched up next to in his roll.
MaxOshorse was tossing its head and stamping its legs nervously, but it
hadnOtdecided to take off like JurtanOsAccordingly, instead of draping
itself over Jurtan the thrown net settled over the horse.

Jurtan rolled back out from under the dangling corner of the net and
staggered to his feet as the steerhorn sounded again. Something
swooshed past his ear - an arrow! Whoever was up there was going to
hang back behind the ridge above and try to pick them off. But what if
Jurtan just tried to run away? He heard a crunch, a clatter, and a loud
grunt from his left, in the direction theyOdjust come from, and turned to
seea heavily built man with a wild black beard and a broadsword get-
ting his balance on the path; a spill of earth showed where he had
jumped and slid down into the gully.
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Max landed inverted at the bottom of the pit, in a handstand, his arms
tangled in leavesand netting. The horse with its broken legs was sliding
in after him. Max let himself fall carefully backward. Something narrow,
scratchy, and tall pressedup against his back, yielded, and then snapped
with a crack. There werespikes, but obviously not enough of them to car-
pet the hole. Max kicked another spike over out of the way and sprang
backward onto his feet, then leaned forward to press himself against the
side of the pit. Next to him, the horse finished collapsing into the pit, im-
paling itself on the spikes. An arrow thonked superfluously into its flesh.

Therewould beat leastfour of them Jurtan thought. The hefty guy guard-
ing the path with his sword, the archer, the one with the steerhorn, and
probably another swordsman to watch the path on the other side of the
pit. Max had beentutoring him in swordwork, but even after MaxOsusu-
al intensive crash-course Jurtan didnOtthink he could take down all of
them with his blade, especially considering the tactical situation the ter-
rain put them into. The blade was scarcely the only weapon at hand,
though.

The music in his head left Jurtan an opening. Drawing his own sword,
he hurled himself forward at the hefty man, yelling out OHeda!Gn tune
with the music.

A blare of internal trumpets matched him. The edge of JurtanOwision
swam, but with the last monthOspractice behind him his concentration
locked solidly into place and held his consciousnesstogether. Instead,
the man ahead of him reacted slowly, asthough heOdmallen into a sud-
den daydream, his eyes vague and sluggish as he began to adjust his
stance and bring up his sword.

Max and Jurtan had determined that vocalization wasnOmearly as ef-
fective in projecting paralysis asthe flute in JurtanOpack or the harmon-
icain his pocket. On the other hand, his voice was close to hand and left
both arms free. Jurtan slid past the manOgyjuard and whacked him on the
side of the head with the flat of his blade. Music stabbed at him; without
thinking, Jurtan leapt back. Another arrow flashed in front of him
through the space heOd just left and punctured the falling manOs chest.

Max vaulted over the thrashing horse before it could crush him
against the wall and rolled upward out of the pit. Not pausing, he
pushed out of the roll and sprang up the side of the gully. Justabove of
him sticking over the edge an arrow was being slapped into a bow. Max
snatched at an exposed root just below the lip, pulled himself closer,
grabbed the bow with his other hand, then let go of his grip on the root.
As he fell backward he pushed off with his feet and yanked. With a
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crazed howl a man appeared in the air above Max, still holding his bow.
The man twisted over Max and followed his bow head-first into the pit.

Two sets of footsteps crashed above, retreating rapidly into the trees.
Max was scrambling back up the embankment to give chasewhen the
charging footsteps stopped and were replaced by first a whinny and then
a gallop. The path beyond the pit jogged to the left; presumably it snaked
around to the spot where the ambushers had their horses hidden. Max
dropped to the floor of the gully next to his own horse. OWhat?Max de-
manded of it.

The horse had its head cocked to one side and was giving him a re-
proachful look from beneathits weighted net. The horse hadnOtmoved a
foot throughout the entire affair. OBe that way, then,O Max told it.

OAreyou all right?O said Jurtan, from a location safely beyond MaxOs
reach.

ONo thanks to you. Next time take better care of your horse.O

Jurtan was relieved to note that MaxOstone of voice was relatively
mild, for Max. OldonOtthink anyoneOgoing to be taking too much care
of that particular horse in the future.O

The kid was right. The horse in the pit had had one last thrash in it,
and it had expended this by rolling over onto the bowman. Most likely
the guy had broken his neck anyway, but that still left no one to interrog-
ate. Max picked up his hat, which JurtanO$orse had demolished by fall-
ing on it, then tossed it into the pit. So much for a field test of the in-
frared detector. It would have found the ambushers if heOdhad a line of
sight to them, but of course he hadnOt.Oltcould have been worse,OMax
said. After all, they did have the one horse, and the Iskendarian papers.
The ambushers might have tossed down a torch.

Jurtan was standing over the man on the ground beyond the pit, the
one heOdhit over the head, but whoOdthen been shot by the archer when
Jurtan had moved out of the way. OTheyOr& dead,O Jurtan said.

OYesYes,Gsaid Max, OtheyOrdead, all three of them.OMax noted that
Jurtan was now looking off into the air, studiously avoiding the sight of
the body lying in front of him in its heap of leaves splashed red with
blood, and the other man and the horse behind him in the pit, and in fact
Max himself. Max made no move to approach Jurtan. If you were going
to live with violence you had to deal with this situation eventually.

Ol,ah, never killed anybody before,Osaid Jurtan. Olmean, | didnOteven
meanto kill him.O

OWell, you didn®t kill him, either. His friend did.O
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OButif | hadnOthit him the way | did - if | hadnOtmoved away when |
did EO

OYeah?0 said Max after a minute.

OE Then either he would have killed me or the arrow would have,O
Jurtan said heavily. ORight?But it still - | mean, they were peoplethey
had lives, and all of a sudden -O

OThey might even have had mothers, too,0 Max said, Obut itOsstill
worth remembering that they were the ones trying to ambush us. You
didnOtseethem trying to run away; they took the job, no one was forcing
them.O

Well, Jurtan thought, at leastl havenGhrown up. OlOnjust glad my fath-
er isnOtaround,O he muttered. OHeOgrobably want to see me drinking
their blood instead of standing around talking.O

Olfwe ever seeyour father again,OMax said, OlwonOttell him about it
if you donOtwant me to. Keep in mind that your father is not exactly typ-
ical when it comes to these things.O

Now Jurtan waslooking down. It wasnOteally that bad, except for all
the blood. The scenewould probably only give his father an appetite,
and the satisfaction of a job done well. His father wasweird.

But Shaaand Max had been teaching Jurtan to be professional, and
there was nothing weird about that that he could he think of. What
would be a professional thing to focus on? OWasthis The Hand again?0
asked Jurtan.

ONo,O said Max.

OSo you donOt know who it was?0

Ol didnOt say that, did 1?0

OWell, who was it then?0

Ol didnOtget much of a look, thanks to you, but the main guy could
have been Homar Kalifa.O

OAnother friend of yours? Is he someone else whoOs after you?0

Max closed one eye and squinted up at the sky. OKalifaOs third-rater,
strictly small-scale; more of a tough-for-hire than a decent adventurer. A
riffraffy sort, but he does like to carry a steerhorn. Not too many steer-
horns around these days, either. Now that | think about it, | seemto re-
call crossing him up once, dropped him out a mid-story window into an
ornamental pond, it might have been.O

OSothis could have been just a not-so-friendly hello for old timesO
sake.O

OMaybe,OMax said dubiously. OEvenif the pond did have something
nasty in it; eels, maybe. DoesnOseemvery likely to be Kalifa, but itOsnot
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totally implausible. KalifaOsthe sort who could easily wash up in a spot
like this. ItOgquiet countryside, he could easeback and terrorize soft loc-
als or dumb travelers.O

OReally?Gsaid Jurtan. OYou think this was just random violence? |
thought you were the most suspicious person on the continent.O

OThereOno real way to tell, kid. It could have been a robbery. Any-
way, youOvegot to remember itOsKnitting season.A Knitting always
kicks things loose; everybodyOsout taking care of any businessthey can
think of.OMax glanced into the pit, then looked away down the path.
OWhether or not someone sicced Kalifa on us, could be thereOsmore of
this stuff up ahead.O
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e 2

Chapter

IT WAS EARLY MORNING, AND THESE WERE THE HIGH SEAS.
Actually, the sun had cleared the headlands, which meant it couldnOtbe
all that early, and since the headlands above the seasonally fog-shrouded
coastwere in easy sight off the starboard beam the seascouldnOtbe alll
that high themselves. Zalzyn Shaa had appropriated his accustomed
morning-watch position on the quarterdeck of the Not Unreasonable
Profit, and, with his sealegs long since thoroughly entrenched, was bal-
ancing easily against the coastal swells with a steaming mug of herb-
brew tea in his grasp. This fine if slightly foggy morning, Shaawas re-
flecting back on his early acquaintance with the Not Unreasonabld°rofit
and its similarly not unreasonable captain and crew, on the middle
reachesof the River Oolvaan. The River Oolvaan, aswas typical of intra-
continental and land-locked waterways, had a fresh-water source, even
though it emptied ultimately into the sea.lts navigational challengeshad
been those of sandbars and shifting currents, punctuated by the odd
flood and the occasional cataract. DidnOtthat mean, Shaawas wonder-
ing, that a vesselwhich made its habitat on such ariver would have been
designed specifically for fresh-water navigation in areas of restricted
passage, rather than for the vicissitudes of the open ocean?

Despite his brief tenure as captain of this very ship, Shaadid not con-
sider himself enough of an expert on nautical matters to speak authorit-
atively. Such a sage was, however, present. OCaptain Luff,0 said Shaa,
addressing the slicker-garbed individual standing beside him at the rail,
where he had been keeping his usual weather-eye peeled for any fresh
pandemonium Shaamight feel compelled to unexpectedly unleash, Othis
ship and this crew, and one might add, yourself, are used to sailing the
River Oolvaan, is that not true?0

OAye, Dr. Shaa,OCaptain Luff said warily, Othat is indeed the
situation.O

Olndeed,0said Shaa. OHave you found, then, that the forces at your
command have been equal to the transition to the salt-water environ-
ment we are now cruising so pleasantly across?0
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Captain Luff removed his pipe from the corner of his mouth, extracted
a pointed implement from beneath his slicker, and setto work scraping
at the pipeOdnner recessesOWhy do you ask, Dr. Shaa?Do you have a
criticism to lodge?0O

ONot at all,O Shaatold him, Onotat all. | was only reflecting on the
reservoirs of seamanship and marine expertise present on this ship, not
to say within its very sinews.O

The captain looked at Shaafor a moment, his hands still and the pipe
forgotten. OYouknow, it is true,Ohe continued, after the pause for con-
sideration, resuming work at the sametime on his pipe, Othata mariner
does not often get the chanceto engagein conversation of the sort | have
engagedin with you, especially while at sea,donOtyou know. That being
said, and that being no lessthan the truth, it must also be said that never
in all my years of roaming the waterways of the known world, aye and
seasand oceansbeyond the commonly known, too, never, asl say, | can
state with confidence, have | heard before today any person refer to any
ship as having sinews.O

Oltis my honor to be the first, then,Osaid Shaa. OButthe matter of
sinews remains, nevertheless, with or without the delineation, as does
the matter of the difficulty in realigning ship and crew from one environ-
ment to another. That would appear to be just the sort of challenge to ap-
peal to an old sea-dog such as yourself. WouldnOt you say so, Captain?0

OTherebe more than enough challenges aboard this ship,Ostated Cap-
tain Luff. Shaainclined a guileless eyebrow. By this time, however, Cap-
tain Luff had beenthrough enough of these encounters to realize that if
Shaahad a guileless bone in his body it had not yet revealed itself, even
by implication. OMore challenges than that, Captain?O Shaa said. OA
hardy sea-dogyou must be indeed, and no doubt about it. Surely there
must be some way | can help lighten the goad of your burden.O

Olwould doubt that very much, Dr. Shaa,Osaid the captain with a
sidelong glancein his direction, Oseeingasyou yourself contribute migh-
tily to it, donOtyou know. You are a challenge yourself, sir, and no doubt
about that. You must have been quite a vexation to your mother, if you
donOt mind my saying s0.0

OSaoshe often commented,Osaid Shaa,Owhichwas all the more curious
considering the overall balance of terror in my family.O

Captain Luff examined his now-clean pipe with relish before propping
it securely back in the corner of his mouth. OHow was that, now, then?0

Shaahad beenlulled by the pleasant swells and the motion of the ship,
which was for a change gentle to a degree approaching placidity. Olhad

22



an older brother, you see, compared to whom | was the merest
pussycat.O

OOHad,O then, you say.O

OHad, have, itOs all the same anyway.O

Olsthat how it is? | lack the personal experience,donOtyou know, be-
ing an only child.O

OAprudent philosophy,O Shaatold him, Ohaveno doubt about it.OTo
the east, the sun broke through the last wisps of the morning mist and
casta cleanlight acrossthe ship. Below them and forward, the main deck
was spotted with clumps of crew members adjusting ratlines, coiling
ropes, swabbing the deck, and checking the lashings on the few crates of
trade goods that had failed to fit down in the hold with the rest of the
cargo. Much more of the deck was open than had beenthe caseon their
run down the Oolvaan. Perhapsthis was also related to the different de-
mands of sea and river. Shaa decided that, all things considered and
curiosity aside, it might be better not to reopen the topic.

Members of the crew were not the only onesabroad on the deck. Ron-
ibet Karlini and the young Tildamire Mont were ensconcedat their small
writing-desk over by the starboard bulwark. Tildamire was not so young
asthat, actually, Shaareminded himself, noting the appreciative glances
the deckhands were giving her whenever they had the opportunity. She
and Roni were both dressedin shirts and shipboard trousers, with loose
jackets as outer wear, and Tildy had similarly followed RoniOdead by
cutting her sandy hair short. In ShaaOgrofessional opinion as a physi-
cian an adolescentwoman could do much worse than adopt the sensible
Ronibet as her role model. ShaahadnOtknown Roni at TildamireOsage,
though, so it was possible that could have been a time when the model
had broken down. As Shaawell knew, even sensible adults are not ne-
cessarily sensible from birth.

Tildamire had been following Roni in more than just deportment,
though. Roni was easygoing but that was not the same as being easily
impressed. In discussing their plans for the near future just the previous
evening, in fact, Roni had commented on TildyOsrapidly developing
aptitude for symbolic math and theoretical magic. Tildy didnOt have
practical spell-knowledge or casting skills, but her grasp of their under-
pinnings was significantly the harder to achieve. It could also ultimately
take her further if she choseto continue with wizardry as a career. Still,
the thrill of discovering an astute disciple did not totally account for the
fervor with which Roni had been alternately encouraging Tildy and
egging her on. Observing Ronibet, the situation made Shaawonder if she
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was not reenacting one of her own formative experiences. Perhaps
Karlini knew, but if so he had thus far been unwilling to spill those par-
ticular beans.

Not that the Great Karlini had beenall that communicative on any oth-
er topic for the last few days, either. This morning Karlini was at his ac-
customed place too, up on the foredeck wedged into the bow. Karlini
had spoken vaguely about keeping a watch for icebergs, and indeed he
had been spending an inordinate amount of time gazing off into the wa-
ter ahead of the ship. True, Karlini at the best of times was noticeably
absent-minded. At the moment, though, Shaahad observed that Karlini
had been taking preoccupation to new levels of intensity. This did not
seriously interfere with his value as a deterrent, and was clearly playing
a role keeping the sailors at a healthy distance away from his wife and
Tildamire. Sailors were a superstitious lot by tradition, and Shaawould
not have been surprised to discover that this was codified in their guild
rules aswell, but it took no superstition for them to treat Karlini with vi-
gilant respect, only powers of observation. They had viewed KarliniOs
pyrotechnics earlier in the voyage.

Of course, as far as the issue of deterrence went, there was Svin, too.

As Shaawatched him along the length of the ship, Karlini suddenly
stood, brushed himself off, shook one leg clear of the coil of rope that
had decided to tangle itself up with him on his getting up off the deck,
and began to make his way aft. Some ancient philosophies had claimed
that observer and object were linked in a complementary relationship,
with an act of observation causing some reciprocal change at the other
end, and indeed a certain classof spells were baseddirectly on this prin-
ciple, not to mention its ramifications throughout the treatment of action-
reaction coupled pairs. Outside of the direct application of this philo-
sophy through sorcery, Shaadid not believe its effects could be felt at the
level of the macroscopic world. Nevertheless, it was certainly true that
the world was full of surprises. Shaa had been watching Karlini, and
Karlini had taken that moment to spring into action. Of course, nothing
said the worldOs surprises had to be any more than inconsequential.

Shaaheard a discreet cough at his elbow. OExcuseme, sir,Osaid Wro-
claw, KarliniOsretainer. OMight | bring you arefill for your tea? And you,
sir, captain, a fresh pouch for your pipe?0

Indeed, Captain Luff had just started to fumble beneath his slicker
with an increasingly furrowed expression,which Shaahad interpreted to
mean that his tobacco had somehow eluded his grasp. As Wroclaw de-
ferentially extended a full pouch of the captainOsblend toward him, it

24



becameclear that he had in fact been even better than his word had im-
plied in anticipating the needs of the moment. OThank you, Mr. Wro-
claw,0 Captain Luff said, taking the pouch and beginning to prime his
pipe. OHow do you do that, man?0

For Wroclaw, OmanOwas a generic honorific, what with his lime-tin-
ted skin and extra-jointed arms, but then you had to allow speciesterms
a certain laxity in modern society in general, unless of course bigotry was
your all-too-common philosophy of life. OlOvealways looked on it as
more a calling than a job, sir,O said Wroclaw. OAnd you, Dr. Shaa?0

Shaahad thoroughly inspected Wroclaw as heOchanded over the cap-
tainOgpouch; both of WroclawOshands were now free and there were no
noticeable bulges around his coat or trousers. OYes,&aid Shaa, Ol will
thank you for your offer and indeed take a refill, since it is after all for
medicinal purposes rather than raw sybaritic pleasure, but only if you
can produce it now from about your person.O

Wroclaw cleared his throat again with a genteel Oahem.Orhen, when
nothing had happened after afew seconds,he stamped lightly on the top
step of the companionway up which he had first appeared. OfhemOhe
said more forcefully, aiming it down the steep stairs. An earthenware
teapot appeared at the top of the companionway and rose into the air.

ONotbeastof burden am, I,0said a crackly voice. His attention now fo-
cussed in response to the new speaker, Shaa could perceive that the
teapot was not in fact floating on its own in mid-air. Instead, the teapot
was clutched in a set of black-cloaked arms that Shaahad lost at first
against the similar gloom of the unlighted below-decks passage.Beside
him, Shaafelt Captain Luff find something elseto observe on the quar-
terdeck, and edge carefully away. Captain Luff did have his limits.

Shaahad his own limits too, of course, but he made a point of drawing
them much more liberally, and on a time-varying basis of relativity.
OThankyou, Wroclaw,O he said as Wroclaw poured more brew from the
teapot, Oandyou too, of course, Haddo. That was quite neighborly of
you, | must say,O he added judiciously.

OHmph,Osaid Haddo. OLowis fate, for teapot the porter | to become. If
not on vacation was bird, different would be things. Wroclaw, speak
with you would 1.O

OPleasexcuseme, gentlemen,OWroclaw said. Olsthere anything elsel
might get you?0

OThankyou, Wroclaw, no,OShaasaid. OOffwith you now. The path of
wisdom is not to keep friend Haddo waiting.O
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Olndeed,no, sir,Oagreed Wroclaw, followed by another echoy OhmphO
from beneath his feet. Wroclaw disappeared down the stairs.

OQuite a crew you are,Ocommented Captain Luff from his new posi-
tion behind the helmsman, Oand about that thereOsno mistaking.O He
fingered his nattily short growth of new beard. OSpeakingof which,
whereOsthat other young fellow this morning? The one with the cane
and his mind in the haze.O

OThe Creeping Sword?0 said Shaa. OlOmsure heOsskulking about
somewhere.OHe had not actually told a lie, Shaareminded himself. He
had merely neglected to mention the fact that the OsomewhereQo which
he had alluded was no longer onboard the boat.

Captain Luff gave a noncommittal grunt and puffed vigorously on his
pipe. A cloud of aromatic smoke engulfed his head before shredding
away in the breeze.OAnd our other amenities are adequate, | hope? And
our navigation? | trust we are approaching Peridol at a quick enough
rate to suit you, Dr. Shaa?0

OOAlacrity€d a word that comesto mind,O said Shaa.This was not ne-
cessarily an unmixed blessing. The circumstances of his last departure
from Peridol had been what they had been, nor were they likely in the
interim to have changed. Back then, it had been made clear to Shaathat
Peridol was not what he would be able to call a healthy place. Neverthe-
less,one characteristic of interims was that they did offer an opportunity
for situations to evolve. His heart gave a sudden palpitation and broke
into a run of rapid beats.Bestill, Shaatold it, and took an extra swig of
the glycosidic teafor good measure. Surprisingly, his heart did quiet, re-
suming its regular rate and rhythm. Pharmacologically speaking, the
double swallow of brew he had just downed would not have yet had an
opportunity to affect things one way or another, but Shaawas never one
to devalue the role of atimely placebo, even on himself. For all his crusti-
ness, Shaa knew well just how vulnerable he could be to suggestion.

In the classicaltexts, suggestibility was tied up with susceptibility to a
curse. Learning that there was such a thing as a curse-prone personality
had not improved ShaaOattitude on the subjectof cursesasa whole. Un-
fortunately, oneOsonscious attitude, whether approving or disapprov-
ing, was not a side of the issue that had any impact on the results; oneOs
receptivity remained. So did ShaaOgrack record. To the extent that
ShaaOsulnerability to curses might depend on his suggestibility, Max
had tried to browbeat him out of it, and Shaahad also submitted to vari-
ous arcanetherapies from the deepestranges of scienceand superstition

26



both, but still the curse remained. Shaa was resigned to it. | am he
thought, really | am

Resignation in this casewas as much a matter of practicality as any-
thing else.Too many oaths would have to be broken - and for that matter
too many people would have to die - for the effects of the curse to end.
The thought always left Max undaunted, but then Max was an undaunt-
able kind of guy. Shaawas much lessso, at leastin this case.In this par-
ticular case,the most probable single person whose death would bring
the curse to a close was Zalzyn Shaa, himself.

Down on the deck, the Great Karlini had reached Roni and Tildamire.
He had been joined partway along his path from the bow by a seagull,
which had perched itself on his shoulder. This being the sea,there were
many seagulls about, and a small flock of them had taken up regular sta-
tion just astern of the boat. This particular seagull, however, had not
entered their company with these others, but had been dogging KarliniOs
steps since even before heOdcome to Roosing Oolvaya, having joined up
with them the first time at a spot far inland.

OThereOssomething not quite right about that thought,O Karlini
muttered. OODoggingyour stepsGs a common enough expression, but
doesnOt it sound kind of odd when applied to a seagull?0

OMany things you say sound odd, dear,O his wife told him.

KarliniOsface had furrowed itself in thought. OlsnOthere some tradi-
tion that looks at the seagull as a harbinger of doom?0

ONot as far as | know,O said Roni. OThatOsot to say you donOthear
about seagulls here and there in some of the out-of-the-way texts. Usu-
ally theyOreput in a concrete rather than metaphysical role, though;
avatars of pelagic ecology, that kind of thing. The seagull? - maybe a har-
binger of oceancarrion and bivalve mollusks, but doom? Why arenOyou
talking to Shaa, anyway? HeOsthe student of natural philosophy, not
me.O

The seagull stretched out its wing and flapped Karlini once over the
head. OUrr,OKarlini said. Olt has to mean something! The thingOsbeen
following me for months.O

Olt probably knows youOre an easy touch, dear.O

| simply must takeup tennis thought Tildy Mont. Her father had sent
her off with Roni to get an education and seethe world. The academic
stuff she supposed she was getting, all right. What sheOdeen seeing of
the world, though, was less scenicthan distressing. Tildy had lost count
of the number of conversations sheOdvitnessed that were just like being
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a center-line spectator at a tennis match, only without the ball, although
sometimes with the rackets.

Tildy was used to it enough by now that she didnOtswivel her head
back and forth to follow the volleys; she could observe with her eyes
alone, and even with her eyes closed. The way the Karlinis played the
game was different from the way Shaadid it, though, or for that matter
most anyone else sheOdun across. The things Karlini said often didnOt
seemto have much connection at all with what was going on in the rest
of the conversation. Karlini did this with everybody, but with his wife he
was getting to be the worst. Was that becausetheyOdbeen married for so
long, or was Karlini just heading off on a different plane? Tildy glanced
idly at the seagull, which as usual was paying no heed to Karlini®scom-
ments except for an occasional nip at the closestear, and sat up straight
with a start.

For a change, the seagull had swiveled its eye around and seemedto
be watching her.

ONo, you donOt,(Tildy hissed. OYouOvelready got a shoulder.O The
seagull squawked and tossed its beak, then turned and wailed straight
into KarliniOs eardrum.

OYow! Stop that, will you?O Karlini growled at it. OThefirst thing
when we land in Peridol IOmheading straight to the college library to
look up an exorcism for sea-fowl.O

OSitdown and have a piece of cheese,dear,ORoni suggested. OThe
grapes are still fresh, t00.0

OldonOtwant a grape,Osaid Karlini, sitting down anyway and imme-
diately regretting it. Why was Roni looking at him like that? OWhat?
What is it?0

OWhatOwrrong with you, dear? YouOvebeensnapping at everyone ever
since we left Oolsmouth.O

ONothingOavrong, 10mfine. I0mbored. | donOtlike boats. ItOsnothing.
IOm fine.O

OSo you said.O

Karlini managed a strained-looking smile. OSee?NothingOs wrong.
You like to see smiles, right?0

OOkay, fine.O

OWhat did | say? Now youOre mad at me.O

OYouOre just fine?O said Roni. OOkay then, IOm not mad.O

OOkay then, fine,O said Karlini.

OFine.O

OGreat.O
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OE Uh, guys?OTildy said, watching the two of them sit there glaring
at eachother, Karlini with his arms folded belligerently and Roni match-
ing him with a sour enough expression to make you think sheOdust
taken a swig of milk aweek out from under its freshnessspell. OYoulove
each other, right? Why are you beating up on each other all of a sud-
den?O1It was sort of like watching your parents argue. Part of Tildy
wanted to slide under the table and shrink away. Of course, that was the
part her father, the former Lion of the Oolvaan Plain, had tried to totally
expunge, along with any other personality features that smacked to the
least extent of anything lessthan no-holds-barred straight-ahead attack-
dog ferocity. No weaknesseswere tolerated in the Mont family. That was
surely why TildyOsbrother, Jurtan, had had such a hard time, what with
his seizures and all; the Lion had looked at him like he was a strange in-
vertebrate dragged in by the cat and dropped on the rug with a binding
set of adoption papers. Tildy wondered how Jurtan was doing. Karlini
might have been able to snoop in on him and Max to find out what was
up, but Roni was right - Karlini hadnOtdone much of anything since
theyOd left Oolsmouth except mope around and be peckish.

OThereOmore to a relationship than love,O Roni said, after a pause
long enough that Tildy had just about decided neither one of them had
heard a word sheOdsaid. OYoudecide whatOsimportant in the relation-
ship and then you stick to it. Trust. Openness.Sharing. Communication.
Old favorites like that.O

OlOve got nothing to share!O protested Karlini.

OSo, see,O said Roni. Ol guess weOve communicated.O

OGood, | guess we have.O

ORight.O

OFine.O

Olt seemsto me,Osaid Tildy, Othatif you, Karlini, were working on
some project instead of -O

Ol donOt need marriage counseling from an adolescent,O Karlini
sputtered. Maybe heOdalso been listening after all. OGive me a break!
Okay, IOmon edge, big deal. WeOreheading into who knows what-all
kinds of trouble in Peridol, thatOsenough to put anybody on edge.
ThereOs - oh, why bother. And thereOs always Haddo.O

OYes,O said a reedy voice approaching from astern, Oalways is Haddo.O

Tildy looked over her shoulder behind her. There was no doubt from
the voice, of course, that Haddo was heading their way, but you could
always hope. Haddo was trailed by a distressed-looking Wroclaw.

29



OThanks, Haddo,O muttered Karlini. OPerfect.OKarlini didnOt enjoy
knocking heads with his wife, especially with Tildy tossedin the mix to
boot, so that should make the idea of being rescued more appealing, he
thought, right? Unfortunately, rescue by Haddo promised its own set of
new aggravations. HaddoOsindustrious scuttle ground to a halt next to
the table. Ready or not, Haddo was upon him. OTimefor more contract
negotiations, Haddo?O Karlini said.

Haddo aimed the black opening in his dark hood at Karlini, the twin
floating red sparks in its depths canted reprovingly and the cloth of the
upper rim drooping over them like accusingly furrowed eyebrows.
OMaster,O Great,Osaid Haddo. OHomagegive we small laborers. Master
are you, light can you treat serious the matters.O

Olguessthat means yes,Osaid Karlini, his scow! (if that was possible)
deepening further. He pushed himself to his feet. Olguess|Odbetter deal
with it.O

OGuess?0 said Haddo. OGuess not. Only do.O

OWhat?OKarlini muttered. OWhat, you want me to start paying you
for those pearls of wisdom now too?0

Roni watched Karlini move reluctantly off with his retainers, and Tild-
amire watched Roni. She hadnOtseen Roni like this before. Roni sighed.
Actually, Tildy thought, remembering that all of them kept telling her
precision was important, it was more a masculine exclamation of Ohuh!O
than a feminine sigh. To say it was a sigh would put the wrong spin on
it. OldonOtknow, Tildy,0 Roni was saying, oblivious to TildyOsinternal
battle with vocabulary. OYouspend years with somebody, you start to
think you know them, then you blink at them one day and seetheyOve
turned into someone else.O

OUh, maybe itOdike he said, heOsust worried,O Tildy suggested. OHe
thinks heOgot to watch out for me, keep the sailors off me. | wish heOd
back off a little. | mean, thereOsmy father and everything. My father
thinks | can take care of myself or he wouldnOt have let me go off with
you.OShenoticed Roni wasnOlistening again. Justaswell; Tildy thought
she might have gone overboard a little with the bit about her father. As
far asthe Lion was concerned, the only one who could take care of them-
selves was the Lion. OKarlini said he doesnOt like boats.O

Roni was playing with a grape from the bowl on the table. OHedoesnOt
like boats, but heOsiever reacted like this before. He usually just turns
green and sits in a locker moaning. 10mnot a shrew. 1tOshim - heOkeep-
ing something from me. He was always a terrible liar.O
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OOkay, maybe he is. Why would he do that? If he is, he sure doesnOt
seem very happy about it either.O

OWell, whatever it is, 10lltell you this. IOmgoing to find out.O Grape
juice squirted. Roni wiped the crushed grape skin off her fingers.

Tildy found shewas staring at the remains of the grape. DonOgo mak-
ing a metaphorout of this, she told herself. The image of the pulped fruit
stayed with her, though. If this kept up somehow Tildy didnOt think
grapes were the only things that might get crushed.

The Great Karlini stopped on the far side of the deck, leaned on the rail
so he could look over the side, and said in a low voice, Olsthis far
enough out of anybodyOs earshot for you?O

Haddo regarded him, his arms beneath his cloak planted solidly on
what in any similarly proportioned humanoid would have beenhis hips.
OBum are turning yourself into, you.O

OWhat Haddo means to say -O Wroclaw began.

OWhat means Haddo to say,Osnapped Haddo, OHaddo will say. Not
for you is businessthis, you with for liver the lilies. When tough must
get - are doing you what?O

OWould you like to sleepwith the fishes?CGasked Wroclaw, in the same
urbanely unruffled tone he always used. The other incongruity in the
scene, aside from his words, was contributed by the way in which
Haddo was now dangling over the side of the boat above the rushing
water below, suspended by the bunched material of his hood caught up
in WroclawOsclenched hand. OAnswer now, if you would, Haddo my
colleague.O

From the strangled sound of HaddoOsvoice, Karlini thought, you
might think Wroclaw had him by the neck instead of by the hood.
ODown put me!O he gargled. OPoint have you made!O

Karlini blinked. Haddo was back on the deck. ThereOdbeen a slight
black-tinged blur in the air, but that was the only sign that Wroclaw had
swung him back rather than using somekind of quick-zap teleport num-
ber. Haddo shook out his cloak and reached up to adjust the hang of his
hood. ORegretwill you this,O he muttered. Rather than a manifesto of
vendetta and doom, though, the remark sounded to Karlini like a state-
ment made pro forma for the sake of appearance and conversational
nicety.

But Wroclaw? OUh, have you been taking some kind of martial arts
lessons or something, Wroclaw?O Karlini said tentatively.

OAs always, sir, my services are yours to command,O said Wroclaw.
OAsHaddo was commenting, though, with his usual velvety manner, we
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have been noting a certain E declinein your condition of mind of late,
sir. We beg your pardon for our boldness in raising this, but there it is.O

OCondition of mind? What are you talking about?0O

OAterm that comesto hand, sir, is Omope;@lso Obrood®r Osulk.@Ve
would all much rather seeyou engagedin some productive activity than
slipping into, excuse me sir, as | mentioned before, declineO

There it was. A sorcerer in OdeclineOwas one whoOdlost his or her
touch and was an accident waiting to happen; raw meat for the next
predator who walked up with half an appetite, a sinking ship to be
deserted. The seagull shifted its balance uneasily on KarliniOsshoulder.
Olsthat what this is about?Osaid Karlini. OAre you telling me youOre
quitting?0

ONo, sir,OWroclaw stated, Ocertainly not at just this moment. Peridol
in this season is likely to be rather a challenge, though, if | might say so0.0

OIO0Il be ready! DonOt worry about me, 10l be ready.O

Wroclaw scrutinized him. Olndeed,sir, of that | had no doubt. Please
pardon our impertinence. Haddo, shall we go?0

OlOvgot something elseto discuss with Haddo,O said Karlini. OLeave
him with me.O

OAs you say, sir.O Wroclaw bowed and withdrew.

Karlini directed a hard stare at Haddo, which the seagull still perched
next to his head duplicated. Haddo stared back. OWell?CKarlini said. Ols
that what youwanted to talk about?O

OCloseenough is matter. Better can you do than doing have been
you.O

Karlini closed his eyes, and kneaded his forehead. OAIl this plotting
and¥ scheming, scheming and plotting. It never ends, Haddo, it only
gets worse.O

OWord gave you.O

Ol know | gave my word, Haddo, but this is not going to work. |
havenOtkept anything from Roni since | met her. Now 1Omsupposed to
work against her behind her back?0

ONot as extreme as statement is situation. Know this you.O

Karlini turned back to the oceanand drooped over the rail. The seagull
squawked and hopped off his shoulder, flapped once,and cameto a neat
landing next to him on the gunwales. OlcanOdo this, Haddo. [tOsonly
going to get worse, itOs not going to get better.O

Karlini felt HaddoOsleathery hand on his back. ODo it you can,0
Haddo told him, Obecausedo it you must. In Peridol perhaps will be all
things resolved.O
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OYou donOt really believe that.O

Haddo shrugged. OHappen it could. Happened have stranger things.O

OThatOs not very reassuring.O

OHow things go, that is. Help you perhaps can I. On this think |
should.OKarlini had fallen silent. Haddo watched him a moment longer,
though, before deciding Karlini was in no significant danger of falling or
leaping over the rail. As he retreated, Haddo castanother glance back to
be on the safeside. Karlini was still drooping, his back to Haddo, but the
seagull fixed him with an intent, watchful look.

Checking periodically over his shoulder, Haddo made his way below
decks and into the hold. The crates and lashed bales of their cargo had
been packed tightly into the available space,with only afew narrow pas-
sageways left to twist and dodge their way between them. Haddo,
however, was a being of lessthan average size. He had also assistedin
the packing. This was not the first time during the trip he had beendown
in the hold, either. He was sure no one had been following him, and no
one was in sight when he scuttled around a bend in one of the passage-
ways, dropped to the deck, and slid himself to the left. Anyone carrying
a lamp through the hold would have seenno hint of an opening, since
the sacksthat flanked the passageat that point bulged out at the front,
casting a maze of shadows on everything below them. To detect the nar-
row recessat the bottom where a cleverly raised palette kept the sacks
off the deck an observer would have had to crawl, hope for a quiet bilge
as they put their eye down on the deck, and aim their light just right.

Of course, it was a ship, so there were rats. As Haddo wriggled
through the narrow space,pushing the sack heOdpicked up on his way
past the kitchen in front of him, something chittered at him from up
ahead deeper in the blackness.Haddo growled back at it. The squeaking
persisted, joined by a blinking setof green eyes.Obviously this was aro-
dent he had not previously encountered. OWarnedyou did |,Omuttered
Haddo. A red glow spread from under his hood, then focussed down
and became twin beams, straight, clear, and narrow with a color like
spotlit rubies. The ratOgreen eyesfluoresced and its chittering turned to
a squeal as its sharp-edged shadow spread out behind it. Where the
beams converged, a puff of smoke rose out of its fur. Then the rat had
had enough. It twisted away with afinal wail and was gone. The beams
and the red glow died. Haddo edged through the areathe rat had aban-
doned and reached the lower edge of a crate. He rapped on it. OWhois
it?0 said a muffled voice.

OWho think you it is?0 Haddo snapped.
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OYou canOtbe too careful,O grumbled the voice. The wood panel
clicked and slid upward, and Haddo edged through the opening. The
panel glided shut behind him. OHold on while | get the lights.O A ripple
of shining green ran around the wall over HaddoOshead and snaked off
at right angles, outlining the inside of the crate. Then yellow burst out
through the green, the two colors pulsated once or twice asthey worked
things out between them, and the light level settled down to a constant
low but serviceable glow.

The crate measured perhaps eight feet on a side. As youOdexpect from
a crate in a cargo hold, the space ahead of Haddo was crammed tight
with stuff - rolled parcels concealed in oilskins, boxes with latches, a
lashed set of short metal rods, a hand-axe. Barely visible atop the
mounds of equipment was the curve of a spherical cauldron.

Behind Haddo, aladder was fastened to the inside surface of the crate.
The same lattice-work retaining wall that kept the contents of the crate
from collapsing into the entrance-spacecontinued upward along the lad-
derOgath. Haddo grasped the ladder and scurried up. At the top of the
ladder a two-foot-high gap separatedthe cargo and the crateOsipper lid.
Protruding from the center of the cargo was the upper swell of the round
ball, and swung back from the center of the ball was a domed lid.
OOutside met | rat,OHaddo told the creature perched inside the sphere,
its head propped on the lip.

OYouwant to tell me about inconvenience?QOsaid the creature, its poin-
ted ears splayed at conflicting angles. OTry taking an ocean voyage in-
side a box.OHe moved his head around in a slow circle, carefully stretch-
ing his neck muscles,then worked one shoulder back and forth to match.
OIOm getting to be nothing but a mess of hog-tied ligaments.O

Haddo tossed the sack heOdlugged up the ladder onto a cluster of
skyrockets protruding out of the baggagenext to the ball. He gestured at
the metal sphere. OHaveyou not your vehicle, Favored? Life support fa-
cilities has it, said you not?0O

OThereGas big difference between support and comfort,O said Favored-
of-the-Gods. OAt leastyou get to walk outside on the deck.O

OA pleasure always that is not,OHaddo said drily. OAlsomy idea this
plan was not.O

OYou could have tried to talk me out of it.O

OFrozenpermanently in frown is mouth,O asked Haddo, Ooris just to
make of visitor with supplies to welcome feel?0

OIf you werenOt bigger than me 10d whomp you one,O Favored
muttered.
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OTesty is getting on ship everyone,O Haddo reflected. OAt throats
people are.O

Ols that supposed to make me feel better?0

Haddo shrugged. ONotalone are you. Good or bad not is, fact is only.
Of it make what choose you. To Peridol ride wanted you.O

OWell, yeah, all right,O said Favored. OYouOdthink if my patron
wanted me in Peridol for the Knitting sheOdat least have supplied trans-
portation, but no.O

Olnsensitive ones work you for,0O commiserated Haddo.
ODowntrodden masses are we.O

OYoustarting with the dialectic again?OHaddo shrugged. OAnyway,O
Favored went on, Oadong asyouOrebringing up insensitivity, howOsghat
Karlini of yours doing? You keeping an eye on him?0

OFaith has kept Karlini. Speak to wife will he not.O

Favored shook his head. Ol donOtknow about him, Haddo. He could
be a weak link. If he lets something slip to her - or, worse, directly to
Max - MaxOllcome after us the first thing he does. | donOtmind telling
you 1Od rather not face him head-on.O

ODangeris Max. Getting around it no way is. To check put on Max, op-
tions limited are. Karlini most attractive option is.O

OYouOre sure heOs not going to fall apart?0

OSuream | not,0snapped Haddo. OSaidl not under strain is he not.
Observing closely am him I. Difficult position have put we in him.O

OSo weOre just going to watch while his fuse burns down?0

OCredit give me for brains,O Haddo said. OWhen Peridol reach we,
mood of Karlini must we lift. Cycle must we break. This for, place
Peridol perfect is.OHaddo hesitated. OProblemonly is Karlini not. Told |
not you about ice the attack.O

One of FavoredOsyessnapped wide open and the other squinted half-
shut, his nictitating membranes twitching. ODid you say Qice®?0

Olcesaid 1,0 said Haddo reluctantly. OOntrip down river to Ools-
mouth attacked by icebergswas boat. Thought Karlini and Shaaagainst
them was aimed strike this.O

ODoes that mean what | think?0

OKnow not |, suspect | only.O Favored slumped back into his sphere.
His voice echoed out with a hollow metallic tone. OThatOthe last thing
we need right now.O

OLast need we, first yet but may we have.O

Olce,you say?OFavored repeated, with a note of disbelief. OThatOsot
good. What the hell business does he have heading out of the frozen
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wastes to come after you down here, anyway? | thought he was out of
the picture for good. You said he couldnOtsurvive out of that climate,
either.O

OMaybe someone he got refrigerator to build.O

ODamn,Osaid Favored, now thoroughly morose. OYou got anything
else you want to tell me? What about that seagull?0

OBird speaks not yet.O

Favored hung his head back over the lip of the hatch. OldonOtlike that
either. The idea of that bird makes me nervous. As long as that thingOs
walking around E Well, | donOt like it.O

OMuch around is there that like you not,O said Haddo. OAgree with
you do I, yet strike we preemptively can not. To be on guard, to wait, to
watch is of wisdom the strategy.O

OWisdom? You trying to turn yourself into a sage now t00?0

OParticularly wise am | not. Open merely are eyes.O

OYeah,well, youOreprobably right,0 Favored said. OYouOvéad more
fieldwork than me anyway. There sure isnOmuch we could do on a boat
even if we wanted to. Once we get to Peridol the storyOll be different.O

OlnPeridol will be many things different,O Haddo said. OEnjoyyou of
refill the fruit.O Always a useful ally, was Favored, Haddo mused as he
squirmed his way back out of the crate and into the passageway in the
cargo hold. Seeingadequately asalways in the minimal light, he padded
quietly toward the exit, dodging around the jogs and corners. Two to the
left, then one to the right, then - whoompf!

OWherefrom came wall?0 muttered Haddo, taking a step back. There
hadnOtbeen a surface at this spot on his way in. Then all at once he real-
ized that what heOdrun into wasnOta wall at all. It was a man. A large
man, in fact a very large man. A man whose massowed nothing to sloth
or fat and everything to cord upon band of muscle, that and his
hereditary ceiling-scraping stature.

OYou,O whispered the man.

ODown keep your voice,Ohissed Haddo, feeling the cargo shift around
him in resonant vibration with the subterranean rumble of the speech,
Ooravalanche cause could you. Around boat seenyou have . Svin are
you. Dark corners liking are you now?0

OYou,OSvin repeated, with a bit less rumble this time, but with the
same hollow bang and boom. Ol have seen you too. You have been
avoiding me. You are Haddo.O

OAvoiding have | been not,Oprotested Haddo. ONoreasonwould have
| -O
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Olhave tracked the snow leopard. For three days have | followed him
through the tundra, through the empty plains. When someone tries to
hide from me, | know. You are Haddo. | know you.O

OServewe both same masters,OHaddo said, his own voice a bit
scratchier than usual. OMet did we in service together, recently, on boat.O

ONo,Gsaid Svin. Olknow you. | am a barbarian from the frozen north,
like my parents before me.O

Haddo stared him up and down. Even in the gloom of the hold, lit
only by the stray beams of sunlight that had wormed their way through
gaps between the planks of the deck above, it was apparent that this
statement was out of date. OBarbarianwereyou,O Haddo stated. ONow
wear you trousers and shirt, cut you your hair; abandoned have you
loincloth, are gone your furs. Civilization have you entered.O

OYou may be right,0 Svin said reflectively. OPerhaps now | am
something else. That is not the point. You will not change the subject,
you with your games of language and your culture of deceit. Men are
not born to -O

Olfto something say have you,Osaid Haddo, Ostopyou can | not, but
favor do me this - forget at least of noble savage the spiel. Old has it
become.O

OWordsare a trap,OSvin acknowledged. Olleave the snaresof rhetoric;
the truth is this. At the top of the world my people lived with the land;
with the caribou, the ice hawk, the polar bear. We lived the way of the
warrior. Man strove against beast, family against nature, tribe against
tribe. Who would dare rule us? Chill wastes were our home. Even the
hand of the gods was light. Then came Dortonn, Dortonn the sorcerer,
Dortonn and his Kingdom of Ice.OSvin spat, asthough to clear his throat
of something vile.

What was vile to Svin was not merely the content of his speech,Haddo
knew. Not that long ago Svin had been down with tuberculosis. Since
then it had been hack and hack, cough and cough all over the ship. Svin
got his throat back under control and continued. OWith his power Dor-
tonn forced my people to serve him, to build his castle.We called to our
gods, but they were with Dortonn. They told us to submit. We would not
submit, even at the word of our god. But we were not the only onesun-
der DortonnOs hand. There were others in the wastes. Those like you.O

OMany relatives have | -O

Svin squatted down in a smooth powerful motion and closed one
hand over HaddoOscloak next to the hood, where his shoulder probably
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was. OOneamong them served Dortonn as his chamberlain, as Fist of
Dortonn. He too was a cunning sorcerer. He was called Haddo.O

OAmong my people common of Haddo is name,O Haddo said quickly.

SvinOdhand tightened. OUnder Haddo, Fist of Dortonn, life was hard,
but before this time Dortonn himself was even worse. There was little
difference; we hated both Dortonn and his Fist. Then one day there was
lightning and fire in the castle. One tower fell. We fought DortonnOssol-
diers shoulder to shoulder with HaddoOspeople, who seemedto come
from the very walls. Somesaid this was HaddoOsdoing, his plan to over-
come Dortonn.

OMany fell. Many fled. Dortonn survived, though his strength was
now weak. Haddo was not seen again.O

Olnteresting perhaps this is,Oallowed Haddo. OHappenedwhat then?
Events these must years ago have been.O

OYes,(Bvin said, his voice lost in memory, Oyearsago. | was a child.
Yet it was | who saw Dortonn escape into the cliffs.O

ODo not understand | why to rule frozen wastes would want
someone,O said Haddo. OOf better places are there plenty.O

OThatis what | need to ask you. Why? Why did Dortonn come to us?
What was the true story, and the story of Haddo?O

OReleasgou your hand,OHaddo instructed him. To his surprise, Svin
realized that his fingers had obeyed almost before his mind had had a
chance to process the demand. Still, rather than grab Haddo again he
stood up and moved back a step. In HaddoOsvoice, croaky though it
was, Svin had suddenly heard the same tone of nonsense-is-over that
heOdbeen trained to recognize across from him at the other end of a
sword. The twin red embers beneath HaddoOscloak looked hotter than
usual, almost like the actual pit-of-hell flames Svin remembered from
bedtime tales as a youngster, and seemedto circulate like whirlpools of
fire asHaddo stared up at him and spoke. Olfthat Haddo were |, if there
had | been, think would | that behind this story, really was there a god,
that his tool Dortonn was. For gods games these are.O

OThat is not enough. | must know more.O

OYour time bide you,0 Haddo said after a moment. OIf that Haddo
were |, lightly not would take | this. Much means this to youE Against
this Haddo swore you vengeance?O

OOfcourse | swore vengeance,Osaid Svin, taking another step back.
OMy people are always swearing vengeance for one thing or another.O
The elders had told him to watch out for magicians, especially oneswho
werenOthuman, but theyOdnever really explained how to rationalize the
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craftiness you needed around sorcery with the forthrightness expected
from a warrior born. OButnow | am older,O he went on, more thought-
fully, Oand have seentoo much for things to be that simple. Perhaps
knowledge may be a kind of vengeance t00.0

A sudden creaking at the far end of the cargo hold, and a new glow in
the air, indicated that someoneelsewas undogging the door acrossfrom
them and coming in. OPerhapstalk will we again,Ohissed Haddo. OOne
guestion pose will | for you. Name know you of god, master of
Dortonn?0

OTheysaid DortonnOsallegiance was only to Death,Osaid Svin. OThatOs
all my people ever thought of him as, Death.O

OMany deaths there are. To tell them apart, names they have.O

OE | was only a child,O Svin said tentatively, Obutperhaps | did hear
something else,at night, when the elders were talking. Is it even a name?
Pod Dall?0

Olsa name,OHaddo reassured him. It was quite an interesting one, es-
pecially under the circumstances. The god whose creatures had terror-
ized SvinOgpeople had kept an uncharacteristically low profile; this god
had apparently not wanted his identity bandied idly about. Still, SvinOs
information corroborated HaddoOs own suspicions.

Quite interesting. Especially under the circumstances. Did Svin know
about the ring they had picked up in Roosing Oolvaya? Probably not. It
would be just aswell not to tell him. In particular, it might be better, at
least for the moment, that Svin not know about the god trapped in the
ring. The god by the name of Pod Dall.
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Chapter

THERE HAD TO BELAND AROUND HERE SOMEWHERE. | dug the
oars in again, stroked against the swells for at least the ten-thousandth
time since 10dleft the ship, and felt the dinghy move another fathom fur-
ther toward what | hoped was still the east. The water-hugging mist had
enough of a pearly glow that | knew the big moon was up there some-
place, evenif by now it was surely declining toward dawn. The fog bank
had gotten thicker as| rowed, though, and it was now uselessto think
about putting the moon squarely astern and rowing away from it, sincel
couldnOtseethe disc of the moon to save my life. Hopefully it wouldnOt
come to that. After all, |1 did have a compass.| was confident enough of
my ability to row in a straight line that | couldnOthave been checking it
more than once a minute. But how hard could a continent be to find
when you were sitting just offshore?

As creative as 10d been at getting myself into trouble, | might find out.

| looked out at the haze and stroked. Maybe one reasonthe fog was so
thick was that some of the murk that had been clouding my own mind
was finally leaking out. Wishful thinking, maybe, but you could argue
that was the same philosophy that had already carried me alive and in-
tact over more than a few rapids in the last several weeks. Wishful think-
ing and luck.

Riding the rapids doestake atoll, though. The end of the messin Ools-
mouth had left me in a daze; how much so was only becoming clear to
me now that | was coming out of it. In my stupor, flowing along with the
current, 10dtaken some actions that didnOt seem entirely well-chosen
now in retrospect. Drifting out to the Oolsmouth docks and linking up
with Shaa and the Karlinis for the ride to Peridol was one of them.

It had seemedto make senseat the time. |Qdfelt like | needed rein-
forcements around, enough to provide me with a breather to rethink and
regroup. | also hadnOtbeen looking forward to walking or hanging onto
a horse all the way from Oolsmouth to Peridol. On the other hand, for
anybody who might be watching me, IOdnow reinforced my connection
with the others and in effect dragged them even deeper into my own
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problems. | know, | know, Oanybody who might be watching meO
sounds paranoid to the extreme. Paranoid | may have been, but there
was still the evidence of recent twists and turns to show that in the case
paranoia was the most conservative of strategies;| was as sure of that as,
well, as my own name. Of course, considering that | didnOt have the
slightest idea of what my name actually was, that gives a pretty good
outline of the state of affairs.

TheyOdbeen calling me the Creeping Sword. An alias like that is
enough to send anyone with a modicum of taste back to bed with an ice-
bag, | know, but unfortunately it was really my own fault. ThereOdeen
that caselOdjust finished involving this Sword guy, see,and the name
was so cheesyit stuck in the front of my mind. When | fell in with Max
and Shaaand they wanted some handle to address me by it was the first
thing | could think of. Like most first thoughts, it left endlesspossibilities
for recrimination after the fact. It beat Oheyyou over there in the corner,O
| guess, but both of them had about the same relationship to anything
approaching the real me. At least, | hoped they did. None of us really
knew, which was yet another way of popping the situation into a nut-
shell. Of course, a patronymic like the Creeping Sword was certainly the
least of my worries.

Just because | had problems, though, didnOt mean they were all
equally difficult to address. Even if joining the Not UnreasonableProfit
had beena bad idea it still might not have beentoo late to escapethe re-
percussions, which is why | found myself out alone in a rowboat in the
middle of the night in the middle of the ocean.From my vantage point at
the moment, this was not the first time one of my solutions looked less
appealing than the problem it was supposed to solve. Nevertheless, if |
could make it to shore it shouldnOtbe more than a three- or four-day
walk into Peridol along the coastroad. That sounded like a good invest-
ment. A stout hike was probably the perfect prescription for draining the
last dregs of goo from my mind. ThatOsvhat Shaahad said, anyway, and
prescriptions werehis business.

There wasnOtmuch question about the hikeOsdestination, either;
Peridol was clearly the place to be heading. Whatever your question
might be, Peridol was always the leading place to find answers. Of
course, Peridol being what it was there were usually more answers than
questions, and if you hadnOtthought to bring a question with you,
Peridol was more than happy to provide you with more than enough of
its own. That was Peridol during normal times. During the Knitting sea-
son, that should apply at least double; maybe even triple, who knew?
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Since Peridol was Peridol, someone probably had the multiplier posted
somewhere, with a back room full of probabilists arguing over the odds.

There it was again, math. Things kept coming back to math. For me,
math had always been a dark room and me without a match. | didnOt
think | had any better grasp of mathematics now than I1Odhad before 10d
run afoul of Max and his crew. Well, fine, IOdnever wanted to be an ac-
countant, and |Odcertainly never wanted anything to do with the other
major discipline that required a solid grasp of math, both abstract and
applied. It was an axiom that you couldnOtdo magic unless you could
work the math, but that had always been just dandy with me.

Justlook at me now, though. Whether |Odhad anything deliberate to
do with it or not, at the very least you had to admit a lot of magic had
been working itself around me lately; not only around me but through
me. OThrough meOjust about describesit, too. | wasnOteal happy about
it; | didnOtlike being the next thing to a conduit or a trade road, sitting
there minding my own business while magic stampeded over my head
like a herd of runaway buffalo, but then | wasnOtreal fond of magic in
any guise. On the other hand, | wasnOentirely complaining either - there
had beena couple of situations where IOdhave beenin aterminally tight
spot if | hadnOt succeeded in sucking something useful out of
Gashanatantra through our metabolic link. At least thatOswhat 10das-
sumed was happening. Now | wasnOt so sure.

There was a lot | wasnOtsure about, and even more about which | ab-
solutely knew | understood too little. Even something as simple as the
cast of players, whether they were there by deliberate intention or had
just been swept up by the swelling broom of events, was far from clear.
There was Gashanatantra, who had had an important hand in getting
this thing started in the first place. HeOdhauled me in to be his front man
back in Roosing Oolvaya, using the hook and gaff rig that bound his
metabolism to mine. One of the worst things to do if you want to live to
an advanced age is to surprise a god, but 10dsurprised him, all right,
when it turned out the metabolic link was more than a one-way street.
Drawing fragments of his knowledge as well as his power through the
link had helped me out in the short term, had helped me enough to save
my life more than once. Whether the long-term situation was any more
than the same fated death stretched out for the sake of excruciation re-
mained to be seen.What didnOtseemopen to question was the extent to
which the events just past had focussed GashOsttention on me. At best|
was a tool heOdfiound unexpectedly useful; at worst | might have actu-
ally become a center of his serious interest.
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As Shaaand Max had told me and IOdcome to seefor myself in Ools-
mouth, GashOseputation for plots with more layers than a ripe onion
was honestly earned. The messin Roosing Oolvaya had been downright
intimate by comparison. There, Gash had only sent me up against Oskin
Yahlei, the necromancer and would-be god whoOdtaken charge of the
ring holding the trapped Death, Pod Dall. The ring had swept Karlini in-
to the situation, too, and with him Max, but if Gash cared about them or
even knew they were there | hadnOtseen a sign. Of course, it now ap-
peared that, whatever he had said at the time, GashOsnain interest then
had been with the ring; after all, heOdbeen the one whoOdtrapped Pod
Dall in it in the first place.

Throughout the Roosing Oolvaya and Oolsmouth side of things,
though, Gash hadnOtseemedto necessarilywant the ring in his own pos-
session.Instead, it was lurking out there serving the same purpose as a
fishing lure or a piece of flypaper or a nice ripe tarpit - to work asa cata-
lyst and a decoy, both, pulling folks out of the woodwork and getting
them enmeshedin a situation that appeared to be one thing on its face,
but that in fact involved Gash behind the scenespulling strings toward
his own inscrutable goals. Every time | thought about it his hand only
looked more subtle. He wasnObne for brute force; instead, the core of his
style as |0dseenit rested in giving players the opportunity to do things
their inclination naturally disposed them toward anyway. Once the
framework was in place, all Gash had to do was point them toward the
right target and stand back while they took off after it like a hound after
a plumped-up rabbit.

Of course, this kind of stuff was easier to talk about than to pull off.
No matter how much you wanted to hide behind the screen,sometimes
someone just had to be out on stage helping things along. The problem
with that was that once you were out in public, you made yourself a tar-
get for people to come after later if and when they thought theyOd
figured out what had really been going on. In Oolsmouth there had in-
deed been such a front-line figure; Gashanatantra, right? Of course not.

No, they thought it was me.

Actually, if it had only beenthat, it would have been simple, or sim-
pler, anyway. The players Gash was working with were ones he knew.
They knew him, too, but more than that they were already out for his
hide. Rather than dodging indefinitely heOddecided to face them, in a
manner of speaking. Becauseof the metabolic link and the aura it projec-
ted, they thought | was him. | was more than a front man, | was a full-
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fledged surrogate. | was there not only to advance GashOslot but to take
his heat.

Of course, no one actually bothered to tell me this or fill me in on my
role; no, IOdhad to figure it out as| muddled along. At least Gash hadnOt
decided to rearrange my face,or my anatomy in general. Fortunately for
me, in his circles no one seemedto raise much of an eyebrow over a new
body here or there. Still, the first person whoOdshowed up believing |
was him was his wife. At least Jill hated him; that | could deal with. |
could sympathize with it too, since | wasnOtexactly fond of him myself,
but given the circumstances sympathy didnOtseem like the most pro-
ductive approach to take.

If Jill had succeededin killing me straight off | didnOtthink Gash
would have beentoo unhappy either. After all, if Gash was supposed to
be dead it would have given him even more freedom of action, aswell as
relief from Jill and anyone elseon his trail. That | hadnOwbligingly caved
in had only opened the door to an extended high-wire act. In the com-
pany of Jill and her partner, Zhardann (or Jardin), the Administrator of
Curses, | had somehow succeeded in extending the masquerade for
days; in fact, they might not realize it was over yet. | was sure that the
way weOdparted company, though, had left them more than eagerto re-
new our acquaintance at the next possible opportunity. The least theyOd
be looking for would be answers | either didnOthave, or couldnOtgive
them and expect to remain alive.

Would they be in Peridol? Hah! - that was a sucker bet. For a Knitting
everyonewho thought they were someone would be in Peridol. That
didnOtmean | had to make things any easierfor them than they already
were. If theyOdpicked up my trail in Oolsmouth they could have learned
IOdshipped out on a boat. With all the seatraffic converging on Peridol
itOd been impossible to tell if the ship was being shadowed, but it
wouldnOthave been surprising. Even if we werenOtunder observation, it
was only elementary to figure that showing up in Peridol on foot rather
than on water might keep them off balance.Of course,knowing my trav-
eling companions, a welcoming party might be waiting for any or all of
the Not UnreasonablérofitOgpassengers. That being said, any reception
waiting for me would probably be the nastiest; these were godsIOdbeen
fooling around with, after all. Even if someone was merely waiting for
the boat to come in to pick up our trail | didnOtwant to give them that
much of a break.
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Unfortunately, that wasnOthe only possibility to consider. They could
be waiting for me to split off from the others before coming after me.
They could -

But there was only so far you could go in trying to anticipate how
someone would surprise you next. The more reactive you became, the
more initiative you threw out. | was pretty damn tired of being tossed
back and forth by the whims of fate, chance, and the plots of others. |
wasnOplanning to wait for another god to show up on my doorstep and
sling me into another maze of their own devising. It was time to assert
myself, to become again an active participant in my own story rather
than just getting bounced around the landscape by the events unfolding
around me.

That didnOtmean | wasnOperpetually looking over my shoulder, wait-
ing for the next hand to reach out from the unknown and grab me
around the neck. Just because IO0dcome to an ideological breakpoint
didnOt mean 10d lost all sense of reason. | was still half-expecting
someoneto pop out of the water next to the boat and hoist themselves
onto the gunwales. You could say a rowboat in the middle of afog bank
had to be one of the safer placesto hide out. On the other hand, these
weregods etcetera etcetera;you go over the same ground often enough
and it getslessand lessinteresting, unless you have a particular appreci-
ation for churned mud.

Mud or no, the situation hadnOtchanged. Who knew what the gods
could do? More to the point, | sure didnOtknow what they were capable
of, other than lots of nasty surprises. They had to have limitations, but
other than the ones|Odobserved, which centered primarily on a shortage
of good sense,and on energy supplies and the recurring need to refuel, |
didnOtyet know what they were. It didnOtgo nearly far enough toward
evening the scalesto remember that my sparring partners apparently
thought | was a god too. Aside from its dubious value as a deterrent that
didnOthelp me a whole lot. More than outweighing the deterrent value
on the downside was the fact that it seemedto keep the scheming lot of
them interested in me.

The thing that bothered me more than having them think | was a god
was the chance they might be right.

Even though |Odbeen listening for it, it suddenly occurred to me that
the sound IOdbeen waiting for had gradually snuck up unawares. More
than the constant swish and gurgle of the swells, there was now the ad-
ded crash and whoosh that implied the presenceof breakersand a shore.
It was behind me, too, exactly where |Odbeen hoping for it. ThereOshat
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old proverb, about watching out what you wish for becauseyou might
get it, but in this casel couldnOtseehow it was going to bite me, unless
the shoreline was actually one of jagged rocks and | was about to have
the keel ripped off the rowboat. In the larger casethe proverb was a dif-
ferent story. Even so, | didnOtseehow that story would pick up again un-
til IOdmade it to Peridol, though, or at least before IOdgotten through the
waves onto the beach.

Everything was in place, not that 1Odbrought much with me off the
boat. A pack of supplies sat underneath my seat, and jammed through
the top of the pack lengthwise was a stout walking stick just the right
heft and length for a two-hand broadsword. | left off rowing for a mo-
ment and felt around for it to make sure it hadnOtwandered off - yeah,
there it was, all right. OYou got anything to contribute?O | asked the stick.

It didnOtsay anything, which was no more than IOdexpected, but it did
vibrate quickly under my hand, sending alow tingle up my wrist and in-
to my arm. Was that a messagewith real content, or was Monoch just let-
ting me know it was still alive, or whatever it really was?| couldnOtsay. |
didnOtknow its language, if it hada language, but | had come to know its
moods. At the moment it was placid enough, for a change.| didnOtknow
its purpose, either, beyond the fact that it was at besta reluctant ally fois-
ted on me by Gash. That meant that it had to be a spy, and quite possibly
a homing beacontoo. Unfortunately, things being what they were | just
couldnOttoss Monoch in the seaand be done with it, if tossing it in the
sea would let me be done with it, which was another question entirely.

The sound of breakers behind me was now distinct. After perusing a
navigational chart, Shaahad assured me that given the currents and the
topography of the coastline I0dbe encountering beachrather than rocks.
| didnOtexactly trust ShaaOseamanship, but heOdassured me he knew
this section of the countryside well, and anyway | didnOt have much
choice. A predawn seagull cawed somewhere overhead. Off to the left |
saw white-capped foam, then the rowboat creaked and lifted. | played
with the oars, trying to keep the dinghy headed straight-on, and as the
wave dropped beneath me the keel grated on sand.

| splashed and sloshed my way up the beach,dragging the rowboat by
the painter in the bow, asthe breakersroseto my kneesand ebbed away.
| was going to take this asa clearly good omen. It was anticlimactic, true,
but | was hoping to find more anticlimactic episodesin my life in the
days ahead.

| left the rowboat overturned on the beachunder a bed of tangled kelp
and headed inland up the sand. | sort of wished | could take the boat
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along; | never liked to waste a good piece of equipment, and who knew
what |1Odneed for those same days ahead, but on the other hand clawing
my way up a cliff and then hiking for days along aroad carrying a row-
boat on my back or hauling it behind me could easily attract just the kind
of attention it was my intention to avoid. There was also the condition of
my back and other assorted joints and muscles to consider. It was the
sort of stunt you sometimes hear about in myths, and certainly had the
mythical characteristic of being essentially pointless, but maybe that was
just the kind of thing gods appreciated. Probably not the ones IOdmet,
though; they seemedto like to avoid anything that smacked of direct
work.

| could have camped at the edge of the water until the day arrived or
the fog lifted, but | didnOtwant to push my luck; | had images of some-
body sending giant lobsters out of the surf to snap pieces off my hands
while | dozed. Sol moved up the beachin the fog, the sparselight giving
me a ten-foot circle of visibility before the mass of the fog won out over
the glow of the moon, stumbling over piles of driftwood and popping
the flotation bladders of tendrils of slimy kelp, until | discovered the cliff
by the simple expedient of walking into it. That was good enough for
me. No way was | going to try to climb an unknown cliff in the dark and
the fog when there wasnOteven any need for it. | flopped down on the
sand, rested my head on the pack, and closed my eyes.

If there was any particular subject one or another of the members of
MaxOscrew werenOtinterested in | hadnOtdiscovered it yet. One of the
topics they all had something to say about was dreams. In my case,af-
flicted as| was by the effects of the Spell of Namelessness,they thought
my dreams should be a fertile area of study; mirror of the unconscious
and all that. | hadnOtbeen much help. Max had a technique for monitor-
ing the surface thoughts of someone he could physically lay his hands
on, but it hadnOtpicked up athing from me. OlIfheOgjot a mind in there
at all | canOfind it, Owas MaxOnly comment on the question. Actually,
that was okay with me. IOdbeen starting to have doubts about how far |
could trust Max, especially if my original identity turned out to be
someone he didnOtlike. What if | really hadbeen a god? If the Spell of
Namelessnesswas a weapon mainly employed by gods against each oth-
er, as ZhardannOsuse of it had seemedto imply, that was a possibility
that couldnOtbe ignored, not that | felt like a god, whatever a god was
supposed to feel like. If | was or had been a god, though, regardless of
what | felt like, the trick to survival might very well involve keeping out
of MaxOs sight.
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Karlini with his hypnosis and Shaawith his bedside manner hadnOt
had any better luck in prying hidden visions out of me either, though. As
Shaahad pointed out, it was true that none of them had ever examined a
victim of the Spell of Namelessnessbefore, and such caseswere also
under-reported in the literature, so as far as any of them knew loss of
dream content could be a standard effect. | had a slightly different slant
on it. As far as| was concerned, dreams were even more of a myth than
me and the rowboat, since | didnOt think 10d ever had one in my life.

Well, that wasnOentirely true. Not the part about the dreams, that was
accurate enough, but the slight exaggeration about my life. The fact was,
| knew very little about my life. The Curse of Namelessnesshad taken
more than my name, it had erasedall memory of whoever | might have
been and whatever | might have done prior to my arrival in Roosing
Oolvaya. Physical evidence was lacking, too - | didnOteven have an evoc-
ative scar.

Which made it all the more unexpected, as | dozed off there on the
sand next to the cliff, to discover | was having, in fact, a dream.

Not that it was much to talk about, | suppose. There was a landscape
of mist. | knew it wasnO# real landscape, though; it didnOtfeel real, it felt
tooreal, asthough it was the mother lode ideal against which all mists in
the real world were just cast shadows. It crackled with clarity, it
sparkled, it shone, asthough | was examining eachwisp simultaneously
with a microscope. By comparison, the genuine mist 1Odjust been rowing
and slogging through was a cheap cast-off imitation let loose by
someonewho didnOthave a clue how a real mist was supposed to be put
together. But all it was, for all its hyper-realism, was fog. Great | remem-
ber thinking, all this time waiting for a dream and what | gefagy?

The fog and | contemplated each other. Maybe it was my metaphor
about the conditions inside my head made concrete. It did hold my at-
tention, in a way actual fog never had, but even so it wasnOtexactly an
epiphany of meaning. Then | saw the face.

It had actually beencondensing for awhile without my growing aware
of it. When | did realize something elsewas there, it was already a rough
head-and-shoulders bust, still the grayish-white of the mist surrounding
it and without any discernible features, as though someone had cast a
wizard spotlight on their sculpture garden after a season of extreme
erosion. Even in that state it projected the samerealer-than-real effect as
the mist itself, but as it formed a thin nose and a straight-edged mus-
tache, a close-shaved cap of silver-blond hair, and eyes of glacier-ice
blue, | had the feeling that if | ever met this person (since IOdnever seen
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him before in, well, my life) | would recognize him instantly, evenif all |
could glimpse was the tip of an ear around a door in the dark. The image
looked too intense to be a person; if | didnOtknow better, IOdhave said
someonethat vivid must be something superhuman, like a god. | figured
it must be an artifact of this dream business - the gods 1Odencountered
hadnOtseemed any more radiant than anyone else youOdmeet on the
street.

The face hung there for a bit, and after a vague interval | had the feel-
ing | could put a name to it. No voice pronounced it, and | didnOthear
the name, per se, it just sort of seepedinto the back of my awareness.For
some reason | couldnOtactually pronounce it myself, either; instead it
had sneakily bypassed the usual paths of speechand memory to plop
down, latent, on the tip of my tongue.

How long the experience lasted or exactly when it ended | had no
idea, but the next thing | knew | was staring down a length of rock and
earth. Up a length, really, since | was lying on my back and the cliff was
still stretching up over my head, although now into the retreating fog
under the brighter glow of dawn. | got to my feet and set about putting
myself together.

In reconnoitering the baseof the cliff, | came acrossthe one artifact 10d
beenmost hoping for right at the moment - a trail. ShaaOmap had indic-
ated villages scattered here and there along this stretch of coast, and a
small fishing port slightly to the south, so it wasnOtike we were talking
about unexplored wilderness; a prepared path up the cliff hadnOtseemed
unreasonable. The path had its share of switchbacks and crumbly spots,
but the patches of wildflowers clinging to cracksin the rock and spills of
earth made the short hike surprisingly scenic. The fog had retreated
enough so that the top of the cliff began to condenseinto view when |
was barely halfway up. Emerging over the lip at the end of the climb
brought me out of the fog entirely and onto a meadow of wild grasses
waving gently in the morning light. Behind me, the cliff submerged into
the fog as though it was the edge of the coastline and the seawas the
gray of clouds, and the beach IOdcrossed was off in another world be-
neath the waters.

| adjusted the pack and pushed off toward the road. It was further
back from the cliff than IOdexpected, but | still came upon it soon
enough. The road was wide enough for a lane-and-a-half of traffic, but it
was paved with stone;this deep in the heartland of empire you wouldnOt
expect anything less. Still, it wasnObeing maintained aswell asit might,
especially with the Knitting coming up and all. The status of
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maintenance was driven home even further when | topped the ridge of a
low hill and saw a canted-over barouche at the trough at the foot of the
hill ahead of me. Two men were standing next to the carriage looking

down at the right-front wheel. As | drew up to them it was plain to see
what had happened. One of the paving stoneshad shifted and the wheel
had wedged itself into the resulting gap. Fortunately for them the wheel
hadnOtsplintered and the axle was intact, but the carriage was plainly

stuck tight. Both men were covered with road dust and breathing hard.
Scatteredaround them on the road were several boxes, a large luncheon
hamper, and a trunk.

The man in livery, his hands on his hips, called to me, OGiveus a hand
here, then, will you?O The driver wasnOtthe one of interest to me,
though. The other man, his black and silver traveling clothes now dis-
tinctly the worse for wear, had fixed me with his full attention and, |
thought, a fleeting touch of surprise. OWell met,Ohe said, Oandtimely.
YouOre the first person along in the last hour.O

OAnNd a pleasant morning it is too,01 said, indicating the roadside
wildflowers glistening in the sun. OWouldnOt you say?0

Olt now shows signs of improvement,O agreed the man. OYouOrea
stout fellow; the three of us should have no trouble accomplishing what
the two of us could not.O

Even if theyOdbeen straining at the carriage and unloading its contents
for the last hour, which looked perfectly plausible given their appear-
ance, the guy still had a sword slung on his hip. He hadnOtreached for it
to put it on as|Odapproached, either; heOdeenworking with his sword
easily at hand. It wasnOwnly that sign that made me recognize him asa
pro. IOdseenthat aura of latent menace before, along with its subliminal
aroma of congealed gore. HeOdbe a nasty one to cross. | didnOtwant to
cross him; | didnOt even want to get within his range. IOvesized up
enough swordsmen to know which onesare deadly and which onesonly
think they are.

But that wasnOt the real reason | was reluctant to approach. He B

OYouOve recently been to sea,O he stated.

OActually, | spent the night down on the beach.Unfortunately | picked
a part of beachthat was alittle closeto the tide.Ol wasnOabout to volun-
teer to anyone that |0dgotten drenched while landing a boat, especially
not him. | didnOttrust the situation; it was a classic setup for all kinds of
things. Of course, it could have also been an honest caseof a random
busted wheel, but there was more to my feeling than just the setup. It
wasnOtmerely the situation, and it wasnOtjust the look of him with his
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sword. Wasi it just my paranoia acting up again? Was| just going to auto-
matically distrust anyone | happened to meet? No, because- Olbeg your
pardon?0

OTogetherwe will extract this wheel and then you will ride with me; |
insist.O

OIfitOgust the sameto you, 10djust as soon walk. [tOsa nice day for a
stroll.O

ONo, no, | wonOthear of it,Osaid the man. His hand seemedto drift, of
its own accord, toward the pommel of his sword. Olinsist. What is your
name, so | may know in whose debt | find myself?0

OOkay,Q said slowly, OifthatOghe way itOgjoing to be, thatOghe way
itOgyoing to be. My nameOs$pilkas, and before you start in after my lifeOs
history 1Odjust assoon tell you IOma fellow of no particular account.OlOd
resolved not to be caught short reaching for a moniker like the Creeping
Sword again. | figured | was due a few free throwaway namesto toss out
at random, anyway, but | didnOtmind borrowing some from people 10d
known. Spilkas was a jittery cutpurse back in Roosing Oolvaya. He was
so fidgety, in fact, that he couldnOtdo a job unless he was halfway
soused. Spilkas existed along a fine line - too drunk and his coordination
would go and heOdstart to fall down, not pickled enough and heOd
twitch himself straight into jail. | wasnOtone for getting sloshed myself,
but the connection with his fine-line lifestyle still made the name a sure
fit for me. OWho might you be?0

Ol am Joatal Ballista,O he told me.

But he wasnOtHe was lying. IOdhave known he was lying even if it
hadnOtbeen for the dream, but the dream put the capper on it. The
dream where IOdseenhis face;had it scoured into my memory asthough
it was etched on the businessend of a branding iron. And the name that
went with it, the one that had perched itself on the tip of my tongue,
wasE wasE Redley? Fredley? No, Fradgee. No, not that. Fradi.
Fradjikan, that was it.
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Chapter

HIS BUSINESS DOWN THE COAST had gone tolerably well. There
was always far too much to be done given the time and resourcesavail-
able. Still, things were coming together. With his new insights into the
motivations of his patron he was coming to be more prepared for the af-
termath, and with his recent recruitments and alliances the short term
was looking bright as well. The outcome had always been fairly much
ordained, of course; he had been commissioned to deal with Max, and
there was no doubt Max would indeed be dealt with quite comprehens-
ively. It was how one managed the loose ends and overall esthetics,
though, that setthe brute practitioner apart from the selectvirtuosi at the
top of the form, or at least that was the ideal Fradjikan always preferred
to pursue. Rather than the sudden descent of calamity from the skies,
Fradi was partial to the gradually tightening web of encroaching doom,
the progressive dropping away of escaperoutes and camouflage both,
until the noose was finally drawn tight in an orgastic passageof revela-
tion and inescapable ruin. It made one feel glad to be alive.

Nevertheless, being master of the web didnOtmean that one foresaw or
planned out every last detail. Planning was only part of the game, any-
way. If you were a commander of troops perhaps the greatest satisfac-
tion might come from watching your plan reel itself out with every par-
ticular precise, the forces of each side marching as automata through
their prescribed evolutions; an ideal rarely achieved, to be sure. Those
who plotted plots, on the other hand, whether astheir livelihood or just
from innate disposition, were either flexible or found themselvescracked
acrossthe fault line of their greatestrigidity. That was the source of the
real challenge - proceeding toward a fixed end-point through an ever-
changing flurry of random events and the workings of fate. The real
challenge and, to be honest, the real fun. But what was the harm in that?
The most effective practitioner was the one at one with his job.

In FradiOsexperience,though, fate rarely got its workings into gear this
early in the morning. Yet here was this Spilkas fellow, producing himself
right into FradiOdap, asit were, of all things. Spilkas was now sweating

52



asmuch asLowell, the driver, or Fradjikan himself, but as Fradi had pre-
dicted the sweat had been both timely and effective. Lowell and Spilkas
finished manhandling the last unloaded piece of baggage,the big trunk,
back into the caband stood back for a moment to pant. OHaveyou break-
fasted?O Fradi asked Spilkas. OThe inn provided a jug of freshly
squeezed orange juice.O

OOrangejuice, you say?Osaid the man, retrieving his pack from the
side of the road. OA swig of that wouldnOt be a bad idea.O

OAfter you,Osaid Fradi. He opened the door to the coach. ODonOhesit-
ate now, come come. | wonOt hear of it.O

ODid you make a promise to some god youOd meet a good-deed
quota?O0Spilkas said, Ooris this just some compulsion to hobnob with the
lower class?0

Spilkas had been deliberately trying to be irritating, and was succeed-
ing rather well for that matter. Olalso have some cheeseand a modest as-
sortment of fruit,O Fradi told him. OLookat it as payment for services if
you like.O Spilkas grunted but at least gave off arguing, and let Fradi fol-
low him into the carriage. Lowell mounted to the box and got them un-
derway. Fradi doled out the refreshments and considered the situation.

Spilkas; a dispensable name, to be sure. Surely the name was as false
asthe one Fradi had used himself. (Which one hadhe used?- oh, Ballista,
of course.) Names were quick camouflage on the cheap but nonetheless
effective for all of that. At least the fellow wasnOtusing one of those
horrid tacked-on appellations, wasnOtcalling himself Someone the So-
mething, for instance. During a stint asfacilitator to some court or anoth-
er early in his career, a higher-level factotum, the principal chamberlain
in fact, had taken to referring to Fradi himself as Fradjikan the Assassin,
as opposed to Fradjikan, the assassinwhich was how he had been hired.
Well, Fradjikan had squared accounts with him, and ultimately with the
entire court. Not out of spite, or anyway not spite against the court; it
had been a pure question of business.His real employer in that casehad
been the courtOs subsequent inhabitant.

In such ways are reputations built. Yet what was the background of
this Spilkas, now at work with determination at demolishing a hearty
wheel of Brie? Until he had appeared boarding the ship following the de-
nouement in Oolsmouth Fradjikan had not detected his presence. Per-
haps heOdnerely taken passagewith the others; it was too soon to tell. If
Spilkas didnOtlook any more impressive at close-up than heOdseemed
from afar, he did have some potential in his own right. In particular, he
was proving very adept at giving no information of any substance.On
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the other hand, he affected a cane even though he had no obvious
impairment, and vanity was something that could be played upon.

OYou must be on a lengthy excursion to need such a stout walking
stick,O Fradi tried.

ONot much to look at, is it? If it wasnOtan heirloom 10dchuck it in a
marsh.OWell, so much for vanity. OWhatdoesbring you out on the road,
then, and camping out on beaches?0

OMaybe youOveheard thereOsgoing to be a Knitting down the road
here a piece? You got any more of those wheat crackers in there?0

Fradi passedover the hamper. It was likely this fellow would be noth-
ing but a waste of time; most people were. Considered as a limbering-up
exercise,however, even going through the motions wouldnOt be entirely
a waste, and anyway all heOdbe doing otherwise would be sitting with
his own thoughts looking out the window of the carriage. On the other
hand, perhaps Spilkas really represented something key, but something
that needed a bit of digging to exhume. Fradi wouldnOtdiscard him until
the possibilities had been exhausted; Fradi was not one to frown back
when luck smiled. OHad you been long at sea?0

OWhatsea?Gaid Spilkas, his mouth full of cracker. Olsaid | was on the
beach, not on the water, didnOt 120

OPerhapsyou did.O There was no way Spilkas could know heOdbeen
observed getting on the boat, and as a result no way for him to know
that Fradi recognized his position asa lie. Not that Spilkas had actually
come right out and stated that he hadnOtbeen on a boat. The difference
between misdirection and outright mendacity was primarily a semantic
one, though, or at most question of tactics. That wasnOthe issue. If Spil-
kas was at pains to make a casual acquaintance think he hadnOtbeen at
seathere was obviously something there he deliberately wanted to con-
ceal.His associationwith the others seemedmost likely. Was the plan for
Spilkas to act as their deep-cover agent in Peridol, clear of surveillance
and free to carry out any secret schemes?

Could there be even more here? Could they be trying to set him up?
Fradjikan, himself?

Fradi decided that that brief consideration was about all that possibil-
ity deserved. Yes,it was a possibility, but no, the chancewas too low for
reasonability. How could they plan against him; they didnOteven know
he was there. Surely he had not tipped his hand to reveal, even by im-
plication, his presenceon the scene.The sun could flare and the oceans
could boil, too, but the cost/ benefit ratio in planning for the eventuality
was similarly too stacked to make it worth worrying about. There was
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only so much looking over oneOsshoulder one could engage in before
oneOs neck became irretrievably frozen in a retrospective attitude.

Nevertheless, it was useful to remind oneself occasionally that one was
not a sorcerer. One might employ them, and one might know how to
bend them to his purposes, and one might even have a professional but
limited respectfor them aslower-order tradesmen and functionaries, but
one still had to admit they did have their own annoying tricks and their
own peculiar delusions of grandeur. Indeed, though, delusions notwith-
standing, there was no reason to get oneOown hands dirty grubbing
around in the mystic arts. Why stoop so low when there were magic
practitioners for hire begging on the streets,almost, when oneOswn pat-
ron was a god of not inconsiderable power, even among gods, and when
oneOsillies included such as even a high contender for the throne of
Gadzura? And when one was who one was oneself?

Why, indeed?

OWhy do you keep harping on this seastuff?0 Spilkas said suddenly.
OYou looking to recruit a sailor?0

Ol, ah, | was just on my way back up the coast,OFradi began, his
thoughts racing barely ahead of his words, Oaftera quick trip down to
the cape to seek news of a ship overdue for its arrival in Peridol.O

OWhat shipOs that?O

OTheFlying Pelican out of Oolsmouth.O

OWho thinks up these names?Omuttered Spilkas. OAny boat with a
name redundant asthat deserveswhatever it gets, if you donOtmind my
saying so0.0

Ol suppose youOreright.O Actually, Fradjikan had just made up the
name himself out of whole cloth; not one of his finest moments, it was
true, especially given his earlier thoughts on the adequacy of acceptable
names or the lack thereof. Ol donOtsuppose you saw anything sailing
past, while you were camped out there on your beach?0

ONo pelicans, thatOs for sure.O

OPerhaps some sailor colleagues of yours?0

Olknow coincidence is golden and all that, but donOttell me you were
expecting to get the news youOrdooking for from a guy you picked up at
random on the road. Come on, Ballista. HereOsone for you thatOsa lot
more reasonable- you know any decent placesto stay in Peridol that still
have room?0

ONo, IOmafraid | donOt,&aid Fradi. He had a few bottles of assorted
spirits packed away in the bottom of the hamper, including a fresh one
of aged rum; was it time to crack one of them? Maybe if he could get
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Spilkas drunk it would make him more helpful, either by making him
talk more or making him talk less. If worse came to worse, Fradi could
drink enough himself so he wouldnOt care. No, that would be unprofes-
sional. It was still too early in the morning, anyway. Ol do know that
lodging is scarce;you may find yourself back on the road home as soon
as youOvearrived.O Fradjikan leveled a finger at Spilkas. OYou should
also know my personal staff complement is full, sodonOthink about tak-
ing service with me to stay off the streets.Unless you have some particu-
lar talent | should know about?0

Ol don®t know. What kinds of talent would you like to know about?0

OAnything youOreproud of. Or we could conversefor awhile and seeif
something comes to light.O

A sardonic smile crossed quickly along SpilkasOface and was just as
quickly gone. OGo ahead and try. TalkOs cheap. ItOs still a waste of time.O

Hmm, thought Fradi. Was there something there? OlOneertain you un-
dervalue yourself. Everyone has someskill. No one is entirely a blank, a
complete unknown.O

The sardonic grin flickered back. OOh, yeah?0O

OAny person with -O Fradi stopped himself, or more precisely the
words faded away on their path from his brain to his mouth as his mind
lost interest in them. Something much more interesting than words had
just occurred to him. The more unknown Spilkas was the better. Fradi
could soon change that anyway. In fact he could -

The plan seemedto spring together out of its disjointed parts like an
exploding clock viewed in reverse, cogs and gears and springs spinning
out of the air in ajumbled cloud of glinting streaks,forming into a great-
er order as the cloud condensed, and then fitting themselves together
one against the other in a chorus of clicks and snaps. It was all Fradi
could do to keep from rubbing his hands together in a paroxysm of satis-
faction and beaming a triumphant smile at the man opposite him
munching crackers, his guest, his patsy, the gear around whose hub his
plan would turn. Oh, Fradi was in the groove now. And Max -

Justwait until he got to Max. HeOd make him a - well, justwait.
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Chapter

THE THING HAD DEFEATED ALL HER EFFORTS. Admittedly, Leen
hadnOtdirected the full force of the Empire against the ancient door and
the window with the tantalizing lights; in fact, the only talents to be
ranged against it thus far had been her own. Her skills were not meager
but neither were they first-rank, or she might very well have been oc-
cupying a position other than Archivist. Things being what they were,
with the impending Knitting and its inevitable accompanying realign-
ments of the various coalitions and interest groups, palace cabals and
pecking orders, sheOahought it best not to become an open-field loose
ball in someoneOpower game by attracting attention to a forgotten mys-
tery. To be honest with herself, Leen had to admit that the thought of a
horde of specialists descending on her library had been a strong argu-
ment in favor of keeping knowledge of the whole affair secret;restricted,
in fact, to herself.

As far as the records showed, the Archives themselves had never
fallen under direct military administration or the control of any organiz-
ation of secret police. Leen had no intention of becoming the Archivist
whoOdlet that happen, either. Shetook her oaths seriously, and the herit-
age sheOdbeen handed down. One of the main tenets of that heritage
was that Archivists were independent, owing their primary allegiance
not to the Emperor (except as required for the needs of protocol and
good sense)but to the Archives they served and to the ideals of the past
they recalled, whatever those really were. In practice, that meant that
Archivists did their best to do what they damn well pleased, which -
considering that they hung around in basements all day reading old
books and pushing dust from this surface to that - didnOt generally
amount to much one way or another. To be brutally frank, the Archives
were a largely forgotten backwater, overlooked in the midst of the Em-
pireOssprawling management structure. When all was said and done,
though, that was just fine. There are worse places to be than the base-
ment, and many worse things to do than read, especially when youOrein-
terrupted only for the odd bit of puttering.
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The problem was, the strange room seemed impervious not only to
direct force, both physical and sorcerous, but to analysis aswell. Its seals
and shields were so strong it might aswell have been off in another di-
mension entirely, rather than underneath LeenOown cellar, for all the
good her probing had done. The thing just downright ignored her; it was
asaloof to LeenOgfforts as she generally tried to be to the world at large.
Actually, Leen admitted, the thing was better at its act than she was at
hers. She could learn that much from it, at least. An outside observer
with a contrary streak and a captious perspective might pose the thesis
that youOdgone a long stroll indeed down the road to dottiness when
you sunk to the level of using ancient artifacts as role models. For-
tunately this hypothetical observer wasnOtaround, though, and in any
caseLeen wouldnOt have listened to her if she had been. The comment-
ary of her own hyperactive superego was more difficult to evade, but all
that really meant was that she wasnOtworking as hard at ignoring it as
she needed to. A talkative superego was probably another warning sign
of encroaching dotage anyway. Senility was not something that ran in
LeenOs family, but it never hurt to be watchful.

Shesat back on the bottom rung of the circular staircasein the hidden
room and stared ahead at the polished metal wall. From a purely esthetic
standpoint the place did look nicer with the grime of agesgone, the met-
al gleaming in the lamplight, the crystal in the adjacent wall sparkling,
the air no longer prone to send her into sneezingfits at the slightest swirl
of a dust-raising motion. Still, all this cleanlinesswas clearly a sign of de-
feat. To have gone unsuccessfully through the interesting options only to
arrive at housework was not encouraging, either from the standpoint of
solving the mystery or from that of the inherent statement of housework
itself. Not encouraging, but there it was.

The thing didnOtseemto be anti-magical, per se, it just seemedto stick
its nosein the air and disregard it. Leen couldnOtdetectany active shield-
ing, but the fact remained that asfar asany probe sheOdeenable to look
up was concerned the space behind the wall was no different than any
nondescript hunk of solid rock. Actually, the rock would have beenmore
interesting; a probe into rock would at least give you some mineralogical
or metallurgical data back. Transverse defects, grain size,and veins of tin
werenOtLeenOgparticular gratification point, but data return - evenif the
data themselves were boring - was good enough for calibration, and for
reassuring you you were doing more than just pouring energy down a
hole. Except in this caseshe couldnOteven detect that there wasa hole.
Action-at-a-distance work had proved similarly useless,and asfar asher
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efforts with a pry-bar, well, she might aswell have stayed in bed. It was
time to hit the stacks again.

Leen trudged up the stairs and out through the secret door in the
bookcase.Even if the sole source of illumination hadnOtbeen her lantern,
and she could have seenall the way to the ends of the Archives in every
direction, Leen was convinced that some of the rows of cabinets and
bookshelves would have stretched out to a vanishing point like the mar-
gins of aroad on an endlessplain. That is, if the rows of shelveshad ac-
tually been straight, and the aisles hadnOtbeen heaped with their own
mounds and crates of stuff. One Archivist had done little in her seven-
teen year tenure but try to map the floor plan. The Goldhound brothers
had done a bit better in their survey, but unfortunately theyOdbeen more
interested in artifacts than textual material; artworks and treasures and
whatnot.

Of course, the Goldhounds had had the question of their personal sur-
vival to take into account. TheyOdhad the unhappy fate of serving dur-
ing the reign of Abysinnia the Moot, in the earliest days of the Empire.
The reign of the Moot had almost ended the days of empire once and for
all, too, what with his goal of never appearing in court or public without
wearing an assortment of treasure that weighed more than he did, and
never the same pieces twice. From the histories and the portraits, he
hadnOtexactly had an asthenic body build, either. Still, Leen did have the
Goldhound directory and CarlaDsmap, and the half-dozen other cata-
logues and indexes that had come down to the presenttime. Perhapsone
of them would have something useful to contribute.

Then, too, there were the even-more-secretannex volumes to the main
indexes. Those could be the real source of paydirt. If the thing genuinely
dated to the Dislocation, it made senseto go where the Dislocation was.
Even if time travel was nothing but a theoretical proposition, that didnOt
mean the days of the Dislocation were necessarily out of reach, though in
a more vicarious sense.

One of the genuine treasures of the Archives was the truly remarkable
amount of pre- and trans-Dislocation material scattered around. Among
the many secretsthe Archivists kept, the scope of the Dislocation collec-
tion was both one of the most closely held and one of the most danger-
ous. When an Archivist was assuming the mantle from his or her (or its,
there having been a few nonhumans in the office over the years) prede-
cessor,the time of greatestanxiety, of nervous glancesover the shoulder
and words in a hushed voice, was when the Dislocation stuff was dis-
cussed. Nothing would transform the Archives from a backwater to a
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strategic assetfaster than an Emperor finding out just what-all was ware-
housed beneath his feet. Telling the truth - that most of the Dislocation
material was worthless for military or political purposes - would have
been the most futile kind of damage control, the kind no one believes.

The ancients had certainly wielded great forces and powerful techno-
logies, and had clearly been masters of devastating might, but there was
little doubt that the mythical stature to which their accomplishments had
been elevated over the years was drastically exaggerated. TheyOdbeen
helpless against the rise of magic and the coming of the gods, hadnOt
they? But reason would not be something to count on in a politician let
loose in a candy store of presumed militaristic delights. Soit was a tenet
of the ArchivistsO office not to let the problem arise.

But that wasnOeven the real problem. The gods were a jealous lot, and
an insecure one to boot. They might natter on about the natural state of
man being inconsistent with ever-mare-sophisticated works of the
hands, but the real reason large-scale or particularly useful technology
was proscribed was that they were afraid of it. This was not merely
LeenO®wn theory. The Dislocation texts werenOthe only forbidden ma-
terials squirreled away in the Archives, and for that matter werenOtthe
most hazardous either. That dubious honor had to be reserved for the
small collection of fragmentary holograph material attributable to some
of the gods themselves. In one of the most intriguing manuscripts, a cer-
tain god, Byron, had written quite directly about the very issue of tech-
nology and the godsO interest in it.

Unearthing the Byron letter during one of her girlish rummaging ex-
peditions had beenthe turning point that had irrevocably setlLeen on the
path to Archivist-dom. While her grandfather had tended to what he
liked to grandly refer to as Business,Leen had begun her first serious re-
searchproject. Over the years, a stereotype had developed of the Archiv-
Ist as not exactly human, but rather some hybrid of ferret and mole, liv-
ing a solitary life in dark basements,with eyes grown large and weak
through excessive use under conditions of insufficient lighting. If this
characterization was true, and Leen was willing to admit that was more
than likely, her own transformation had begun at that time. But what
else could she do? The Byron letter wasinteresting

The letter wasnOtinteresting only for its contents, either. Intrigued by
ByronOspenly subversive remarks, Leen had setout to learn more about
him. SheOdjone first to the standard suppressed sources, PinkOsCompen-
dium and the Divine Roster and Men Into Myth to boot, but drawn a total
blank. Even Acts and Actors, for all its demonstrated errors still the most
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readable general history, and with significant chunks of narrative that
the others skipped as unsubstantiated hearsay, didnOt have a smidgen.

The only conclusion Leen could reach was that Byron had been
purged, his very name blotted out from among the lists of the gods.
Nothing like the Spell of Namelessnessfor him; Byron had been eradic-
ated asthough he had never existed, and the memory of the eradication
had been eradicated as well.

If that wasnOtenough to intimidate, Leen still thought now, thinking
back on it, she didnOtknow what was. It gave a pretty good intimation of
how the gods would react if they discovered the extent of the ArchivesO
special holdings. The Empire and its ruling families might hold special
stature with the gods, but that was becausethey played a designated role
in the godsQworld order, and understood their limits. Even they couldnOt
sidle over the edge without being slapped down as an object lesson. It-
ting Il and his deal with the monks of Leebo was a perfect casein point.
Over a singularly uncomfortable half-hour one afternoon, Itting had rot-
ted from within in his robes of state, while the monastery where the
monks had been tinkering under his patronage with an arc lamp was
now a scenicpond in the north of Gadzura, a stream having filled in the
glassy crater.

Sofor the Archives there were only two coursesof action. The one that
was thinkable, secrecy,was handed down as a central tenet of office.
Leen supposed that every Archivist spent an odd moment here or there
contemplating the unthinkable option, that of actually destroying archiv-
al material, and with no comprehensive record of the ArchivesOfull hold-
ings it was possible that some Archivist in the past might have indeed
followed that course.One of the prime candidates for destruction, if such
had really occurred, would have beenany documentation concerning the
enigma in the hidden basement. Leen looked out at the stacks and
sighed. It might be a hopelesstask, and it was unquestionably a danger-
ous one, but when it came right down to it that what was she here for,
after all. Not just to dust spines and sweep up the floor, that was for
certain.

Well, Leen had learned a lot since her first days under her grandfath-
erOguiding but not necessarily watchful eye. One of them was the true
nature of the ArchivistOsBusiness.While a pleasantly large part of it was
exactly the rummaging and reading she had fallen in love with in the
first place, there remained other duties aswell. One of the inflexible laws
of Other Duties seemedto be that they always most needed doing just
when youOdrather be doing something else. Well, there was no help for
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it; Tuesdays were Tuesdays. She secured the secretdoor behind her and
set off across the floor.

Leen paused at her desk. The three herb volumes and the illuminated
bestiary were already loaded on the two-shelf trolley, along with several
books by an obscure novelist of the previous century which sheOdes-
cued from the family of mice whoOdbeen in the process of abridging
them. Was there anything else Vellum had requested? Where was his last
note? Oh, there, in the clutter atop her to-do box, just where sheOdut it.
Right, he was still after the missing volume of Hali SheeOsonflict precip-
itation treatise; it had thus far proved elusive, but sheOcdhave to assure
him she was still on its trail. Shehad come up with the old hound-care
omnibus, though.

That was everything - darn it, no, not quite. Leen satdown at the desk,
opened the right-hand drawer, and retrieved a cigar-box-size chestfrom
behind a sheaf of uncollated notes. She propped it on the desk blotter,
flipped back the lid, and made a face. Beneath an untidy cap of black
hair streaked with premature strokes of gray a face frowned back at her,
itself also streaked with the totally characteristic gray of dust. Leen
wrinkled her noseat her image in the mirror and setto work with a cloth
at making herself presentable.

LeenOsister had finally prevailed on her to at least keep the mirror
and a comb at her desk. OYouOraot the only one in this family, you
know,O her sister had told her menacingly. Leen had tried for the ump-
teenth time to explain to her sister the difference between hygiene
(ungquestionably important and socially relevant) and appearancefor the
sake of vanity (transitory and a sink of precious time). Her sister had
been intransigent. OYoumay not care, but just think what it does to the
rest of us,Ohad been SusannahOsltimatum. It wasnOwntil their brother
had weighed in supporting SusannahOgosition (at least Leen thought
thatOswvhat heOdbeen doing, when he quoted an allusive couplet whose
source was as obscure as most of the things he came up with) that Leen
had capitulated. It hadnOtbeen a total surrender - Leen still refused to
waste time dyeing her hair, and her makeup was no more than a few
strategically token splashes- but it had gotten Susannahoff her back and
away from her throat. On that issue and for the time being, anyway.

There was only one way to handle chores - if you were going to do
them, youOdmight aswell do them right. In this casethat meant not only
good but fast. A couple of minutes, which was all her appearance de-
served in any case,and she was ready to move out. Pushing the book
cart ahead of her, Leen headed for the door.
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Leen was aware of two entrancesto the Archives proper. A place with
the size and convoluted geometry of the Archives would always give
rise to notions of disguised tunnels in the stygian depths, sealed pas-
sages,concealeddoors, and whatnot. Indeed, certain Archivists had been
fiends on the subject, fishing out rumors and indulging their specula-
tions for pages on end in their logs. Leen remained skeptical. To her
knowledge no additional exits or secretpassageshad ever come to light;
none but the one Robin had found, anyhow. That was just as well. The
Back and Front Doors might have beenthere for centuries but that didnOt
make them prosaic. They were a handful-and-a-half all by themselves,
which had always been plenty for her.

The Front Door actually had a door, in contrast to the Back Door,
which was more of a trick of light and shadow behind its alcove. The
Back Door also had its terminal pit and the Inclined Labyrinth, of course,
making the Back Door a more scenic traverse overall, if a somewhat
longer one. Leen could navigate them both in the dark, and had, and had
half a thought she could make the excursion in her sleep, not that that
was an eventuality that seemedlikely to arise. One thing shedid not do,
though, was let herself get overconfident and hurry through. Certain
things just took aslong asthey took; either you finished them or they fin-
ished you.

That didnOimeanonedidnOgetimpatient, Leen thought, waiting for the
Front Door to recognize her and creak open. One just had to deal with -
The large creak-and-rumble began and the heavy arch-topped door
pivoted slowly away from her. It was hinging on the right and outside
today, Leen noted, which might mean it was entering a new phase of its
cycle. The next few days would likely tell. She pushed the cart through
the door into the safety zone in the vestibule and saw the cart tucked
away in its dumbwaiter niche, took a few deep breaths from her dia-
phragm, and set her feet on the first keypoints of the recessional path.

Time always cameto resembletaffy on your way in and out, Leen had
beentaught. This go-around, for some reasonthe null zones zipped past
without note while the Watermark, of all junctures, was turbulent, its air-
space dragging at her with the approximate consistency of flypaper.
Haveto checkhe hair again she found herself thinking irrelevantly, asshe
gyrated her way through and into the Great Room with its self-import-
ance field.

Finally Leen debarked through the door at the other end, at the top of
the flight of invisible steps. Archivist Creeley had known what he was
doing when heOdset up the wards guarding the Archives, and the whole
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tradition of Archivism as well, but heOdclearly possesseda sadistic
streak. Leen staggered past the door jamb and collapsed into the chair
just beyond. After a moment, when her heartbeat had slowed, she took
up the pitcher of teafrom the end table next to the chair and drained half
of it in one long gurgle; rehydration was important. But so was exercise,
and Leen could tell she was getting out of shape.

SheOdhave to reorganize her schedule to allow more time for a
workout. Leen wasnOtready to turn things over to a new Archivist, by
any means, and anyway who was there whoOdbe up for it? Robin was
barely more than an infant, although already a promising one, and even
though Vellum wasnOian infant he might have already gone asfar as he
could.

On cue, the man appeared. As librarian in charge of the Reading
Room, traditionally the senior member of the ArchivistOssmall staff, Vel-
lum had beena political appointee, but had proved nonethelessqualified
even given the patronage involved. Still, the talents required to navigate
the Doorways were more than just a sensefor books. OGoodday, Archiv-
ist,O Vellum said. OAnother early morning, | take it?0

OUh huh. The books | could find are there if you want to haul them
up.O

OO0h, good,O said Vellum. OThe Potamian herbal?OHe grasped the
large windlass crank mounted in the wall and began to haul it around.

OYes,O Leen said, Ol found the herbals. The bestiary, t00.0

OLord WhatOs-his-name will be pleased about that.O

Lord WhatOs-his-nam&®ho hadsheseeraroundlately? OLord Farnsbroth-
er?0 asked Leen.

OLord? - yes, the very one.O

OFarnsbrotherdoesnOread,OLeen muttered. OWhatO$e doing, start-
ing a z00?0

Vellum was of middling height, a bit stoop-shouldered, his most not-
able features the matching set of bifocal spectaclesand watery eyes;a
recruiting-poster image of a bibliothecary, in fact. Like the typical librari-
an, he also had a dangerous tendency toward aloofness and a disregard
of the occasionalpolitical implications of the job. He certainly had a spir-
it for books, though, and had thrown himself into the work - heOdadop-
ted his new name when heOd taken the position.

Vellum gave afinal heave on the crank and the cart of books rose into
view in the dumbwaiter slot, none the worse for wear. The books, being
in the traditional senselifeless, were able to transit the maze without de-
struction. And a good thing, too - youOdnever get a handcart up those
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stairs. Leen followed Vellum and the cart into the back stacks of the
Reading Room.

Leen sometimes thought of the Reading Room as a decoy for scholars,
to keep them away from the real stuff squirreled away in the Archives
proper. In truth that was actually an understatement; the Reading Room
was impressive in its own right, even by comparison with the Archives.
In fact, to the extent the public mind knew that something called the
Archives existed, it thought Reading Room and Archives were one and
the same. Anyone surveying the Reading RoomOsoldings, its warren of
shelves and reading nooks, of drafty ceilings and precarious overhangs,
would naturally wonder how there could be that many books and pa-
pers in the whole world; anyone who didnOtknow better, at any rate.
They turned a corner and now Leen could seethe large central chamber
ahead. To their right at the intersection was a section walled off with iron
bars and a locked gate, the tomes inside it lashed to their shelves with
stout chains. Leen patted her key ring out of reflex and saw Vellum do
the same. State secretsor arcana of the gods werenOtthe only perilous
materials in the stacks. The Thaumaturgical areawas off-limits to all but
qgualified readers, at least as much for the protection of the browser as
out of a need to control dissemination of that particular information.

The cool hush of the great room beckoned as they drew closer, and
then the hall itself was opening around them - the clerestory windows
around the base of the dome, the allegorical frescoesmarching up the
curves of the dome itself, the mahogany balconies, the long reading
tables and stand-up lecterns, the statuary, the portraits of emperors and
Archivists both, the marble floors; all in all, quite an edifice. And it was
Tuesday, so the Archivist was In.

The be-monocled Lord Farnsbrother was already waiting at her desk,
his jowls waggling with impatience. The ends of a marten stole dangled
by his waist, crossing on their way down from his neck an assortment of
chest-jewels and a brocade robe. FarnsbrotherOdamily tree had its roots
back before the Bones.For the last few generations theyOddone little but
live off their foreign rents and an imperial grant at one of the smallest
Living Mines; the last time Leen had reviewed the peerage Farnsbrother
had been the sole hope of continuing the family line. From the look of
him, a judicious wager on behalf of extinction might not be inappropri-
ate. Olsay,OLord Farnsbrother addressed Vellum, Odoyou have it? The
Beast-Book?0

OAs you requested, Lord, it has been found.O Vellum passed it over.
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Farnsbrother eagerly flipped pages.Leen winced; several of the signa-
tures had already seemedloose, and the spine itself might not stand up
to extreme handling. As he neared the back of the book, though, Farns-
brotherOsface darkened. He spoke in an ominous tone. OThisPthis book
shows only land animals, and a few birds and things.O Farnsbrother
struck the current page with the back of his hand. The leaf he struck was
one of text illuminated in black and red pen with gold leaf accents;the
facing pageillustration showed a nicely executed griffin rampant, clutch-
ing of all things a salmon in its upraised claw.

OWhy, yes,O said Leen. OThey are what Fernandez was known for.O

OBut-OLord Farnsbrother sputtered, Obut - thereOsno seacreatures.
ThereOdarely enough time asit is! - | absolutely must get the shipyard
to work today, or my barge just will not be ready. Do you understand? It
will - not - be - readyO

OYour barge? Not ready?0

ONot in time,Osaid Farnsbrother crossly. OAnd IOmcertainthis Squid-
thing wonOt wait.O

Squid-thing? Oh! - of course, that Squid-thing. OYouplan to decorate
your barge for the occasion, Lord -O

ONotjust decoratewoman! 1tOshe whole superstructureit hasto be re-
built. It must be the right theme! Thesebirds and cattle just will not do,
they will not do at all!O

Leen raised a hand. OLord Farnsbrother, you have still come to the
right place. Now that | understand your needs,we can show you just the
reference youOre looking for.O

Farnsbrother paused in his gesticulations. OOh,can you really? ThatOs
dashed timely, | donOt mind telling you. If | -O

OSayno more,OLeen told him. Olwill not keep you a moment longer
from your destiny. Vellum, pleaseshow Lord Farnsbrother to the ocean-
ography section, and stay to assist him in his research, will you?O

OThisway, my Lord,Osaid Vellum, leading the suddenly uplifted peer
toward the stacks. Leen collapsed into her chair. Tuesdays, bah!
Business!

And the OSquid-thing.OUnfortunately that was only the barest part of
it, although it was indisputably a highlight. Fortunately these were days
of stability and the emperors had lately been a hardy lot; Leen didnOt
think civilization could stand a Knitting more than once a decade at the
outside. Already Peridol was getting to be so crowded with out-of-town-
ers you could barely cross a street at three in the morning, and the rev-
elry hadnOteven officially started yet. It would be difficult to fit a decent
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dayOswork in edgewise. With such a round of parties and festivities
coming up she couldnOt possibly arrange to missall of them, could she?

Her well-known absent-mindedness would no doubt be good for a
few, even if there were far too many far-too-loyal retainers around to
keep reminding her of where she needed to be and when, but even she
couldnOtuse that excusefor everything. Being unpleasant wouldnOt help
much either; in LeenOsircles most everyone was unpleasant, but that
never stopped them from being invited or expected to attend. Damn,
Leen thought. It wouldnOt be just makeup, either. | supposdOllhaveto
break down and have my haiut.

Susannah, RobinOsnother, would unquestionably be in the thick of it,
and their own mother too for that matter. Her sister was a bit of a dope,
but you certainly couldnOtsay that of Mother. Or Lemon for that matter.
Leen might have inherited her grandfatherOsarchival talents down the
line through her father (who, for all one could tell, had missed out on
brains entirely himself), but her brother Lemon had gotten the legacy of
her motherOsside of the family in full force. Lemon would be having a
fine time for himself over the next few weeks aswell, if not for quite the
samereasonsas Susannahand Mother. There would be the usual flirting
and dalliance, eating to excessand dancing, too, if not quite enough of
the latter to compensate for the former, but above all for Lemon there
would be Business.Not the same Businessas LeenOspf course. HeOdbe
out for himself and his own machinations, that went without saying; Le-
monQOsentanglements were almost impossibly complex. SheOdhave to
ask him again what he was up to. Not that heOdell her, or at least not
that heOdell her in a straightforward enough fashion that a mere person
could understand, but -

OExcuse me, my dear.O

Leen looked smoothly up from the ledger where sheOdstensibly been
reviewing VellumOsaccount of the recent repairs to the dome. If you
were going to go through life gathering wool, she had decided many
years ago, it was only prudent to develop afew devicesto keep the habit
under wraps. After years of practice, she could now dream off standing
up, that was an easy one, and she could go into fugue seated at a desk
without her shoulders slipping or her head nodding, so that a casual ob-
server, especially from the back, would presume she was merely en-
grossed in study. The bigger trick was to return smoothly to full aware-
ness and orientation without a gap in conversation, and without the
audience becoming aware youOd ever been away.

67



OMy apologies for disturbing you,Othe man went on. OYouappeared
lost in thought, but the sign here on your desk does indicate your official
presence.O

Well, sometimes it worked and sometimes it didnOt. The face looking
down on her was tanned, bearing a dark mustache in bold contrast to the
flashing white teeth setin an insouciant grin; above were blue eyesand a
shock of dark hair. The body, all swelling shoulders, muscular chest,and
trim waist, was encasedin a discretely flashy outfit of scarlet and jet, ex-
cept for the peak of the left shoulder blade curving around to the back,
which shone with a swath of silver. Leen could seethe shoulder blade
since the man was leaning over her with his left eloow on the desk just in
front of her ledger, bringing his head within whispering distance of her
ear, but even if his rippling back had been hidden from view she would
have known the silver of office was there. OGoodday, my lord Scapula,O
Leen said. Ols there a particular title | might assist you with?0

OAtitle?Osaid the Scapula. OAh yes, a title. Well, then, let us say my
title of interest today is Arleen.O

s this researchor just casualbrowsing Leen thought. She didnOtsay it,
though; she didnOtwant to get started with him. OShalll show you to the
card catalog, or will directions be sufficient?O

The Scapulamade his eyessmolder. The man did have exceptional an-
imal magnetism, not that that was any concern of hers, of course. OYour
personal accompaniment is exactly what | was planning on,Ohe told her.
OAlthough the idea of instruction does have interesting potentialities.
Please,then, instruct me in your will. Or no, on second thought please
donOt.(He flashed his teeth at her. Olfeel | know your true will much
better than you do yourself.O

OTellme how much 1Ovdeft to my nephew Robin, then,OLeen said un-
der her breath.

Did his eyes narrow the merest bit? Well, probably, and she didnOt
careif heOcheard her, either. But she couldnOtjust tell him to get lost, not
the Scapula; he wasnOexactly some run-of-the-streets masher, no matter
how he acted. Was he here alone, or had he brought an entourage? Over
by the encyclopedias was a small knot of minor Digitals; that was the
sort of gang he might have trailing along behind him. They were arguing
in low voices over something spread out between them on the top of the
half-height bookcase, though, and now that Leen thought about it she
half-remembered them straggling in by themselves a quarter-hour or so
before. Assume the Scapulawas alone, then. That meant she could speak
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more openly, without the fear of precipitating some vendetta necessit-
ated by the presence of withesses.

On the other hand, absenceof witnesses meant that he could act more
openly, too. He raised a hand as she began to speak again and applied it
gently but firmly acrossher mouth. OThefestivities of this seasonof our
joy are almost upon us,Othe Scapula murmured. OShortly the new lord
of us all will walk in our midst for the first time in his aspectof state,and
the great gala will begin. Surely, even with the demands of your respons-
ibilities you will venture forth into the season?At the Inauguration Ball,
say, in particular? It would be my honor to have you accompany me. |
warn you, you may speak only to indicate assent.CHe raised an eyebrow
at her.

Shefrowned down at the hand still covering her mouth and wondered
about biting it. Better not; that would most likely only encourage him.
Had she once heard that he liked to be nibbled? Violent eroticism would
be fully in keeping with his public persona, and what she had heard of
his private one, too.

But why was he after her, of all people? Aloof though she tried to be,
Leen knew she wasnOtbeautiful enough to be anyoneOsce lady, and no
one had come after her for her mind, either, but that was just aswell; she
had long ago decided she was well-suited for spinsterhood by natural
temperament and inclination anyway. True, she was in the line of suc-
cession, somewhere, but no one was about to arrange her marriage for
the good of the state. And a good thing no one was dumb enough to try,
either.

So what was the Scapula up to?

Well, as long as she could breathe, she could ultimately outlast him.
He couldnOtbe very comfortable bent acrossthe desk like that. And then
there was the possibility of a diversion -

Leen heard an awkward cough next to her chair. Yes, Vellum, and
about time, too. OExcuse me, my lord, Archivist, might | help you?0O

The look the Scapulaturned on Vellum was no little smolder, it was a
full-scale roast. But his grip did relax enough for Leen to slip backward
out of his grasp; she kicked her chair away from the desk, too, for good
measure. OThankyou, Vellum,O she said, Obutno. My lord Scapulaand |
were just discussing the catalog holdings.O

OAsyou say, Archivist,0 Vellum muttered with relief, and quickly van-
ished back into the stacks.

The ScapulaOgjaze had toned itself back down when it returned to
her. OLet us discuss the arrangements, then, shall we?0
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OThisis a place of serious business, my lord Scapula, not a spot for
assignation.O

OArethe two ever long separated?Cstated the Scapula. OVerywell, let
us say | make you my business. Will this simple entreaty suffice to win
me the pleasure of your company, or must | pursue you further? You
will see, | will not be denied.O

Leen paused. They moved in the same social circles, or would, if Leen
bothered to circulate socially more than the required minimum. This was
not to say theyOdever been anything more than casual acquaintances.
Well, that wasnOtentirely true; theyOdbeen partnered at one of the Pect-
oral DukeOsut-of-town weekends a year or two back. Leen had avoided
him as much as possible, sitting through meals and doing the required
dancesbut otherwise escapingto her researchin the old DukeOdibrary.
As Leen recalled, she hadnOtslept with him either. Her ignoring him
could have caused a bit of a stir if he hadnOtbeen so clearly pursuing
CrewtenfieldOsyoung wife; had gotten her, too, if Leen recalled correctly.
Oh, Leen knew who he was, all right, but then so did all of Peridol. The
Scapulawas clearly one to watch. The buzz had him a clear contender; at
the rate he was moving, the next Knitting might very well be his.

There was some shady bit of family businessin his past, which only
made him fit right in with everyone elsein the upper crust. There was
also more than a whiff of menace.People who opposed him had a tend-
ency to shift their views abruptly, or equally abruptly decide to leave
town for an extended stay in some out-of-the-way province or another.
That, too, was only the way the game was played; the ScapulawouldnOt
be a serious prospect for emperor if he couldnOttake care of his affairs
with the efficiency of any appropriate means.

But Leen didnOtwant to be a player, even at second hand. OYouOreot
after me for myself, Lord Scapula, and you certainly donOtwant me for
my looks. IOmaloof, | have a nasty temperament, and IOvegot a bad habit
of speaking my mind, so youOrenot here for my charm either. Why are
you bothering me?0

OSpirit is a rare commodity,O said the Scapula, Othe genuine sort of
spirit at any rate. As one moves up in the world one primarily encoun-
ters the sycophant in all his servile guises; the flatterer, the toady, the
truckler. Not that there isnOtsome satisfaction from the cringing masses
flinging themselves at your feet, you understand, but the gratification is
limited. Mastering those who arenOfully alive; what challenge is there in
that?0
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Soyou say |Onfully alive, and youOveecidedo masterme?Hah! thought
Leen. A likely story. Olsit my brother,O Leen said. OYouwant something
out of him? Or if itOsSusannah youOvegot in mind thereO:o need to
bother with me; just walk up to her and ask her. Toss a sterling silver
rose at her feet if you want, sheOd like that even more.O

The Scapulahad adjusted his position, seating himself companionably
on the edge of her desk. He passed one hand over his opposite sleeve,
and when he turned over his palm aflower nestled there, its thorny stem
trailing up his arm; a sterling silver rose. He tossed it down in front of
her. OYouare a far rarer catch than you give yourself credit for. In addi-
tion to your strength of personality, intellect, and figure, you are also un-
married and unattached.OHe raised his eyebrows guilelessly. OYour sis-
ter is none of these.O

OThatOsever stopped anybody before,OLeen muttered. She stared at
the flower lying across her book. OWhat am | supposed to do with that?0O

OAbud vase is the usual implement, filled one-third to halfway with
clear water.O

Everyone always thought they were a comedian. OYou have one of
those up your sleeve too? E Oh, really. YouOrenot serious.OShe was
sorry sheOd asked.

OThereyou are,Opronounced the Scapula, inserting the rose neatly
through the neck of the vase. It was foolish, she knew, but she had al-
ways had a soft spot for crystal; was this gift accidental, or had he
known? Regardlessof his motivations, the vase was actually rather nice;
the classicfluted shape with splayed petals at the top and a family crest
etched delicately into the neck.

OYouhave any more parlor tricks you intend to show me, or were you
ready to leave?0

OThisis scarcely a parlor,0 the Scapula said softly, Onor are all my
skills appropriate for a general audience.O

Olndeed,Gsaid Leen. OYourreputation speaksfor itself. It speaksquite
widely, too, | might add.O

He turned up the heat on his gaze again. OMadame Librarian, it is a
time to be seen,not to cower away in this tomb of an Archive. Perhaps
|Oveoffended you? Well then, let me make amends. Accompany me. Be
at my side. After that, who can say?0

Ol can say, and | can say it right now. Thank you, but no.O

OVerywell,O said the Scapula, getting to his feet. OSinceyou prefer to
think about what you plan to wear, you give me the pleasure of confer-
ring with you again on the final details.O He cocked his head for a

71



moment in thought. Olwill have my couturier call,Ohe decided. OA cos-
metologist, too, perhaps.O

OYouOre forgetting your vase.O

ONot at all. Accept it as my gift, in memory of our little tryst.O He
moved in a blur; before Leen knew what was happening, he had her
hand clasped firmly in his and was pressing it to his mouth. He paused,
launched a last few eye-embersat her over her upraised arm, then placed
her hand back down on her ledger. Finally he bowed, said OGoodday,
my dear,O and turned and glided toward the exit.

As her grandfather liked to say, landOssake! She didnOthave time for
this. What a bother E

Of course, hewasrather attractive, in his way, and she washuman E

No, Leen told herself. Totally out of the question Shewas a professional
person, at the top of her profession in fact, and he and his balls and galas
and vases and whatever-else were nothing but a distraction. Probably
part of some plot, too, for all anyone knew. Completelyout of the ques-
tion. SheOqust take the vaseand hide it in a back drawer somewhere, or
better yet drop it in the trash E

But the vasereally was rather striking, at that. It rang at the touch of a
fingertip, and the etching was fairly remarkable, with a delicate senseof
line and a nicely executed jaguar head in profile. Perhaps sheOdet it sit
for a day or two before she tossed it out.
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Chapter 6

OLOOKS LIKE WEOLL BE IN PORT SOON,Ocommented Zalzyn Shaa.

OAye, that it does,O Captain Luff said.

OThis vessel is seaworthy and shipshape as ever?0

OI1tOs my job to make sure that it is, donOt you know.O

OYouare ever-zealous of your job,0Shaasaid. OWhatevervicissitudes
may befall, that much is indisputable. Therefore it would be the blackest
and most unexpected of luck were something to arise that would keep us
from the docks, say a sudden typhoon or a seismic seawave or a sub-
marine boarding party of pirates.O

Captain Luff looked deliberately upwards. The sky above the Not Un-
reasonableProfit was sunny, sparkling blue, and cloudless, filled with
wheeling sea- and land-birds screeching and cawing with frenetic de-
light. For that matter, the quarterdeck allowed a particularly pleasant
vantage point for enjoying the spectacle,too, if one was so inclined, at
the cost of an occasional dive-bombing run from above. The Captain
lowered his gazeto the scenearound them. The ship had passedthe fam-
ous Hutchison Point lighthouse at dawn to enter the South Channel, and
had by now progressed to its middle reaches.The island landmass of
Gadzura-the-Home was much the closer, off the port beam, so close in
fact that the small group of hook-and-line men casting from the end of
the narrow land-spit they were now passing were clearly visible, without
the need of deploying his spyglass. The headlands of the Ruponian
mainland were nothing more than a smear of gray far off to starboard
across the breadth of the channel.

The water itself was running a souOwesterlylight chop, but as they
were now behind GadzuraOssheltering bulk the influence of wind and
wave would be somewhat moderated. The prudent seamanwould take
heed of the amplified tides, of course, and keep a weather eye peeled for
the intense storms the Channel brewed up now and then. As Captain
Luff didnOtmind admitting to himself, the prudent nature of this crew -
and this captain - had behind it the testament of years and leaguesof un-
assailable fact, unblemished save by the questionable decision to give
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passageto the current load of excursionists. In any case,though, prudent
or not, it was as perfect a day for being at seaasyou were likely to find
in the normal course of events. Theirs was by no meansthe only vesselto
be taking advantage of it, either.

Under normal circumstances, the port of Peridol was already the
largest and busiest in the world. On any day of the year, save those of
the fiercest weather or the greatest nautical festivals, the navigation
channels would be filled with the traffic of global commerce as well as
the local fishing fleet. By the look of things around them today was no
exception, but the situation today didnOtend there. On top of the normal
businesscongestion, the weather had brought out araft of pleasure boat-
ersin their schooners, ketches,and other fore-and-afters, and even a few
hardy rowers in their caiques. Add to all that the Knitting - well, what
more did you have to say?

Captain Luff was a practical man; he would never acceptthe possibil-
ity of crossing from Gadzura to Ruponia dry-shod by leaping from deck
to adjacent deck. No, it was clearly an optical illusion; it only lookedas
though it could be done. Several pilot ships were out trying to keep a
rein on the congestion and herd ships into the proper navigation lanes,
but their cause was clearly lost. They were beset on every quarter by
clippers, galleons, galleys, barges, hoys, junks, sampans, xebecs,luggers,
packets, ferries, dhows, round ships, lorchas, caravels, feluccas, galiots,
smacks, trawlers, cascos,a coasting patamar, a baglo, even the occasional
dahabeah with its lateen rig, and there a twin-masted pindjajap with the
characteristically cantilevered stem and stern. At least the fishing vessels
were not actually setting out nets; now that would be madness. Even so,
Captain Luff observed as a pinnace darted out from behind the
barkentine off the starboard quarter and flashed under their bow, you
could conclude there was a fair bit of a crowd. ShaaOsopes for ex-
traordinary intervention notwithstanding, the only danger they were
running at the moment was that of collision.

It might be wiser not to suggestthat to him, though. OlfyouOrebent on
contemplating unnatural fates,OCaptain Luff told him, Oyoucan rule out
any leviathans of the deep while youOreat it, seeing as the waters are
shoaling rapidly, and the lures for the Running will not yet have been
placed.O

Shaagrunted, his glower ostentatiously underlining his singularly un-
impressed attitude toward the waterborne spectaclearound them. OYes)
thought as much.O
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Captain Luff peered into his pipe. It had gone dry a few minutes or so
back, in the middle of a sticky spot involving a wizard-drive sternwheel-
er that had come tearing out of nowhere and half to swamped them; ex-
pensive piece of work that vessel had been, though, even without the
mahogany railings and the gold-leaf and the mother-of-pearl figurehead.
Some godOspleasure yacht, more than likely. OSecondthoughts are we
having then, Dr. Shaa?O

OAlways,O Shaa said gloomily.

ODidnOt hear sometime back that Peridol was once your home?0Ocom-
mented the Captain. Might aswell just stow the pipe away, thereOde no
time to get it started again, especially with that four-master up ahead
looking to be shortening sail any moment now.

Olncertain cases,OyoucanOgo home againGis more than just a figure
of speech.O

Ronibet Karlini topped the stair from the lower deck just in time to
hear ShaaOfast pronouncement. OlOve good mind to smack you over
the head,O she told him.

OFreespeech is an ideal always in risk. Smack away, then, if you
must.OShaaspread his arms wide and tilted his head back to expose his
throat.

OThatOgour whole problem,O Roni said. OYoucanOtook at yourself
any more without seeinga victim. Who was it who used to bore every-
bodyOsarsoff with all that stuff about the limits of fate and the power of
will? Couldn®t have been you; youOve got a martyr complex.O

OThey say itOs a profession with a future.O

Roni studied him suspiciously asthe captain strode to the quarterdeck
rail and shouted a series of rapid orders to the crew on deck and in the
rigging. The helmsman swung the wheel and the ship heeled to port.
OShall we brace for impact?O Shaa said hopefully.

ONotthis time,O Captain Luff shot back over his shoulder.

OAh, well,O said Shaa.The four-master, much of its canvas now taken
in, slipped backward toward them off the starboard bow.

Roni approached, still watching him warily. OWhat is wrong with
you?0

Shaamet her gazefor a moment, then deliberately looked off along the
deck. OYour ward appears ripe for romance.O

Tildamire Mont was down on the main deck taking in the excitement.
From the direction of her attention, the more stimulating elements of the
sceneincluded the exertions of the half-clad sailors clambering along the
yardarms.
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OWhatOsuch a bad thing about that?Osaid Roni. OYoucould have had
her interested in you if you wanted; you probably still could. Or is it
something else?- | wouldnOthave thought youOrefuddy-duddy material.
YouOre not turning into a prune after all these years, are you?O

He shrugged. OMy circumstances of late have beendifferent than those
of my youth. The Peridol lifestyle fails to translate well to that of the
road.O

Olncaseyou didnOtnotice, thatOsPeridol up there a few hours ahead.
You want to recapture your youth, IOmsure Peridol will be more than
happy to oblige you.O

Shaarolled an eye in her direction. OThethought did not entirely es-
cape my mind,O he allowed. OThecircumstances do present themselves
for one terminal spree.O

OTerminal - there you go again with the fatalism.O

Shaashrugged. OFateis fate. Indeed, | have an advantage over others;
they can merely speculate on what inevitabilities destiny may hold for
them, whereas | know the tenets of my decree. Max thinks he can over-
turn the curse of fate, but thatOs Max for you, hubris up to his gills.O

OGiveme excesspride any day over this giving up and waiting to die.
What, is your heart acting up more?0

OYes, (e said testily. OMy heart is acting up. YouOrewelcome to ad-
dressit directly if you like. Perhapsyou can harangue it into submission.
Speaking of admonitions, how is the Great one this morning?0O

OFine,O said Roni. OOf course fine, why shouldnOt he be fine?0O

Ol see,0Shaa said, seeing in fact more than he would rather have
preferred.

OWhatwas that?Osaid Roni. Captain Luff, facing away from them, had
mumbled something unintelligible into his pipe.

Shaa,though, had heard the statement well enough. The captain had
been muttering about dissension in the ranks.

It was no more than bald truth. They were scarcely the happy band of
days of yore. No better example presented itself than the Karlini love-
birds. Roni could barely mention Karlini without snapping at him in ab-
sentig while Karlini had placed himself on permanent iceberg watch,
presumably; that was the most charitable explanation for his constant
sulking in the bow. A fine bunch they were turning into, the captainOse-
mark made no mistake about that.

If these were still the old days, this would be just the time for Shaato
step in, smoothing ruffled feelings, stilling riled waters, introducing the
greaseof reasonto the squeak of discord, knitting them all back together
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again. That had been one of ShaaOgbs, not that any of them had ever
spelled it out quite like that, and he had done it well, too. In many ways
it had perhaps been ShaaOmost important job, in fact. But what was it to
him any more anyway? HeOdsoon be off this particular coil, most likely,
his role done if not necessarily complete. And all the plots and plans and
twists and turns would still go on without him at least as smoothly as
theyOddone with him present on the scene.Things might even be im-
proved - heOdbe one less ramification for the rest of them to stumble
over.

Indeed, after this many years of long-range plans and ultimate goals
all the agitation came to seem rather pointless. Max might never ques-
tion, but then Max was Max. It wasnObnly the ends one could question,
either, but the means. Things were so complex and intertwined that it
was a wonder any of them could sort through it and tell tail from head.
They had all contributed their threads of plot, which was fine by itself
except for the fact that none of them ever seemedto tie their threads off
when they were finished. Not only that, theyOdtaken to picking up new
plots off the street, too; just look at the Creeping Sword.

That other classic admonition came to mind, the one concerning the
excessof cooks and their rancid soup. Of course, that maxim probably
broke down under the requirements of preparing alarge banquet, where
the problem might be one of management and delegation rather than
staffing, per se,although Shaahad to admit that his lack of background
in food service left him insufficiently competent to conclude that ques-
tion unambiguously one way or the other. That question, along with so
many others, looked asthough it would just remain unanswered, at least
as far as Zalzyn Shaa would ever know.

Roni, watching him sink deeperinto his funk, had never seenShaalike
this before. SheOdnown he wasnOtooking forward to the prospect of re-
turning to his old home town. Not only was he no longer bothering to
conceal his discomfort, though, he was all but wallowing in it. ODonOt
forget your curse isnOtautomatic,ORoni said. Olthas to be implemented.
You could lie low while we do the legwork. We can head it off.O

OThatOsot all of it,0 said Shaa, Oyou know thatOsnot all of it at all.
Even if | try to wall myself up in a basement, this is Peridol. IOmcertain
to encounter my brother.O

OItOs been a long time. Maybe you could reason with him now.O

OYouOrevastingyour time,OShaasaid. OFurthermore, you knowyouOre
wasting your time.O

77



OThenkill him,O Roni spat. OJustgo ahead and kill him, be rid of him
once and for all. Then go ahead and worry about his curse.O

ODonOt you think 1Od love to do that?O

OSo do it. Or let one ofusdo it.O

Shaa abruptly turned away and strode to the starboard rail. He
grasped a marlinspike and pulled himself up so that he could look over
the side, into the strip of rushing water between their ship and the next
one, now all of half-a-cable further out. HeOsot serious thought Roni.
But all of a sudden serious was just exactly what Shaadid look like. OGet
down from there,O Roni said. OWhat do you think youOre up to?0

Oltwould save everyone a lot of trouble,O Shaasaid. The water poun-
ded by under his gaze. It was quite hypnotic, really, when you looked at
things like this. There were disciplines of the mind and will that stressed
contemplation of the natural world to focus oneQOsspirit. Perhaps he
should have given them more attention; it was a remarkably honing ex-
perience, to match internal and external contemplation under -

A hand closed on the back of his coat and deposited Shaaunceremoni-
ously back on the quarterdeck. OTherewill be none of this on my ship,0
said Captain Luff, shoving his glaring face up against ShaaOrose. Olwill
not stand for it. Are you clear on that?O

OE Very well,O said Shaa. OAye.O

OlOnsurprised at you, Dr. Shaa.OCaptain Luff noted with satisfaction
that ShaaOgyes, which had been sneaking back to eye the gunwales,
now flickered up and met his. OWhateveryou say to the contrary, your
specialty is trouble. If your fate lies aheadin Peridol, well then, man, just
use your natural talent. You could be more nettlesome than ever before.
Not this nonsense; no, this is not for the likes of you.O

OAreyou a natural philosopher now, too?OShaasaid, but it was clear
his heart wasnOtin it. OJustlet me know when we reach the dock.OHe
pulled clear of the captainOgyrip, slunk to the companionway, and van-
ished below.

Captain Luff and Roni watched him go. Olsthis about his brother,
then?O asked the captain.

Tildy Mont, who was turning out to have a gift for observation along
with her other flowering talents, had mentioned to Roni that ShaaOstyle
of speaking seemed to infect people who hung around with him too
long. It hadnOthappened to Karlini, but then Karlini was probably too
absent-minded to pay enough attention to anyoneOwords in the first
place. Roni knew ShaaOgatterns had affected her over the years,
however, and not only his speech,either. From the way the captain was
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starting to talk it looked asthough the spell of Shaahad claimed another
victim here, too. OArznaakOsa big part of it,O Roni said. OShaahasnOt
been back to Peridol since his fatherOsdeath and ArznaakOscurse. That
was part of the idea of the curse, to keep him away from his family and
force him to wander the earth.O

OButhis heartOgyoing out on him now becauseof another part of the
curse,Osaid Captain Luff, Odol have that aright? Soyou all figured he
didnOthave anything to lose by coming back to Peridol and defying that
side of the thing?0

OSomething like that.O

Captain Luff clenched his unlit pipe firmly between his teeth. Olf this
ArznaakOsthe key, then, why is he still around, with your lot being as
nasty as you are, begging your pardon, mOam?0

Roni sighed. OWhenyou said ShaaObest skill is causing trouble, you
sure got that one right. ShaawonOtlet any of us touch his brother. He
made a promise.O

The captain began to shake his head. Up ahead, though, a barge was
putting out from an inlet on the shoreline off to port; ships were peeling
off to starboard to get out of its way. It took a good ten minutes to sort
the sealane out again after that, and by the time Captain Luff was free to
look around once more Roni had long since departed. He shook his head
another time for good measure. In truth, Shaaand his lot wereno end of
trouble. Their crowning achievement, as far as Captain Luff was con-
cerned, was just now becoming evident. He was finally on the verge of
being rid of them once and for all, an event that should have filled him
with ajudicious senseof releaseand rejoicing, but here they were getting
under his skin. A full kettle of trouble they were, and no mistaking.

Below decks aswell, the kettle was still brewing. OPerhapsbad as they
seemnot are things,OHaddo had told Shaawhen heOdome down from
the quarterdeck into the darkness of the passage below. Shaa had
grunted at him to cover his momentary startlement at hearing HaddoOs
voice out of the blackness.He shouldnOthave been surprised; Shaaknew
full well how much Haddo enjoying lurking in shadows and poking his
cloak into other folksObusiness. Haddo enjoyed it as much as they all
did, it was something that linked them all together as a shared society of
busybodies.

OAlid on it put,O had been ShaaOsnly response. Haddo had faded
back to wherever heOdcome from, and Shaahad continued on to have a
good solid grouse, adrift (ashe thought of it) in the mental Sargasso.Per-
haps heOd run across Karlini there.
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Actually, Shaa thought the fundamentals of his funk and KarliniOs
might be much the same, whatever the differences in proximate causes
or the binds that might be facing them. Were they just being swept along
by MaxOsplotting becausethey didnOthave anything better to do, be-
causethey werenOtwilling to exert themselves to take control over their
own lives? Had ShaaOlfe been controlled by external forces for so long
that heOdorgotten how to do anything but float along with them? Get-
ting rid of the gods was MaxOgyoal, not one that had excited Shaamuch
in some time; in fact he hadnOtreally had a major goal lately other than
just staying alive. Now even that goal might most probably be out of
reach. ThatOsot the real problem though Shaareflected. The real problem
was that there didnOt seem to be much point in trying.

Shaaonly realized that several hours must have passedwhen HaddoOs
voice floated again out of the shadows to announce, OApproaching are
we wharves.O Shaatook a few deep breaths to try to quiet his heart,
which had gone into a rapid pounding run when Haddo had spoken up
behind him, and climbed back to the deck, his ankles feeling particularly
waterlogged. The short climb left him panting. Well, one thing Peridol
always had in abundance were his fellow physicians; perhaps one
among them had perfected the two things Shaaneeded most, curse re-
moval and transplantation of hearts. In the air were still the wheeling
seabirds, but now stretched out around the ship was the harbor of
PeridolOs south port.

They had obviously passedthe great moles while Shaawas still hiding
in the dark. Wharves and docks, jetties, slips, quays, and embarkments
surrounded them, the traffic from the channel squeezing itself into the
tideways under the guiding signal flags of the outnumbered harbormas-
ters. The main channel was already barely visible behind them. The
Tongue Water would be off somewhere off to the northeast, but the
cluster of warehouses and light industry on the Hook concealedeven the
arching bridges from view.

Rather than breaking out the sweeps, Captain Luff still had the Not
Unreasonabl®rofit under judicious sail. Ahead now at the end of the cur-
rent channel, just beyond a coastercareenedover in dry dock, was - rar-
ity of rarities - a wharf with an empty moorage. OHow did we get so
lucky?O Shaa murmured. Ships were already being forced to dock two
and even three to an anchorage, tying themselves side to side out into
the navigation channels. OSteadyas she goes, there,Osaid Captain Luff.
He pointed with the stem of his pipe. OPaintedon that warehouse wall,
can you seeit? The Dooglas company crest. With the compensation for

80



that Dooglas businessweOllbe repainting that, donOtyou know; Halssen
Traders itOll be now.O

Aye, thought Shaa,and here they were indeed, heading in to the dock
all open and aboveboard, hiding behind no clever incognito, their iden-
tity free and plain to the world. Now they would seeif the game was
once again afoot, whether ShaaOdinal discussion with the Creeping
Sword before heOdgone over the side had predicted actual events. Had
someone been trailing the ship? Was someone watching the docks?

Well, even the SwordOgyod friends - or perhaps especialljthe SwordOs
god friends - werenOtomnipotent or omniscient; if watchers there were,
the Sword might have very well succeededin giving them the slip. Of
course, it might still be up to Shaa to complete the job.

OWho are those people on the dock?O asked Karlini.

While Shaahad been consumed with his musing, he realized that a
small throng had gathered around him on the deck. OYouseethat person
standing alone off there on the right?0 Roni said, shielding her eyeswith
a hand. OltOs been a long time, bi yes! 1tOs Dalya!O

ODalya Hazeel?O said Karlini. OWhatOs she doing here?0

OShe must have gotten my message.O

OYour message? What message?0

OWhile the rest of you big-time plotters were planning what to do in
Peridol,ORoni told him, Ononeof you bothered to think about where we
were going to stay.O

Ol figured weOd just come into town and rent some rooms or
something; the usual.O

OYoufigured that, did you. Dear. With the first Knitting in years going
on, probably the biggest one in history, people streaming in from every
corner of the world, on top of all the people heading into Peridol anyway
looking for work, you were just planning to waltz in off the street and
take lodgings. Right, dear. If | left it up to you weOdall be sleeping in a
gutter, if we were lucky.O

OOh,Gsaid Karlini. OWell. Thanks then, dear. Dalya, you say. Huh.O
The seagull on his shoulder screeched once for good measure, then
looked up at the sky. With a matching wail, a smaller gull with a brown
back swooped down from the flock wheeling overhead, fluffed its wings
just short of KarliniOshair, and dropped to a neat landing on KarliniOs
other shoulder. Squirming crosswise in its beak was a fish: a sardine,
perhaps, or a small herring. Leaning around the back of KarliniOsneck,
the visitor presented its gift to the first gull, which took it with a quick
dart-and-snap and a backward flip of the head. The first gull nodded its
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head in apparent satisfaction, upon which the visitor screeched once
more, sprang into the air, and flapped away.

Karlini had seemingly ignored the whole affair. Even ShaaOattention
had remained fixed on the approaching dock. Tildamire Mont wanted to
ask who Dalya Hazeel was, anyway, but from the look of things she
thought it might be better to keep it for later. Maybe Haddo would
know, or Wroclaw; they seemedon top of most everything. OWhatabout
those other people?Oshe asked instead. OThosetwo on the other end of
the wharf, beyond the longshoremen?0O

The pair in question were now clearly visible asa man and a woman.
The woman was taller than the man, and wore some kind of headband
around her forehead that glinted in the sun asher dark hair fell acrossit.
The man had on the casual day-wear of the Peridol upper crust: white
slacks, a light jacket of bright green, and a straw boater. In spite of his
sporty outfit, although perhaps becauseof its slightly rumpled appear-
ance, the man looked, in a word, tweedy.

Shaa was searching his memory. What exactly had the Sword told
him? He had mentioned two gods with whom heOdnteracted, in addi-
tion to Gashanatantra;a woman and a man. A OtweedyOman? Yes Shaa
thought, just sa The Sword had clearly beenfeeling his way through his
discussion with Shaa, trying to decide where the balance point rested
between keeping to himself information he wasnOtsure he wanted to
share and continuing to manage his balancing act solo. It was plain that
the Sword knew more about these gods than he was prepared to let on.
While the general rule of thumb was that the more dope you had on a
god the better off youOdbe, Shaahad been willing to let it ride. Who
knew where this tete-"-tete with the Sword might lead, for one. For an-
other, if he encountered the SwordOsgods, Shaa,being his own prudent
self, would never approach them, of course.

At this moment, though, Shaawas considering whether adherence to
conventional wisdom wasnOt exactly his major problem.

First things first, however. The Not Unreasonabl®rofit neatly edged in-
to its moorage. Lines were tossed and secured, the gangplank was
brought and placed. Captain Luff strode ashore with the logbooks and
turned aside to present their papers to the local dock master. Shaafol-
lowed him acrossthe gangplank, spent a short moment perched on the
end of the ramp considering the wharf beyond, and then stepped over
the edge. He was now officially in Peridol; he was committed.

If the curse held true, he would not be leaving again.
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Nevertheless, when no electric shock traveled up from the boards to
fry his body; when the wharf termites failed to spring into frantic activity
and causethe circle of wood he bestrode to collapse, precipitating him
into the noxious pollution of the harbor water; when his heart, though
accelerated by the excitement, nonetheless continued to beat; when, in
fact, no one else on the dock paid him more than a passing glance of in-
terest, Shaa realized his mood had suddenly and disproportionately
lightened. Curses being what they were, none of these divergent possib-
ilities had beenentirely out of the question. He found himself approach-
ing, with a confident step, the man and woman at the side of the wharf.

The two of them had been examining the ship; now, as Shaa ap-
proached, their scrutiny turned to him. Shaaexecuted a small, formally
correct bow, and addressedthem. OYouappear to be awaiting the arrival
of this ship. Is there some matter | might assistyou with? A bill of lading
perhaps, or is it that you bear a competitive bid for our cargo?! am not,
as you see,the captain, but | am empowered to proceed with business
nonetheless.O

The pair were both regarding him minutely, and not only with their
eyes, either. Shaacould feel the resonant tingle of an aural probe, and a
large churning spot traveling across his body in line with the womanOs
gaze. OWell?0 said the man, but not to Shaa.

OlOd#now him anywhere,Osaid the woman, ObutthatOsiot him. | canOt
feel him on the ship, either. We could take this one apart; seeif he knows
anything, whoever he is.O

The manOdace was no longer frowning, or even neutral, but now in-
stead bore an expression of dawning astonishment. He reached into his
jacket, withdrew a slate of platinum-colored ceramic, and perused it, jab-
bing at the thing with a finger while it made low beeping sounds at him.
When he looked back up a nasty smirk was breaking through behind the
amazement. OYoumay not know this man, but | do. Oh yes, | certainly
do. You are Zalzyn Shaa, the Cursed, arenOt you?O

OThatOsot exactly the way |0dprefer to put it if youOdlike to know the
truth,O said Shaa, Obut in root of fact, yes. May | help you?0

OZalzyn Shaa,O the god said, Oand in Peridol. To meet his doom.O

OYes, well, there are dooms and there are dooms,O Shaa stated.
OForeordination often exhibits more mutability than you might except.O

The god stretched out his hand, opened it, examined the palm, then
clenched his fist deliberately. Orou might expect changefulness;| expect
none. Artistic leeway in implementation, surely, but in the final out-
come? No, certainly not.O
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ODonOyet sidetracked,Othe woman told him. OWestill havenOffound
out what happened to my husband.O

OMr. Shaa will tell us what we want to know. WonOt you, Mr. Shaa?0

OAslong as weOrestanding on ceremony,Osaid Shaa,Omay| remind
you that ODoctor@ the appropriate honorific? Shall we say this is one for
mutability, hmm?0

Shaafelt the heat of the godOsscrutiny break on him like the force of a
desert sun at noontime. Ol shall enjoy this,Othe god concluded after a
moment. Olfind | donOtlike you.O He reached out again with his hand
and extended the forefinger. Shaawatched it come with an abstract fas-
cination, remembering his histrionics on the ship, languid and frozen
now that the moment might have truly arrived. The fingertip nudged
against ShaaOs shirt.

His trance suddenly shattered, ShaaO$iead went back and his spine
arched, his teeth clenched in a rictus snarl, his eyesrolled back, and he
collapsed rigidly to the deck of the wharf, his limbs jerking
spasmodically.

OMy,Othe woman said to her companion, Ohow powerful you are. So
powerful that you render someone we were about to interrogate incap-
able of speech,and so surreptitiously, too. Pick him up, why donOtyou,
so we can at least take him with us.O

The god was examining his finger, his lips pursed. ONo,Ohe said.
OThereare regulations. | may not actually take this one into my posses-
sion. No matter; we will find your husband regardless. Here comes an-
other one from the ship. We can take him.O

OYouOvalready caused too much of a scene,0the woman said dis-
gustedly. OThisnew one on the way has stand-off power, too, canOyou
feel it? WeOllhave to come back for them when theyOrenot on guard.O
She raised her arm, made a blade of her hand, and slashed viciously
down. Behind her arm the air blurred like the surface of a pond under a
thrown stone. The area of disturbance rippled concentrically outward,
making the figures of the two gods distort and break apart behind it.
Then, as the air stilled, it became obvious that the two gods had
vanished.

Or had they vanished, per se?Two rippling shadows moved quickly
down the dock and disappeared around the corner of the Dooglas ware-
house. Shaacontinued to writhe on the ground as Karlini reached him.
OTheyOrgone,OKarlini announced. OWerenOyou watching the refract-
ive edge of the misdirection field?0O
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Shaaabruptly ceasedhis writhing and straightened himself out on the
boards. Oltis more difficult than you might think to keep your gaze
aligned when your eyeballs are rolling, especially when they are out of
synchrony.O

Karlini squatted down next to him as Shaapulled himself to a sitting
position. ODid he hurt you at all?O

They both looked down at the round scorch mark on ShaaOshirt. OA
shock,0Shaaacknowledged. Olthrew myself away before it had a chance
to generalize. A love-tap, you might say, at least comparatively
speaking.O

Olhope Roni never tries to love melike that,Osaid Karlini. OSoare you
planning to tell me what this was all about? Did you feed them one of
your song-and-dance numbers and they didnOtlike it? What made you
take these guys on, anyway?0

Shaalooked past the now-smooth air at the corner where the gods had
disappeared. OYou know, old friend,O he said slowly, Othat may just
have been a significant mistake.O

OYour brother?0 said Karlini.

OYes,&haasaid, Oandno. An encounter at second-hand, from a not al-
together expected quarter.

OGods?0

OEvidently.OANnd not just any gods, either. ShaadidnOtknow who the
woman was, but he now had an all-to-solid suspicion of the identity of
the man.

This left no doubt that the Creeping Sword hadnOtbeen overreacting
when heOdlecided he needed help, and had come to Shaa.In retrospect,
it would have beennice if the Sword had seenfit to give Shaajust a little
more information, like who his friends were. Presumably the Sword
knewwho they were. Whether he knew or not, though, didnOtaddress
the immediate question.

Justwhat was the Sword doing tangled up with Jardin, the Curse Ad-
ministrator, anyway?
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Chapter 7

OWAIT A MINUTE,O said Jurtan Mont. OlsnOt Peridol that way?0

They had reached a crossroads; Jurtan, Max, and the remaining horse
with their baggage. The east-west thoroughfare theyOdbeen following
had grown wider. It had sprouted pavement as well; clearly it had be-
come an artery of some stature. Not only that, it had traffic, both foot and
cart. Most of the traffic had been heading in the same direction, west.
There was no surprise about that. The post at the corner of the intersec-
tion was dominated by a large arrow-edged sign pointing west, labeled
with OPERIDOLGnN half-a-dozen forms of script. No, there wasnOtmuch
doubt about it, not at all; Peridol wasthat way.

And it was almost in reach. Jurtan could smell the seaair. Lessthan an
hour ago theyOdeven been visited by a flock of seabirds, virtually still
damp, which had wheeled overhead briefly before screechingtheir way
again west toward the ocean.If Max got a move on, they could probably
reach Peridol while it was still day. The thought of not having to get up
at the crack of dawn to climb on a horse ever again was almost unbear-
ably appealing.

As cryptic as Max was, there was also little doubt that Peridol was
their destination. It had beendangling in front of Jurtan like a strung-up
carrot ever since Roosing Oolvaya, lost now in the distant pages of
memory. Max couldnOt weasel out on him now.

But then, this was Max under discussion. And why elsewould he have
turned aside onto the north road, which was little more than a carriage-
track, really, and be standing there with his hands on his hips glaring at
Jurtan with one of his, well, glare® OYeah, thatOs right,0 Max said.

OUh,O said Jurtan, Ocan we get to Peridol by heading north here?O

ONot unless we hire a boat.O

OAre we going to hire a boat?O

OWhy would we do a thing like that?0

OSo we cargetbto - PeridolO

OGeta grip on yourself, kid,0 said Max. OWeOveot a little detour to
make, thatOs all.O
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Jurtan looked north along the trail. He couldnOtseea swamp this time,
but that was scarcely reassuring.

OHow about | meet you in the city?OJurtan said. ThatOsvhat he said
but still he found himself trudging off the main road onto the path after
Max. Whenever Jurtan pointed himself north, his mental accompaniment
did switch to something bouncy and upbeat, full of resolving major
chords and an oom-pah-ing tuba off somewhere in the back, while even
a glance west causedthe music to modulate into something weaker and
irresolutely drifting, but Jurtan was getting pretty tired of a personal or-
acle that thought it knew what was good for him better than he did him-
self. Still, how bad could it be?

ODonGOsaythat,O Jurtan muttered to himself.

At least the place they were aiming at this time had a name, according
to the north-facing panel on the signpost. OWhatOsYenemsvelt, any-
way?0 asked Jurtan.

OTheestateOgust the other side of Yenemsvelt, actually,0 Max told
him.

The OestateO? Well, that sounded hopeful. Ols this estate in a swamp?0

Max spared him a quick glower. OFirstthing we do after this stop is
get into the city and find accommodations, all right?0

Ol thought we were going to link up with Shaa and the others.O

OLinking doesnOtmean weOregoing to stay with them. Maybe, but not
necessarily. ShaaOgrobably already headed off on his own in any case.
He grew up out here, you know.O

It was news to Jurtan. ORight,O he said. OHe hasnOt been back, though.O

ONot since his father died,O said Max. His lips pursed in thought.
OMaybe itOs time you heard a little more about that.O

But that was the last Max said on the subject, or on any other subject,
for that matter. They trudged north, the riderless horse behaving the
most energetically of any of them. The town of Yenemsvelt soon ap-
peared, consisting of a somewhat ramshackle half-timbered tavern, a
small market square, an ecumenical multi-purpose worship-building at
least as tumbledown as the tavern, and the usual assortment of trades-
persons with their mixed-use dwellings and business establishments.
Max took aleft at the square and followed the carriage-track out between
the buildings into the midst of rolling hills. Thick and bramble-ridden
hedgerows lined the verge of the road, broken occasionally by stone
walls and imposing iron gates. They clattered over a small stream on a
sturdy open bridge. Looking over the side of the bridge into a pool just
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downstream, Jurtan saw a trout leap free of the water and flop back
down with a good-sized splash. ONice area, is this?O Jurtan said.

OYoufigure it better be, if the Peridol upper-crusters want to use it for
their out-of-town playground.O

Jurtan was seized by a suddenly horrible suspicion. OYouOraot plan-
ning to rob one of them, are you?Ohe hissed. There had been noises be-
hind some of the walls theyOdpassed,the kind of noises something large
might make if it hadnOt been fed in a week.

OWhat do you take me for?0 Max sniffed.

O0h,0 said Jurtan. OThatOs good. | mean, some of those wlI®

OltOshe ones without walls you really want to watch out for,O Max
said distractedly. ONow if | remember right, it should be just over this
rise.O

Sure enough, the straight stretch of road beyond the top of the hill
held another gate, on the left. Max inspected the gate. Instead of a
sensible lock-in-the-middle hinge-on-the-sides arrangement, what were
visible were an arrangement of eccentric cranks, a windlass, and a large
counterweight on a lever arm. Not visible, however, was anyone in the
small watch-booth.

OLook,O said Jurtan, Oa bell-cord -O

But Max was already up the side of the wall, new floppy hat already
looking asworn asthe one heOdeft behind in the pit, shaggy beard, and
all, and then he was swinging deftly over the sharpened spikes at the top
to vanish down the other side. The howl of a wolf sounded from just
beyond the wall. Jurtan grasped the horseOs bridle and prepared to flee.

The howl abruptly cut off, and was replaced by an eagersnuffling and
much rapid panting. These sounds were shortly drowned under the
creak and clatter of gearteeth and linkages. The gate rumbled open.
OWhat are you waiting for?0 said Max.

Jurtan edged cautiously through and peeked around the mechanism.
Max was feeding their last strips of jerky to a small horse - no, it was
only a large hound. An apparently friendly hound, however. When the
beastreared back to lick MaxOsface, Jurtan saw a second one lolling on
the ground behind it slavering onto MaxOsboot. OAll right, all right,0
Max told them. OThatOs enough. Off with you now.O

The dogs shook themselves off, licked MaxOshands once more for
good measure, and trotted away. Away from Max, at any rate.

(HeOsgpot all the food,OJurtan said nervously. One of them was almost
looking him in the eye, and it still had all four feet on the ground. The
other one was moving around to JurtanOsside to flank him. OHey, stop
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that.OHe snatched his hand free of the thingOsmouth. In return, he got a
low growl. OUh,you like music?OJurtan whistled the refrain of a hunt-
ing song heOd heard at an inn on the road.

The hound let go of his jacket and sprang back. Both of them edged
away, then turned and padded off into the trees, casting glances back at
him over their shoulders.

Max had done something to the mechanism, and the gate was now
closing behind them. Olwish you wouldnOt do things like this,O Jurtan
said. OSomeday youOre going to give somebody heart failure.O

OWhy make them come all the way out here just to open the gate?O

OThatOsot it,0 said Jurtan, examining the gate mechanism himself. A
pull-rod ran from the gearbox into an iron conduit and down into the
ground. OYoucan run this thing by remote control, right? If weOdrung
the bell, whoeverO=on the other end could have opened the gate without
coming out here.O

OGood eyes,0 Max said. OThis way. Bring the horse.O

The gate clanged shut as they started up the long driveway. Pastthe
belt of trees inside the wall, they entered a series of rolling lawns. The
drive crossed another stream and then wound through an expanse of
formal gardens. A crew of landskeepers far off to the left was pruning a
hedge maze. Ahead of them on arise, though, was the estatehouse; clas-
sically proportioned, with an abundance of colonnades and cornices
breaking up the off-white stone facade. They skirted a fountain surroun-
ded by a flower bed in the middle of the circular drive and Max moun-
ted the front stairs. His yank on the bell-pull brought a muffled clanging
of chimes from within.

After a moment, the door swung open. OAh,Osaid the footman. His
gazetraveled down and then up ashe took in MaxOdravel-beaten outfit,
bushy black beard, slouch hat, and generally unrecognizable yet unmis-
takably disreputable demeanor. OMaster Maximillian, sir, wonOt you
come in? WeOve been expecting you.O

Jurtan left the horse with a groom who had scurried up with just that
purpose in mind and followed Max into the entry hall. OCleevejsnQit?0
Max was saying. ODid you recognize me by sight just now?0O

OPurely circumstantial, sir,O Cleeve assured him. OYou are indeed a
person of indecipherable appearance unexpectedly presenting them-
selvesfresh from the road; merely a matter of context, what. Would you
care for some refreshment?O

Yed Jurtan thought. But instead, Max said, Ols she around?0

Oln the gardens, sir. The oaks.O
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OGood,OMax said. OIOlkee her first. You can take my friend off and
get him fed, though.O

OI0II wait, too,0 inserted Jurtan. OWhy donOt we both see OherO first?0

Ol - oh, all right, come on then.O

Cleeve led them out through a plant-filled conservatory and out the
back onto a spacious piazza. A flight of stairs took them down from the
terrace onto another lawn. The lawn backed up against a sizable pond,
complete with ducks, but its side margins were lined with neat rows of
oak trees. OThird back on the left when last sighted, sir,Osaid Cleeve, be-
fore inclining his head politely and retreating back up the stairs.

Beneaththe third oak on the left was alawn chair, and next to it a pic-
nic basket and a bulging gunny sack. ODid Oshe®ander off?Osaid Jur-
tan, looking behind the tree. TheyOdseenno evidence of anyone about on
their stroll out from the terrace.

OltOsne,OMax called out, OlOnhere! You waiting for me to come up
there after you?0

Foliage rustled overhead. Leavesparted and a dirty faceappeared, up-
side down and craned back. Olttook you long enough,Othe face said,
and only then did Jurtan realize the person was a woman. OWhatwas it
this time, another swamp?0

OAsa matter of fact, yes,OMax said, his own head canted back and his
hands on his hips, Othere was a swamp. told you thereOd be a swamp.O

OHe never could resist a swamp,O the woman said to Jurtan. OMust
have beensomekind of deathmarch, huh, Jurtan; all the way from Roos-
ing Oolvaya with this maniac? This is the Mont kid, right?O

OYouOre Eden!O Jurtan blurted. OShaaOs sister!O

Eden looked Jurtan over, then turned a frowning gaze on Max. OYou
havenOttold him anything useful, have you? Sometimes | donOtknow
why | bother with you.O EdenOdace disappeared into the branches. It
was replaced by a line of rope, and then the full figure of Eden, right-
side-up now, descending rapidly hand-over-hand down it. She was
dressed in a leather climbing outfit, another coil of rope slung over her
shoulder and a stout utility belt bearing pitons and a hammer fastened
about her waist. Eden dropped free the last ten feet and landed next to
the lawn chair.

Jurtan shut his eyesand ran his hand over his face. He hadnOtknown
Zalzyn and Eden Shaawere twins. But what else could they be? - they
couldnOtbe just normal siblings, not when Eden could have been Shaa
with alittle padding here and there; even her voice sounded the same, if
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in a higher register, contralto to his baritone. But when she had come
down the rope she had moved like Max.

A chair poked the back of JurtanOsknees and he sank gratefully back
into it. Cleeve had returned with a small party of servants bearing
between them extra chairs, a buffet table, several flagons of mineral wa-
ter, and a fruit-and-cheese platter. Max finished divesting himself of hat,
beard, bushy eyebrows, and nose putty while Eden, her equipment
stored back in the sack, rinsed off her face in a basin. Cleeve took the
basin and withdrew. OOkay,O Eden declared, Onow we can say hello.O

Jurtan hurriedly transferred his melon plate to his other hand and
wobbled to his feet for a bow. OlamJurtan Mont,O he confirmed.

OA pleasure,Osaid Eden, grasping his hand firmly for a vigorous
shake.When shelet go Jurtan fell back into his chair. Eden regarded him
for a moment, then turned again on Max. Max gave her a tentative hug
and leaned in for a peck on the cheek. Sheturned her head and caught
him on the lips, held it for a beat, then wrinkled her nose as he pulled
back. OA bath,Oshe told him, Odefinitely a bath. Then we can decide if
youOdlike to seduce me.OHer grin widened. OldonOtget many guests,
after all.O

Oldle flirting,® Max said to no one in particular, OthatOs all it is.O

OHow would you know?O said Eden.

OWould you be serious if | took you seriously?0O Max asked.

OYoulike intrigue so much, maybe you can figure it out. Sit down and
try some of this stuff, itOs good; IOve been growing it in the back.O

OIOm not hungry,0 Max told her. OWhat are you now, my mother?0

OlOnas closeto it asyouOveever gotten,Osaid Eden, applying a slice of
cheddar to an apple wedge. OWhen | pulled you out of the gutter -O

ONot that again,OMax said, frowning at his mineral water. OBy the
time we met | hadnOtbeen in the gutter for years, and as | recall you
didnOt have anything to do with me being in or out.O

Ol was speaking technically.O

Technically the statement was correct. OThat wasnOta gutter,O Max
said, Othatwas a sewer, and you may have pulled me out of it physically,
but metaphorically -O

OYouOre getting pretty testy, you know that?O

ONeverbeen a testy bone in my body,Osnapped Max. OWhathave you
been up to?0

OWhat do you think IOve been up t0?0

OProbablythe usual, running half the business of the western world.
WhatOs your latest triumph?0
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OHouseplants.O

OHouseplants?0O

OThatOdght, houseplants,OEden repeated. Shetossed her plate on the
table and leaned back. OPotted ferns, ficus, some succulents, the occa-
sional flower bed.O

OYou worked out a way to turn plants and shrubbery into a cash
crop?0

OTheyOrall the rage,Osaid Eden. OAll | had to do was get them into
the palace. The in-crowd latched onto them, and now you canOwalk into
an office or a bank anywhere in town without falling over a planter box.
Lucky for you, | donOtmind telling you. Between you and Zolly spend-
ing money hand over fist itOs goodsomebody®st bringing in the bucks.O

Zolly? Zolly? OWhat about Groot?O asked Jurtan.

OWhat about him?0 said Eden.

Ol thought Max was getting money from Groot t00.0

OYouOréhanging out with a crew with expensive tastes,OEden told
him.

OAm 1?0Jurtan said. OltOkard to tell when youOrewalking all day and
then sleeping in the mud.O

OYou want out, kid?O said Max. OYou know where the door is.O

| canbesubtle Jurtan thought, or | canjust gofor it. But whatdo!| haveto
los@ Ol still donOtknow what 1Odbe getting out from,OJurtan stated, try-
ing to keep his voice firm and reasonable,and not at all whiny. OHow
can | know what 1Odbe getting out of if | donOtreally know what 1Ovegot-
ten into? All any of you ever want to do is drop sneaky little hints.O

OHeOs got you there, Max,0 Eden said.

OYouwant him to know something?Osaid Max. OYouthink heOseady
to be a full-fledged member? Then youtell it to him.O

OStill being touchy, are we? Okay, then, | will.O

Max hOmphed and looked up into the tree.

OThereOactually not much | cantell you,OEden went on. OThereOme
and Zolly, and Arznaak too of course, but that much IOmsure you
already know. You donC Well, okay then.O

OJustthe high points,O Max broke in. Olstill want to make it into the
city today, and thereOs stufiveneed to go over.O

OHaveyou seenthe roads? They say trafficOsa total mess,the TongueOs
completely jammed, and the waterOs even worse.O

Olfthe worst | ever have to faceis traffic congestion IOdook forward to
a long and pleasant life, O Max said dryly. ODonOyou have anything to
drink in this place beside spring water?0
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Eden raised her hand and waved at the house. Cleeve appeared at the
top of the stairs and hurried toward them. More distractions Jurtan
thought. It was going to be the same as always. TheyOdsit here for
awhile, never actually getting to the point, and then if they finally did
start to reach any significant revelations something would tunnel out of
the ground to attack them, or the tree would fall over, or somebody
would come running up with an urgent message.The possibilities were
endless; these people were creative, after all. The bottom line was that
Jurtan would still be left knowing nothing new.

Or would he? There were certain new facts at hand, Jurtan realized.
What could he deduce from them? Cleeve took MaxOsorder, for
Osomething brewed, anything, and | donOtmean tea,Oand scurried off
again. When he had retreated, Jurtan said slowly, still thinking it out,
OShaaQwmt the only one with a curse, is he? Eden - youOrepart of it too,
arenOyou? Shaacan go wherever he wants except home, but homeOshe
place you canOt leave.O

ODid you tell him or is he figuring this out?O Eden asked Max.

Max had leaned back in his chair and propped his hat over his facein
conspicuous preparation for a nap. From under the hat, though, he
spoke. OltOthe kidOsown reasoning, if you want to glorify it by calling it
that. Maybe he hasnOt been asleep all the time.O

OHas Max always been like this?O Jurtan wondered.

OAslong as IOveknown him,0 Eden said. ODoyou want to hear about
that, or about me and the family?0

OThe family,O said Jurtan, Oplease.O

The Ohigh pointsO account, as Max would have it, was much as Jurtan
had begun to piece together. Punctuated by MaxOssarcastic asides, and
keeping in mind the fact that Eden might not be the most reliable of wit-
nesseson the subject, the story of the Shaaswas still well in keeping with
all Jurtan had heard about the byzantine and fratricidal ways of Peridol
society. The Shaafamily had beenprominent in Gadzura for several gen-
erations; according to Max, long enough for inbreeding to have appar-
ently had some impact. Eden and Zalzyn Shaahad their eccentricities,
but Arznaak, the first-born, had a far more intimate relationship with the
borderland of sanity. As far back as Eden could recall, Arznaak had been
either wonderful or miserable to be around, with little ground in
between.

OltOsard to believe unless youOveseenhim in operation,O Eden said,
Obuteven IOlladmit he can be quite charming, full of expansive good hu-
mor and flamboyant gestures, great laughter and so forth, but itOsot an
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act, itOgeally genuine. The problem is his other side. ThatOgjenuine too.
HeOll shift modes in the middle of a sentence, the middle of a thought.O

More often, though, the elements of ArznaakOspersonality wouldnOt
switch so much as merge. For a time when Eden had been quite young,
the older Arznaak had taken to giving her presents. He had given her a
doll, for example, which several days later had begun to writhe on her
bed until its skin burst, the stuffing having been consumed from within
by maggots. In replacement, she had returned to her room after being
calmed from her fit of hysterics to find, dressedin the dollOsfashionable
clothing, a large glassy-eyed rat. But then Arznaak had been so contrite
and winsome afterward, at least publicly, that it was difficult to do any-
thing but wonder whether the incident had happened at all.

Arznaak had not wondered, he had learned. The first conclusions he
had drawn had concernedthe need for secrecyand craft, the behind-the-
scenesjab and the terror in the night. Each of the Shaashad their talents,
and these had turned out to be ArznaakOsAs ArznaakOsskill at familial
terrorism increased, the twinsOrelationship was deepened by their in-
stinct to hang together, which in turn fed ArznaakOsown tendencies.
OWhether he started off just toying with us or not,O said Eden,
Oeventually he got to where he resented us for living. Then he started to
get really nasty.O

OWhat about your parents?O Jurtan asked.

Max snorted. OShut up,0 Eden instructed him. OlOm telling this.O

Max pulled the hat off his face,satup, and addressed Jurtan. OThefact
that their father had beentotally devoted to Arznaak and was never par-
ticularly interested in the twins gave Arznaak the perfect way to extend
his nonsensepermanently through their lives. Both of them are too pig-
headed to admit it, but all that meansis that they got it from their father
in the first place. Half of this was his fault but none of them want to do a
damn thing about it.O

Eden sighed. OWego over this every time we get together, Max,Oshe
said. OYou want to waste the time all over again?0

ODamnfools,OMax grumbled, but he scrunched down in his chair and
mashed his hat once more back over his face.

OOkay,Osaid Eden. For someone Max was calling pigheaded, Jurtan
thought she sounded pretty objective about the whole thing. Befitting the
familyOsrank and station in PeridolOseconomy and society, the Shaas
had received the best education and training. This had fallen on fertile
ground. Eden and Zalzyn showed widespread and overlapping natural
talents, but eachhad gravitated toward different interests. ZalzynOshigh

94



aptitude for magic and math along with the Shaas®avorable family con-
nections had promised a brilliant career, conceivably culminating asthe
head of the Imperial Institute of Thaumaturgy. Eden, on the other hand,
had the makings of a significant politician and businessperson.Arznaak?
Well, Arznaak had the aptitudes too, but to Eden it had been clear he
wanted more.

OThe throne?O asked Jurtan.

Olt wouldnOt surprise me for a minute,0 Eden stated. But whatever
Arznaak wanted, he wanted it hisway.

OTheShaasare a creative lot,0 said Max. He took another swig from
the brew Cleeve had passedto him. OArznaakOgust nastier than the rest.
Hurry it up, the kid and | have to get moving.O

OWhata guy,Osaid Eden. OYoushow up every five years and the first
thing you want to do is leave.O

OYou didnOt have to let me in.O

ONexttime youOdbetter watch out for the alarm. So,Jurtan Mont, now
you know the story.O

| do? thought Jurtan. No | donOtpot all of it anyway. Maybe it was anoth-
er test.

OArznaak wanted to take away whatever you liked most, is that it?
You canOteave this estate, ShaacanOtome back to it, the only time the
two of you can get together at all is when he uses magic and youOre
forced to attack him? He canOpractice magic and you canObe out where
you can do business or politics.O What else had he heard from Shaa?
ONeither one of you can find love, either, can you.O

Eden regarded Max with a sidelong glance, which he acknowledged
only by increasing the intensity of his stare off into the distance. OSure
we can,O said Eden. OAIll we have to do is follow the rules.O

OSowhy not just get rid of Arznaak? | mean, you hate him by now,
donOt you?0

OlItOs not that simple.O

OWhatmy good friend is referring to there,OMax broke in, Oiswily old
ArznaakOscoup de gracetwist-of-the-knife. As Arznaak knows full well,
his siblings bind themselves by rules he doesnOt even bother to sneer at.O

Eden sat with her arms crossedand her face locked in a scowl, saying
nothing. OOHe@= only one of you worth a secondglance,O®ax contin-
ued, OisnOt that what he said? The last words of your beloved father?0

OAn oath is an oath,O said Eden in a low voice, her teeth gritted.

OWhatyour mentorOssister is trying not to tell you here,OMax said to
Jurtan in a conversational tone, Oisthat ArznaakOscurse keyed off the
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death of their father, the same father who thought Arznaak was the
godsGwn gift to the mortal world, the samefather who made Eden and
Shaaswear to support good old Arznaak and keep him safefrom harm.
Old Pops wanted to make sure they wouldnOt attack their brother or
even let anyone else go after him, and he was such a wise old guy and
was so good to them all that -O

OThatOs enough, Max,0 said Eden.

OYouwant enough? 10lltell you what enough is. IOmout there year
after year breaking my back trying to find aloophole through your curse
or away around it becauseneither one of you fools want to let me solve
the problem at the root. Damn Peridol and its goddamned code of honor,
and damn all -O

OAre you finished?O

ONo, IOm not finished, | -O

OThenjust shut up, why donOtyou,OEden snapped. ONobodyO$orcing
you to help us. If you canOdo things the way we have to do them, we
donOt want your help.O

OPretty big words,O said Max. Ol donOtthink your brother would
agree.O

Olthink he would. | may not be able to talk to him but that doesnOt
mean | donOtstill know the way he thinks. You follow our code or get
out of our lives.O

ODonOt give me that nonsense -O

OThen get out of my house.O

Max cursed under his breath. OYouOrestubborn as ever. You donOt
leave me much maneuver room.O

OThatOs the idea.O

OFine,0 said Max. OSo thatOs the way you want it. 10l think about it.O

OThink fast.O

OE All right, already, all right.O

OSwear.O

Max looked thoroughly disgusted. OlOvesworn before, dammit. All
right, | swear again, 10lldo things your way. Are you happy? Now let me
out of here.O

OWhat,Osaid Eden, Owith no situation update, no coordination? You
mean this was just a social call, just becauseyou were in the neighbor-
hood? 10m flattered. There must be a first time for everything.O

OTheworld would be a lot simpler if your brother was an only child,O
Max muttered. OEitherone of them. All right, letOsoordinate, why donOt
we.O
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EdenOsface conspicuously fell, except for a sardonic twist that re-
mained in the corner of her mouth. Jurtan had seenexactly the same ex-
pression before, on Zalzyn Shaa.Seeingit here, on her, was weird, but
compared to the other items on the local scale of eccentricity you had to
admit it was pretty far down. OSomuch for the dream of sociability,O
Eden said. OIntime perhaps | will get over the wound. The most recent
update concerns the arrival of my brother and the boat this morning.
Zolly had somekind of run-in at the dock, | donOthave details on it yet.
HeOll be staying at his city house.O

OAnNd Arznaak?0O

Eden shrugged. OHeOsiround. He was out here last week but heOs
really living in town now.O

Ol brought some papers out of the swamp | want to show you while
IOm here. Why donOt we head back to the house?0

Jurtan fell in to his accustomed position, trailing Max as they strolled
up the lawn toward the estate house. Eden and Max were speaking to-
gether in low voices ahead of him, but even if they had beentalking in a
normal voice and addressing Jurtan directly he wasnOtcertain heOchave
heard anything they said. He had too much on his mind asit was. In fact,
they were in the house with the Iskendarian papers spread out before
them on atable, and Jurtan had alargely devoured plate of chicken at his
elbow, before he began to pay attention again to what was going on
around him.

Ol donOtknow,O Eden was saying, shuffling papers back into a stack.
OSeawhat Zolly has to say; heOshe real scholar in the family anyway.
Wait a minute - you should talk to some of the old-line religionists, too.
They claim to trace their lineage back before the Dislocation; they prob-
ably have a lot of old-language stuff hidden away.O

OHuh,Osaid Max. OAninteresting idea. Which group are you thinking
about, the One God cultists or the God is Everywhere gang?0

OThe family has some contacts with the One God people,O Eden said.

OOneGod?0said Jurtan. OWhoin their right mind would believe in
only one god?0

OSome of us donOt believe iany,0 Max observed.

OThesecultists have a more transcendental perspective,O explained
Eden. OTheyfeel that the rough-and-tumble present-day polytheism gets
in the way of confronting the real issues of the divine.O

Olfa gang of super-powered hooligans are in your faceall the time itOs
difficult to get clear of the image they create,OMax added. OTheold-line
cults think gods should be more exemplary than obviously out for their
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own good. More primal. As youOdimagine, there arenOta whole lot of
these cult folks left.O

Olfthey might know something, why havenOtou gotten together with
them before now?0 said Jurtan.

OIOm only one person,O said Max. OlOve got limits.O

OLetmego talk to them, then,OJurtan said. OTellme what you want to
know and where to find them and 10l do it.O

Max looked at Jurtan, and a querulous clarinet trilled in the back of
JurtanOshead. OYou mean try to get some useful contribution out of
you?OMax said. OMaybe.But thereOsomething else | want to try with
you first.O

Jurtan didnOtknow whether he liked the sound of that. He didnOtlike
the present state of affairs either, though, and he had to acknowledge
that he couldnOteasily have it both ways. OWhateveryou say,Ohe said.
OLet me know.O

98



Chapter 8

IF NOTHING ELSE,I thought | might be getting more efficient. To have
the mystery of my dream present itself and almost immediately get re-
solved, at the sametime introducing new questions of an increased level
of urgency, opened new horizons of competence and high performance.
There was no denying it had been efficient: all 10dhad to do to pierce
Joatal BallistaOslisguise and realize he was really Fradjikan was to show
up. | wassupposed to be a detective, after all, but maybe my real contri-
bution to the field was going to restin figuring out how to eliminate leg-
work, substituting for it pure reason or the power of mind. Of course, |
may have now known that Ballista was Fradjikan, but | still didnOthave
any idea who Fradjikan was and why he might be important.

About my traveling companion |0ddiscovered practically nothing. Of
course, he could probably say the same thing about me. In fact, as the
miles had gone past under the wheels of the carriage the man who called
himself Ballista had begun looking more than alittle disgruntled. | knew
| couldnOthave given him much of anything to work on concerning me.
The fact that he clearly wasworking on me, however, did make the situ-
ation more interesting, asif it really needed that. It was possible he was
just some operator who never got out of bed in the morning without
pulling on his cloak of suspicion, and was as a result merely keeping his
hand in. It waspossible, and if it was in fact the casethen IOdbe out noth-
ing but alittle time and effort spent worrying about him and wondering
what he was up to, and trying to pierce his secrets.The samewould be
true of him.

Unless the same wasnOtrue of him, which was plainly the safeway to
bet. After all, | hadspent my solitary dream to date visualizing him. That
had to be good for something. Add to that the experience of last night,
too. There had beenno particular reasonfor Ballista to insist on stopping
at the tavern and laying over to morning when we had beenin sight of
the lights of Peridol. His excuseconcerning the danger of pressing into
the city at night, what with the streetscrowded with neOer-do-wellsdan-
gerous sorts from the hinterlands and the rough sections of town, and,
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well, crowds in general, was out of keeping with his forcefully projected
self-image as a fear-nothing man-of-arms. The added fact that once en-
sconcedin the tavern he had done his bestto ply me with drink, an effort
| had cooperated with more than not, to such an extent that even now,
midway through the next morning, my memory was still patchy and my
consciousness skipping in and out, impliedE implied E

Where was |I? Oh, right. He was trying to find out who | was and what
| knew. Whatever | knew or didnOtknow, | had certainly done the same
thing often enough in my own work to recognize it when it was aimed at
me.

That apparently hadnOtbeen the only reason for last nightOsstop,
though. Through the haze of spotty memory, | did remember a time
when Lowell, the driver, had comein from the yard to nod pointedly at
Ballista, followed afew minutes later by Ballista slipping outside himself
when he thought | had passedout on top of the table. | hadnOtpassed
out, though, at least not that time, and so | remembered him reentering
the common-room fifteen minutes or so later, allowing himself an ex-
pression of satisfaction which vanished assoon as| beganto sputter and
stir. | would have crept after him to observe his mission exceptthat Low-
ell had stayed behind to keep an eye on me. That, and the fact that |
thought creeping might very well have been beyond me at that point,
given the quantity of reactants | had already consumed.

On his return Ballista had downed a few too, although not enough to
lay him out, and not enough to loosen his tongue, either. 10dthought he
might let something slip when he thought | was in no state to absorb it,
but that hope too went unfulfilled. He was being equally unforthcoming
this morning. For some reason he did seemslightly more keyed-up, al-
most expectant, and | caught him darting a few sharp glances at me out
of the corner of my eye when he thought | was looking out the window
or nursing my headache.| actually wasnOthung over, not really, but |
didnOt see any point in telling him that.

If the truth betold, | really had beenmore than half hoping for another
dream. The first one had taken the trouble to point out Ballista/ Fradjik-
an, after all, so | thought it wasnOunreasonableto expect another hint, if
not outright elucidation. But no. IOdwoken with the residual feeling that
whatever had causedthe first dream was still lurking around, its feelers
hanging out into the breeze,but was not yet ready to reveal itself again.
It sounds absurd to anthropomorphize the internal workings of my own
mind, | know, but on the other hand whatever might be hidden there
was certainly uncharted land. In any case, as much time as IOdbeen

100



spending lately in self-absorption, there was coming to be even more to
pay attention to in the outside world.

During my years in Roosing Oolvaya, which is to say during the only
stretch of memory my mind was willing to divulge, | had left the city on
a number of occasions,and several times for extended periods. |Odnever
made it to Peridol, though. IOdseen a few other cities, even brought a
guy to ground in Edgerton, which was the biggest place anywhere at all
close to Roosing OolvayaOsvicinity, but compared to Peridol, any place
|Odever beenwas no better than secondrate. Factis, compared to Peridol
any place built by man is no more than second rate.

ItOne thing to know that as abstract book-learning, however, and an-
other thing to seewhat it meant in practice. The road outside the inn had
widened before weOdreached the tavern the previous afternoon, and
even at night when weOdstopped there had been enough traffic to make
it seembusy. This morning, though, Lowell had had to virtually force his
way out of the gate and edge carefully into the flow. The sun had been
up afew hours by the time weOdleft, too, so weOdeven missed the pre-
dawn and early morning peak influx of farm-fresh goods from the agri-
cultural areasinto the city. Judging from the cargoesstill on the high-
way, however, it was apparent the farm trade was a day-round affair.
Although we were fortunately out at the wrong time to need to tangle
with sheep drivers, the cackle of chickens and the flapping of fish still
fresh from the seawas prominent around us. The smell of the fish wasnOt
the only aroma rising in the morning sun, either. You could have dis-
tiled a pretty hearty stew from the odors alone, what with a veritable
fruit and vegetable cocktail from the wagons - citrus, pears, melons; cab-
bage, onions, tomato; and the occasional head of beef or straggling lamb.

As we drove on at a crawl, unable to break free of the knots of people
on foot, on horses, in carts, leading donkeys and oxen, and jostling in
carriages like ours, the road continued to widen, but the traffic kept
thickening even faster than that. Where yesterday we had driven
through towns and villages separated by stretches of countryside, this
morning the towns had grown larger and the countryside more scarce,
until now we were for all intents within the outskirts of Peridol itself.

Peridol as a whole wasnOtknown for its architecture; surely not, since
so much of it was a warren of overgrown slums crowded with folks
whoOdheaded for the city looking for the streets of gold. Not surpris-
ingly, though, given the business the road traffic surely generated, the
area surrounding the highway looked fairly prosperous. Befitting
PeridolOssoutherly location and moderate, sunny climate, adobe and
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stucco predominated, with an excessof baked-tile roofs in shadesof red
and orange. The walls and courtyards were hung with banners and icon-
Ic signs advertising the wares of the businesseswithin. Here and there
too were expanses of PeridolOsnotorious broadsheets press-printed in
rolls and rudely plastered by roving glue-gangs on the sides of anything
vertical - houses, retaining walls, trees, parked carriages, even across
closed gates and the doors and windows of houses. While the broad-
sheets themselves extolled the virtues of shops and emporiums, soap
and flea-powder, nostrums and ales and patent horseshoes,emblematic
of the move toward group-production in the new city manufactories, to
me they spoke as much of the restless energy of people suppressed by
the hand of the gods, yet still searching like the subterranean fire of the
volcano for an outlet to the air.

As far as | knew, the gods hadnOtyet made a ruling one way or the
other on PeridolOsemerging mercantilistic fervor. Becauseof the godsO
sponsorship of the empire and its rulers, and by extension Peridol itself,
the city was enough of a special caseto sometimes get away with stuff
that would be flattened in a moment anywhere else.City dwellers like to
push the edge of limits, though, and Peridolians were the city dwellers
par excellencejust the sort the gods | knew would enjoy taking down.
Still, if the gods were going to lay down the law, it didnOtseem likely
theyOddo it during a Knitting. Half the point of a Knitting, after all, was
its element of let-loose free-for-all, when normal restrictions didnOt ne-
cessarily apply.

Not all of that assessmentwas purely analytical. At leasta bit was due
to out-and-out wishful thinking. If something was going to break loose, |
was hoping it would wait until 10d left town.

Of course, if | ran into any of my god acquaintances| could ask them
what was up. With the struggle going on between the Abdicationists,
those gods who wanted to pull back and let the world screw itself up to
its heartOsontent without interference from them, and the Conservation-
Ists, who figured they had such a good deal running it would be crazy to
change, it was possible that the transitions in Peridol were part of the
active debate. That much was speculation; | didnOtknow enough about
the politics of the gods to tell for certain. IOdonly picked up the fringes of
the argument from Zhardann and Jill, who were Conservationists of
some stripe, and | hadnOtgotten any more than that from Gash, who
probably didnOthave much more of a fixed ideology than unwavering
support for himself. IOdprobably learned more from my brief exchange
with Phlinn Arol, whoOdseemedsurprisingly Abdicationist in sentiment,
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than | had in days around the others. Whether 10dlearned enough to
meddle remained to be seen.Ballista had been wearing an increasingly
annoyed expression as the carriage lurched along in its spasmodic fits
and starts. Sliding open the panel at the front of the cab, he leaned
through to commune with Lowell, trying to convince him to lay about
with his whip. Lowell, quite intelligently | thought, had the opinion that
the crowd would be only too happy to vent its own frustration by over-
turning the vehicle and stomping it to splinters. Ballista sank back into
the cushions and regarded me. OYour first time in Peridol?0 he said.

OAye, that it is.O

OWhere will you go when we part?0

| shrugged. OFortune awaits. For that matter, perhaps 10lljust get out
here. From the looks of it IOd make at least as a good a time on foot.O

OAfoot,O he said disgustedly. OYou may be right. If Lowell -O

Justat that moment, though, Lowell spotted his opportunity, asmaller
side street winding in from the right. He veered the horses through a
small knot of people balancing fagots of wood on their heads, sending
branches and logs flying, and hurtled straight for the nearestwall. The
coach scraped against the edge of a building just in front of my window
and caromed off, but asthe vehicle rocked sharply back from the impact
we were through the crowd and into the alley. Hooves and rattling
wheels echoed back from the close-setbuildings. Winding a serpentine
path, people reeling against the walls as we hurtled toward them, the
street led us to another, then another. Just as | was about to wonder
aloud if Lowell had any idea where he was going, the alley debouched
into a wider thoroughfare. The new avenue again had traffic, but this
time a dedicated lane for vehicles as well.

It wasnOfa street, it was a highway, in fact the main highway pointed
at Peridol from the east. It was straight, too. Up ahead, several miles
away to be sure, beyond the depressingly short stretch where wheeled
traffic was moving forward at a solid pace, the road lifted in a broad
span; that had to be one of the big Tongue Water bridges.

Beside me, Ballista snapped shut a pocket-watch and stowed it away.
OLate for an appointment?O | asked.

OPossibly,(he said. Then he added, apparently as an afterthought, OIf
they know whatOs good for them theyOll wait.O

| turned back and looked out the window. | stared idly at the passing
crowds and housesfor a moment, but then when | glanced ahead again
we were almost at the bridge.
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Huh?1 thought. We couldnOthave gone that far that quickly, especially
since the traffic had once more ground to a crawl. My bout with the brew
of the previous night must have affected me more than |Odrealized. Any-
way you cut it, it was weird, though. IOdslipped out and back into con-
sciousness so smoothly | hadnOt even realized 10d nodded off.

Unless it hadnOtbeen the aftereffect of the liquor. What if brew hadnOt
been the only thing 10dconsumed? What if Fradjikan had slipped me
some drug, too? It wouldnOtbe the first time for me. | didnOtfeel narcot-
ized, but | had enough experiencein thesethings to know that didnOtne-
cessarily mean anything. There were a lot of jungles out there, and in the
jungles no end of herbs, shrubs, vegetables,trees, mushrooms, and assor-
ted saprophytes just oozing with pharmacoactive sap and pollen, not to
mention the legions of beetles,insects, grubs, and other chemical factor-
ies on the hoof. Folks spent their careershunting out and distilling the
stuff; there were guilds, dynasties, societies and more freelancers than
you could count.

Maybe Shaa could figure it out. Were there any other symptoms |
could identity, any new impediments to my bodily functions or pro-
cessesof thought, any untoward cravings, any E wait a minute. Did |
think that? When did | start running off at the mind like some cheap
paid-by-the-word potboiler poet? | tried to remember back. Could it be
that my thought patterns and my trains of words were occasionally be-
coming more lyrical than | was used to?

But how do you pin something like that down, anyway? People
change, they evolve. Unless itOsblatant, how do you tell some drugOs
been tinkering with your mind?

Ol hope you have nothing to hide,O said Ballista.

OHuh?0 | said again. OWhyOs that?0

He gestured ahead. | leaned my head out the window and craned
ahead, learning in the processfrom the stiffness in my neck and creaking
in my shoulders that my skeleton, at least, had witnessed the passing of
time that my consciousness had ignored. From this vantage point,
though, | could now seeone of the major causesof the congestion on the
approach to the bridge. The highway had entered an area where ware-
houses and light manufactories were crammed together, elbowed apart
only by irregular streetsand alleys that twisted their ways off into a dark
maze beyond. Foot and mounted police and highway guards had been
visible in occasional knots. They were keeping the traffic orderly and in
motion, | suppose, but even more than that they seemedto have their
eyes on the district behind them. IOdhad the feeling they were there to
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keep raiders from darting out of their lurking-dens and harassing the
highway traffic. If you were a desperado it looked like a perfectly good
tactic. You could strike and be gone, losing any pursuit in the deadly
tangle of what could only be the notorious Stainside slums. That didnOt
mean the police deployment wasnOworkable too, but there was clearly a
lot more Stainside than there were of them. The police forces were
bolstered by numerous small forces of bullyboys and toughmen appar-
ently fielded by business owners and local industry associations.

Any way you sliced it, though, this was clearly not an areato stop off
for the night or put your feet up for a quiet meal and a pipe.

Nevertheless, as | saw now, leaning out the window, these keeping-
the-peace activities were not the only mission the greater Peridol police
force was conducting in the area. OTheyOreot seriously trying to screen
everyone heading over the bridge,O | said, Oarethey? TheyOvegot to be
kidding.O

OPerhapstheyOvereceived some particular tip,O said Ballista. OThere
have been reports of unrest, various dissident groups entering the city
and the like. The Empire has some sensitivity about irredentist senti-
ments boiling over during the Knitting.O

Olfyou say so.OBut they couldnObe serious. Between this bridge and
the others there had to be thousands of people entering the city. And
what about boats? Yet there they were, several platoons worth of foot
and another troop of horse funneling the traffic down and examining
each entrant closely as they waved them through. As | watched, a cart
filled with wheat in sackswas pulled aside for a more detailed inspec-
tion. Traffic headed in the opposite direction was much more sparse,
which may have had something to do with the fact that it was clearly
swimming upstream against the cataract, but even the outgoing traffic
was meriting attention from the cops.

Fortunately | didnOthave anything to hide, or at least not anything that
could be picked out by a frisking cop. Even the fact that the checkpoint
wasnOtstaffed by cops alone, attested to by the slightly membranous
sheen of the curtain of air hanging acrossthe road in the midst of the
squad, shouldnOtmake any difference to me. Most everyone seemedobli-
vious to the curtainOspresence, even though it was rippling with con-
stant surface waves, while eachlive being passing through it sparked a
brief polychromatic aurora resonating from their aura. The controlling
sorcerer was seated off to the side on a keg, the strands of the curtain
winding into a collator matrix suspended in the air in front of her. Every
so often sheOdpeak to the sergeantnext to her or just point someoneout
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with a finger, and that person would be stopped for additional
interrogation.

From this distance, it was impossible to determine the curtainOsown
interrogation sensitivity or the settings of the collator. It was a
surprisingly high-order construct to find in civil service, but then Peridol
obviously could afford the best. Even so, | was sure IOdpass through it
without a peep, which had its bad side aswell asits good. At this point, |
wouldnOt have necessarily minded elucidation on my situation whatever
its source.

As 10dexpected, though, no elucidation was forthcoming. We drew
abreastof the inspection area, passedplacidly through the probe curtain,
and proceeded ahead up the bridge. Moving through the curtain 10dfelt
a brief dancing tingle that was sort of the reverse of being pricked with
tiny needles;more like a crew of invisible tailors had attached threads to
my skin and clothes and were all tugging and reweaving simultaneously
in an attempt to turn me into a spasmodic marionette. Fradjikan/ Ballista
squirmed in his seat, scratched his side with one hand and his back with
the other, and muttered something about inadequate bath conditions on
the road.

| hadnOtfigured him for a magic-user, and it didnOtlook asthough he
had the kind of pipeline into oneOperceptions that the metabolic link to
Gashanatantra gave me, so | wasnOtsurprised heOdnisinterpreted what
had happened. It was more amazing to me that | hadnOt.My ability to
pull information out of Gash was apparently still getting better. Either
that or the link improved at closerange and Gashwas somewhere in the
city up ahead.| wondered what would happen when the link was finally
cut. Would | retain the capabilities |Odsoaked up, or would | be back to
the status of a blind infant as far as my rapport with sorcery was con-
cerned?Could | actually be getting attachedo the idea of being magically
literate?

OA square is located beyond the bridge,O said Ballista. OPerhapsyou
would like to disembark there.O

OFinewith me,Ol said. The central section of the bridge was a free
span far enough off the high-water mark for a clipper ship to passunder-
neath and wide enough sothe ship could probably tack while it was slip-
ping through, too. Multiple arches sunk into caissonsstretched in both
directions back toward the shore. To the left | could seeanother bridge of
similar construction, and some distance off on the right a lower span
with a winched-up drawbridge section. Although 10dobviously never
visited the Tongue Water before, the rows of docks and wharves lining
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both banks south toward the Hook, the congestion in the channel (which
was of a density virtually matching that of the land), and the distinct
reek of seawater liberally salted with sewagecertainly were everything |
had imagined.

And then there was the island city of Peridol proper stretching out
ahead - the hill of the Crust with its sparkling mansions, the ancient met-
al towers of the palace complex, everywhere the sprawl of house and
hovel and temple, slum and precinct and parish, industry and business
and commerce. Amidst the chimney plumes and haze of smoke from
wood, coal, and wizard fires, the lakes and sward of Mathom Park ad-
joining the palace walls still glittered green and silver in the sun. Then
we were on the downward slope of the bridge, and the buildings at the
shore rose up to block from sight the view.

The traffic entered a canyon of soot-stained wood and stone. Beneath
the wheels, the road surface, which had beenalternating between paving
slabs and the newer asphalt-and-stone, changed back to cobblestones;
some of the side streets as we passed, though, had no other pavement
than gravel or dirt. The highway wound off and lost size to diverging
distributaries like tentaclesleaving the body of an octopus. We rounded
another bend and debouched into BallistaOssquare. It was a open space
only in the sensethat it lacked major buildings; the din and the crush
more than filled in the gap.

This was apparently the destination of many of the farmers and her-
ders weOdjoined on the road. Beyond a large sheep paddock and an ad-
joining area for wholesale butchering stretched a tangle of stalls and
carts, each piled with produce and tenanted by gesticulating hucksters,
one here waving by the neck a plucked chicken, one there brandishing a
carp, another juggling apples, all yelling and arguing simultaneously as
they tried to convert strollers into customers and the glint of an eye into
cash.As far asthe eye could imagine were throngs of dog sellers, flower
girls, flypaper merchants in dilapidated top hats decorated with grimy
samples of their wares, hardware dealers, tinkers, ragmen, knife
grinders, ginger-beer men, apple sellers, oyster men, match vendors,
lemonade hawkers mixing their vile brew on the spot in tubs, and even a
few bold fellows offering oranges and other citrus fruits full in the skin
and fresh from the tree, or so they were crying. The smells hit with the
sameimpact asthe sight, under an assault of saddle soap, leather, brass
polish, strong tobacco, wood fires, baking bread, roasting meat, fresh
and rotting produce, and people whose relationship with bathing water
was at best hypothetical. OIOIl get out here,O | said.
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Ol seea bit of an alcove off to the side,Osaid Fradjikan. OLowell can
pull up there.O

There wasan alcove of sorts, but asfar as| was concerned one place in
this tumult seemedas good as any other. Still, | had a vague hunch tick-
ling at the edge of my mind. If Fradjikan wanted to set the agenda, |
could do worse than seewhere it might lead. OThanks,Q said, shoving
open the door and leaning out. | elbowed aside a street urchin with his
hand out for contributions and jumped down into the vacated space.
OSee you around.O

OOh,yes,dl thought | heard him mutter under his breath, and then the
carriage pulled slowly away.

| had a rendezvous address from Shaaand no idea how to get there,
and no useful orientation to where | was, either. At my back was Fradijik-
anOsalcove, a hollow between the dark brick walls of two buildings
fronting on the square; the depths of the alcove were fenced off with a
stout iron rail and a hedge. Ahead of me was a row of stalls arrayed
around an ornate fountain with some sort of stone-and-verdigris civic
monument in its center. | started for the stalls. If | could get directions
from one of the sellers under the guise of negotiations for purchase, that
would be best, but if worse cameto worse there might be an explanatory
plague on the monument.

Somekind of minor disturbance was getting underway there, | noticed
then, as | made my way forward. The shouting was perhaps a little
louder than the rest of the din. That much was unremarkable. The un-
usual part was the way a row of stalls was shuddering back and forth.
Then all the stalls were more than shuddering, they were literally shak-
ing themselves apart. Thatch and netting flew into the air, rods and
boards scattered, produce went rolling. A plucked chicken passedarch-
ing over my head. As the stalls fell away, the fountain was clearly
revealed.

The pool was frothing with whitecaps and the water jets were wildly
spraying over everything in sight. What they were spraying foamed and
sizzled, though, and seemed (although this might have been an illusion)
to be turning red rather than the clear of pure water or even the green of
algae and scum. A wave of water, now unmistakablyred, broke over the
stone retaining wall and frothed over the remains of half-a-dozen food
stalls. Under the water the wood ignited. With a whoom that sent me
reeling back a pace the liquid boiled out in a ball of flame. Coils of fire
writhed up.

But the tendrils of fire werenOt random. They were forming letters
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Another word took shape partway around the fountain, rooted in the
remains of a wagon. In the common script, it seemed to say OFREE
KEN,Oand over on the other side was ORIGHTSFORO| was trying to re-
member what Fradjikan had beentalking about earlier, that bit about ir-
redentist sentiments and the possibility of terrorism, when the rearing
equestrian statue in the middle of the fountain began to creak and move.

This is not my problem | thought. The upraised foreleg of the stone
horse pawed the air, five feet above my head, and the regal-looking rider
glanced around, brandishing his skyward-pointed sword. The sword
may have beenstone, but it was now showing a wicked edge and at least
the gleam of steel. Beneath the horse in the center of the fountain a
pulsing glow was visible through the cascading water.

| squinted through the mist. Forcelines were warping into that glow,
joining into a spinning orb. Even from this distance, | could detect the
presence of matrix programming and a catalytic power source. [tOsnot
my problem | tried to remind myself, but no one else was stepping for-
ward, the crowd was starting to reachthat edge of panic that would con-
vert it into a trampling mob, and the huge sword was starting to cut
swaths out of the air as its wielder eyed the people around it with in-
creasing interest.

| yanked my walking stick out from its perch atop my pack and
dropped the pack on the ground. The urchin kid whoOdaccostedme get-
ting out of the carriage was still at my heels.| dug a coin out of my belt
and showed it to him. OThereGsvo more for you if you watch this pack,O
| told him. OThemoneyOsworth more than anything you could get for
the stuff, and anyway IOdcome after you and | guarantee you wouldnOt
like that. Deal?0

The kid took the coin, bit it, and grinned widely, his expression miss-
ing a few of the customarily expected teeth. OWhatOs going on, mister?0O

OStickaround and watch. Damn it.O A complete wall of flame-drawn
words now encircled the fountain. The surface of the fountain and the
lashing waves were ablaze, too, the fires mounting to the belly of the
prancing horse. | could have easily stood upright under the horse, or
rather it would have been easy except for the fire and the water and the
energy with which the horse was stomping around. The rider leaned low
across the horseOseck and scythed around with the sword. The blade
swished through the fires around the fountain and chopped through the
remains of a stall.
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When the stall had fallen over a moment ago, it had trapped a knot of
people beneathit. They were now frantically trying to dig their way out.
The sword lifted up and the rider leaned out further, preparing to chop.

| had the walking stick in my hand. It was humming, vibrating, virtu-
ally draggingme forward. 1Ovealways known 1Omnot the worldOsgreatest
swordsman. Especially after seeing Max and even Shaal could tell what
class1Omin, and itOsnot theirs. IOmcompetent, though, or enough to get
by with under normal circumstances anyway, especially since detecting
is a lot more brainwork than swordwork, or at leastitOssupposed to be if
youOredoing it right. But IOdalready done whatever detecting was ap-
propriate to the situation; that spinning orb was the source of this mani-
festation, and given that it was shielded to magic beyond my minimal
level of expertise the only way to take it out would be to smash it.

The stone horse had splashed over to the edge of the fountain and
looked about ready to trot out of it entirely. | took a last glance around. |
thought | glimpsed FradjikanOscarriage still off to the side, but neither he
nor anyone else was volunteering their services.| subvocalized the call
to Monoch and stepped forward.

Immediately | was stumbling, almost falling to one knee as a vise
grabbed my hand and twisted me around toward the ground, but some-
how | was still keeping my balance and coming out of the almost-fall
hurtling forward in a dead run. Cold flames sheathed my own hand,
tearing back from the outline of the walking stick; then the outline
firmed into the rune-etched metal of a very nasty sword indeed. Monoch
had arrived.

| hadnOt unleashed him lately. WeOdhad words about that, or
whatever passedfor words when you were communicating with a testy
sword. Flaming swords are not exactly unobtrusive in the bestof circum-
stances, and of course 10dbeen trying to be surreptitious rather than
making a scene of myself, but the most important reason 10d kept
Monoch under wraps was that |Odmanaged to avoid a fight. Over the
same period, of course, IOdbeen getting my increased handle on recog-
nizing the presence of sorcery and being able to analyze it, through the
link to Gash. Monoch was alsoa link to Gash, though. | hadnOtknown
whether letting him loose would enhance or degrade the other side of
the link, but what | certainly hadnOtexpected was that Monoch would
start giving me advice

The sword was recommending tactics, or to be more preciseit was tak-
ing the tactical situation completely into its own hands. We rushed for-
ward, Monoch now low and trailing behind me, concealed by my body
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from the animated statue. Between us and the fountain, though, was still
the billboard of flame. It was real flame, too, not an illusion, as some of
the people whoOdbeen standing close had discovered to their misfor-
tune. Some had escapedwith charred clothing or singed eyebrows, but
several folks | passedon the way in were showing blisters or open red
skin. | tried to aim for the space between ODOWNTRODDENO and
OPEOPLE,@ropped my head, and put on an extra burst of speed. As |
drew up to the barrier, though, the flames on each side leaned together
and wrapped their tendrils toward me.

Something went click in the back of my head. | heard a brief garbled
mumble, as though someoneOdive-minute recitation had been com-
pressed into a half-second burst, and saw a matching blur of symbols
streak through my mind. The flames around me froze. | mean, they not
only paused in their writhing, they went from plasma to dripping solids
with arctic gusts boiling off them asthe still-active fires on either side got
to work vaporizing them. Remarkable asthat was, there were still other
things to attend to. Looking down from his twenty-foot height ahead of
me straight into my eyes was the stone glare of the horseOs rider.

He brought his sword around in a vast arc parallel to the ground.
Monoch had anticipated this, though, and had vectored me in just barely
on the same side of the horse as the riderOssword arm. | now cut to the
right under the horseOsieck, bent low, and scrambled along the base of
the fountain.

A large splash sounded behind me as | stood back up and a wall of
flaming water broke over the fountainOslip and spilled full over me.
Whatever it was that was causing the water to ignite, oil or magic or
agueous camphor, all it did was hiss and crackle when it hit my body. In
fact, | didnOteven quite feel it hit; it was more like the fluid decided a
half-inch or so over my clothes that it didnOtwant to fall on me after all
and ran down instead, asthough | was wearing an invisible shell rather
than the same old outfit stained from the sea and the road. Water
splashed again; the rider had given up trying to reach me from his off-
side with the sword, and the horse was repositioning itself while the
stone guy hoisted the sword over his head and brought it down on the
near side toward me. | hopped the ledge around the fountain and
dropped into the water.

The horseOgeft foreleg was within reach and Monoch was ready. As |
swung, Monoch let loose with his best beehive whine and laid a wheel of
silver fire in the air. The impact rattled my joints from my wrists up to
my shoulders and down my spine into my knees, but when my teeth
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clattered back into their sockets| saw a clean cut halfway through the
stone. Monoch had already pulled free and was urging me on. | dove
ahead under the horseOdelly as the riderOssword plunged down into
the space 10d just left.

My dive hadnOttaken me far since |Odstarted waist-deep in water.
Monoch was already waving again in the air, though, and was dragging
me back to my feet. | braced myself and did what he wanted. Both hands
clenched on the hilt, | swung as hard as | could straight up in the air.

Again we hit stone. This time the blow was more shove than slice. |
cast a quick glance over my shoulder as the shadow overhead shifted
and gave way to light. With the rider still off-balance on the other side of
the horse and trying to recover from his downward slash, the horse had
stepped reflexively down with its damaged foreleg to try to stabilize it-
self. The push weQOdjust given had put even more pressure on that side,
and now as the damaged stone shattered the horse was starting to go
down.

Ahead through the flame-capped water was the controlling orb. A
wave from the thrashing horse caught me from behind and washed me
toward it. Then a jet of water punched into my chest and knocked me
over backward. A ring of stone water-jets were between me and the orb,
and they were swiveling down like crossbowsto take aim at me. | drew
in breath and dove.

A two-footed kick and a few frantic strokes with my free arm later,
Monoch told me to plant my legs and swing. | broke water and let loose,
and the closest water-jet b now within range - went flying. The others
were creaking asthey cranked themselves around. Behind me, the horse
was lying on its belly on the bottom but had managed to remain upright,
and the rider was reaching out for me. | drew Monoch back like a spear
and then thrust forward, pushing off the bottom at the same time.

| had planned to let go of his hilt, too, and launch him like a javelin,
but Monoch was having none of that. The sword hurtled ahead with
more thrust than IOdlaunched it. Justas | realized Monoch was not al-
lowing my fingers to let go, the pull of the sword started to try to yank
my arms out of their socketsat the shoulder. Instead, my shoulders held
but my feet left the ground and then broke the surface of the water en-
tirely. We still werenOtgoing to make it. The band of mist was in reach,
and | could feel the exact position of the control orb inside it, but even
this mad lunge was going to fall short.

| didnOtknow what would happen if we did slice up the orb. We might
set loose some booby-trap terminal defense system or cause a chain-
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reaction between the orbOdield and MonochOswn bound-in magic. The
orb might even be resistant to physical attack. | knew what would hap-
pen if we didnQtthough. | would go head first into the water, the water
jetswould make it into position to bear on me, and before | could get out
of the way that big stone sword was going to come down on my head.

Except Monoch had another trick he hadnOtmentioned. He took dead
aim on the orb at the limit of our lunge and stretchedl| thought the bones
of my forearm had separated from the rest of my body at the elbow, but
that hadnOtbeen the purpose of his latest maneuver. The middle part of
the blade narrowed and squeezedanother foot of rapier-stuff out the tip,
spearing the orb neatly through its middle, and MonochOssilver flames
flowed out to surround it. The orb cracked like a shattered egg. Its
released field-lines went flailing into the air. ThatOswhen | finally did
smash full-length into the water, and in the commotion | gave up on fol-
lowing exactly what happened next.

When | made it back to my feet and stopped coughing up the better
part of a pond, the fires on the water and the flaming messageshad gone
out. The water jets were frozen in gnarled shapes,pointing every which-
way. They had gone back to being normal stone, though, as had the
looming figure of the stone general leaning in toward the center of the
fountain, his sword just over my head. Although it was an unusual pos-
ture for a statue, it did project a senseof motion and the fever of action,
so it was probably an improvement to the esthetics of the monument
overall.

Monoch was back to his normal sword-shape, but his hilt was still ap-
parently bonded to my hand. Olgot to give you credit,O 1| told him. Ol
figured you for just a hack-and-slash blood-drinker, but those moves
were pretty slick.O

| had the feeling that Monoch wasnOttoo unhappy with me either. |
spoke the words that would send him back to his stealth-mode, and he
didnOteven complain this time about retreating to his lair. Now all | had
to do was leave the area before somebody decided to do something
about me Whether theyOdwant to throw me a party or throw me in jail,
attention was still the last thing | was looking for. | slogged as fast as |
could toward the exit.

Out beyond the charred wreckage of the stalls, the dazed crowd was
just starting to pull itself together. | spotted the kid with my pack,
though; | hoped I1Odheld onto my pocket change. At the back of the plaza
| thought | saw the top of a familiar carriage. | couldnOttell for sure but it
wouldnOt have surprised me in the least. Why wouldnOt Fradjikan hang
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around to seewhat happened? WasnOte the one whoOdgotten me into
this, after all?
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Chapter 9

SO THAT WAS THE STORY behind the walking stick; a flaming
sword. And Fradjikan hadnOtpicked up the slightest hint. He hadbeen
interested in Spilkas, even if it had had more to do with circumstance
than deductive logic, but still that had to be good for something.

Flaming swords were undetectable to the magically untrained eye,
and usually (in their hidden mode) to the sorcerously cognizant as well.
They were secret weapons, after all. Those Fradjikan had heard about,
never having encountered (to his knowledge) one himself, tended to
hide themselves as normal swords, though, making their magical mani-
festation a much less flagrant affair. By all accounts there werenOttoo
many of the things around in any guise, however, which might make it
possible to track down this oneOs pedigree, and through it Spilkas® own.

Spilkas himself had proved to have more surprises than merely the
sword. HeOdbeen rather impressive, in fact. Fradjikan had put the odds
against Spilkas taking the initiative to involve himself in suppressing the
fountain and statueOshreat. As it had turned out, the element Fradjikan
had put in place that would have drawn Spilkas in, whatever his will,
had not even required activation.

Given the involvement of Spilkas, whether willing or not, Fradi had
also doubted that the resolution of his encounter with the statue would
have seen him alive, much less ambulatory. The plan would not have
strictly required either. It therefore was pleasant to realize that the es-
thetics would now be significantly enhanced by having Spilkas en-
counter his fate while still incarnate. That also meant Spilkas would re-
main available for use in the more advanced play that was rapidly com-
ing up.

Lowell, from the sound of it apparently laying about with his whip, fi-
nally breached an exit from the square. The fountain areawith its heroic
statue now once again frozen into stone slipped around the corner and
was lost to sight, even though Fradjikan craned his neck from the side
window for one last glimpse. Ah, well. The next step would be to get the
image to the -
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