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Prologue

ÒAUNTIE LEEN! AUNTIE LEEN! Look what I found!Ó
Auntie Leen, also known as the Keeper of the Imperial Archives,

raised her eyesabove the lensesof her reading glassesas the 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. ÒVery well,Ó said Leen. ÒIÕmlooking. What are you hiding, and
where are you hiding it?Ó

He was tugging insistently at her hand. ÒHere! Come here!Ó
Robin had been rummaging 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 area was 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 heÕd 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 engrossment in 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 youÕreforgetting 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 youÕveadvanced 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
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crash and thud some ten pages earlier in her own reading, but it hadnÕt
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.ÒShowme what
youÕve found, Robin,Ó 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 bookÕs-spanhigher, 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 RobinÕsthree-year-old-sized arm
wouldnÕt have had space for maneuver. ÒWatch!Ó 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 RobinÕssize 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 anyoneÕsguess.
Leen had found a journal kept by the fourth archivist before her own
tenure which set forth 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.
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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 as not 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 teamÕsmarble or concretesub-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 sheenbeneath the centuriesÕ-longaccumulation of sifted
dust. She had never seen a 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. Since the 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 wasnÕta 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 area glowed 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 beneath it. 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 a far side, though, was also evident, sinceLeen could see
something beyond it - a circular spot of green, coin-sized. A light. Not a
flame, or a sorcerous torch, or a rune like the oneson RobinÕstunic, but a
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light of some different type entirely, a light that glowed its perfect, un-
ceasing, monochromatic glow in the darkness where no eye had seen it
for-

The light turned orange, flashed once. Then it winked off.
LeenÕshead 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. She looked 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.
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Chapter1
IT SEEMED LIKE THE FIRST DECENT SLEEP heÕdhad 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 back into 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?

ÒCome on, get up already.Ó
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
sensehadnÕtgiven him an alarm, and he hadnÕtbeen robbed and strung
up in his sleep. ÒWho are you?Ó Jurtan said.

ÒWho do you think I am?Ó the unfamiliar figure said irritably.
ÒShouldaslipped a knife through your belly instead of just a friendly
boot. That might sharpen one thing about you once and for all, since IÕve
just about given up on your mind.Ó

The figure might be new, but Jurtan was well and fully intimate with
the irritation. ÒMax?Ó

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

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

ÒNever fails, does it,ÓMax muttered. ÒAwake for ten secondsand the
first thing he does is start to complain.Ó

ÒButwe arenÕtjust going to keep traveling forever, are we? When do
we get to someplace we want to be?Ó

ÒWearesomeplace.Ó
ÒNo, I mean -Ó
ÒSodo I.ÓMax raised an eyebrow and directed his gaze meaningfully

over JurtanÕsshoulder. When theyÕdstopped after dark the previous
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evening theyÕdgone just beyond the line of trees that marked the margin
of the road before settling themselves down. During the night, Jurtan
had rolled up against what heÕdthought, in the gloom of sleep, was a
hard tree. It wasnÕta tree. It was a low 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 ÒPERIDOL.Ó

Jurtan grunted. ÒIt doesnÕtsay how far.ÓIt did seem like theyÕdbeen
traveling forever. ÒHow long has it been since we slept in a bed?Ó

ÒDay before yesterday.Ó
ÒReally?ÓWell, okay, maybe. Still, it had to be more than two weeks

since theyÕdmade it out of the swamp; maybe as much as a month. If
Jurtan had had anything to say about it, theyÕdnever have gone into the
swamp in the first place, especially since all they had to show for it was a
sackof moldy papers neither one of them could read. Of course, if Jurtan
had anything to say about anything, heÕdbe 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 didnÕtmake 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 wasnÕta positive at all; all it meant was that Max pushed
both of them as hard as he pushed himself. ÒWhatdo you think youÕre
glaring at?ÓMax 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 nose touching his thighs and his arms pointing straight ahead of
him behind his inverted back.

ÒWhy do we have to do this every day?ÓJurtan grunted a moment
later, coming back upright and pausing before doing the whole thing
over again. ÒWeÕrealready in shape.Okay, maybe I wasnÕtwhen we left
Roosing Oolvaya but I am now, so -Ó

ÒYouÕrein shape now? Good, then we can go on to the next level.
ThereÕsno standing still in this outfit.Ó 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
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tossed him another Rule to Live By today Jurtan thought heÕdÉ well, it
wouldnÕt be pretty.

It wouldnÕtbe so bad if JurtanÕsmusic sensedidnÕtseemto agreewith
Max. Well, it might be asbad physically, but at least he wouldnÕthave to
accept the fact that his own body was in league against him too. He
didnÕtcare at this stage if something was good for him or not. Sowhat if
he actually did feel better than before heÕdmet 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 consciencewasnÕtsupposed to do was
step out proactively, jumping in with helpful hints and suggestions of its
own when it hadnÕtbeen asked to do anything more than shut up. In
fact, shutting up was the one thing JurtanÕssensehad thus far refused to
do.

On the other hand, Jurtan wasnÕtcomplaining, especially now that
heÕdreached 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. Back then, 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 heÕdcome
back to consciousnesswith a blank gaze and no idea where he was. So-
metimes heÕdeven be jerking and kicking, too, or worse. It had been
pretty embarrassing, and sometimes kind of dangerous as well. After all
the training and the practicing, though, that didnÕt happen anymore.

Max finally called a halt. Jurtan felt tingly and fully wrung out, but of
course the day was really just starting. Back in the grove of treesand par-
allel to the road was a stream. The horses eyed Jurtan suspiciously as he
easeddown to the water; they hadnÕtquite forgiven either Jurtan or Max
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for their experience in the swamp. Max had been eyeing the horsesback.
For MaxÕsown part, the look on his face implied heÕdbeen considering
whether he was going to continue viewing the horsesaspart of the team,
rather than as a source of ready cashor, in a so-far unexperienced emer-
gency, as dinner or lunch. The horses and 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 so west, in
the direction of Peridol.

ÒWhatÕsthat?Ósaid Jurtan. It certainly wasnÕtanother signpost, unless
it was pointing the way to a place you couldnÕtget to on a horse, and not
a place merely across the 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-
tanÕshead, 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 secured there with a peg. Jurtan couldnÕtmake out
any details of the carving since a wisp of ground fog was still clinging to
the icon in a soft glow.

ÒBetter stay away from it in that state of mind,Ó Max called over.
ÒStayaway from what?Ómuttered Jurtan. ÒIÕmnot a kid.Ó 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 a prudent distance. ÒWhatdid you think was going to hap-
pen?ÓMax said. ÒItÕsan active offering to an active god, looks like the
Protector of Nature. Whoever set it 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 I guess the Protector wasnÕtbe-
ing too picky that day either, or maybe she was just hungry. YouÕrejust
lucky it didnÕt call an enforcer.Ó

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

ÒOh, you think so,Ó said Max, Òdo you.Ó
ÒNot if it would have called attention to you, no I donÕt.Ó
The kid was probably right but that didnÕtmean Max had to let him

know he knew it. Give him an inch and, well, who knew where youÕd
end up. Max gave Jurtan a hand instead and pulled him to his feet. ÒGet
yourself put together again while I finish breakfast. We still have some
eggs from that last village.Ó

Even in his newly reinstated morose mood, Jurtan had to admit that
one of MaxÕsother 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 IskendarianÕsswamp was by no means a killing one
even if it wasnÕtdownright leisurely. TheyÕdbeen in and out of several
countries and city-states since then, wasting a fair amount of time talking
and hobnobbing in towns and farms. TheyÕdeven made a few outright
side trips to check out local legends or hot spots, and in one caseto visit
a ruined 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 theyÕdbeen 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 theyÕd been through
wouldnÕt see ten visitors in a year, so theyÕdmost 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 heÕdbeenmulling MaxÕsplans and intentions back and
forth heÕdsucceeded in getting the area cleaned up and the horses
packed; more skills Jurtan couldnÕtrecall 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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MaxÕstortures. Jurtan was almost at a stage where he could say he felt
comfortable with riding.

ÒNo,Ó said Max.
Jurtan paused, one foot in its stirrup and halfway into the saddle.

ÒWhat?Ó
ÒWeÕvebeen pushing the horses enough. LetÕsgive them a break

today.ÓJurtan let himself down to the ground. They hadnÕtbeenpushing
the horses, theyÕdbeen virtually coddling them. What was Max up to?
This bit with the horses wasnÕtthe only strange thing this morning,
either. ÒWhy are you wearing that beard and that grubby disguise?Ó

ÒPractice.ÒIf there was anything elseMax didnÕtneed, it was practice
in deception or dissimulation, which meant his answer this time had
meant about as much as any of MaxÕsanswers ever did. ÒIf you told me
what was going on I could help,Ó Jurtan volunteered.

ÒOh, you could, could you?Ó
ÒWhatdo you have against me, anyway?ÓJurtan mumbled. ÒIthought

apprentices were entitled to some consideration.Ó
ÒTheyprobably are. Are you coming or not?ÓMax had led the other

horse onto the road. Jurtan grimaced and dragged his horse after him.
Something wasup, though. Max wasnÕtusually 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 wouldnÕtgive 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 MaxÕs 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. Camouflage, Max thought, camouflageand subter-
fuge,alwayshiding onething behindanother;what a world. If we didnÕthave
all this magic running loose,strugglesof powerand battlesof will, it would
probablybea much nicer placeoverall. But on the other hand it probably
wouldnÕt. People were people and power, after all, was power. The en-
hancement disc in front of his right eye firmed and MaxÕsoverlay-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 squirrelÕsbody
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 werenÕtnearly as clever as
they thought they were, and on top of that theyÕddidnÕtmuch like to do
research. Of course, Max thought, thereÕsresearchand thereÕsresearch.
Everybody liked to steal good stuff if they could. Their problem was that
they went after it the hardest way, trying to lift the secrets of 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 someonearound 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 werenÕtexclusive, of course, if you were going to be logically
comprehensive, since the kind of customers whoÕdambush someone in
particular in a forest probably were the sort who wouldnÕtmind 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 eyes open. They had entered a section of forest where the
path was both narrower and twistier than it really needed to be, and also
happened to be snaking through a series of chest- and then head-high
gullies. Reddening leavescovered the ground. It was, after all, fall, but it
was still early in the season,and thesewere a lot more leavesthan theyÕd
seenanywhere else in 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. HeÕdseen the obvious
trace of a wheel-rut in various places theyÕdalready passedon the path,
but Max knew he wasnÕta 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 didnÕt usually 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 didnÕtimmediately 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 JurtanÕshead, spooking his horse and Jurtan both, Jurtan had
no idea how close he had drawn to Max and his horse. In the processof
leaping out of its skin, JurtanÕshorse 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 as its stride lengthened and
it really started to dig in.

Max separated from the stirrup and hurtled toward the ground just
ahead of the charging horseÕsfront hooves. Jurtan, watching with slow-
motion clarity and stunned fascination on his own trajectory toward the
ground, could see that at the same moment as MaxÕschest hit the path
the horse was going to land on his back with its full galloping mo-
mentum and punch MaxÕsspine 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 horseÕsforelegs 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, JurtanÕshorse, 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 pitÕsfar rim, which was
now visible since the net that had held up the leaves was collapsing un-
der MaxÕsweight. 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 leaves just short of the pit and came to
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 JurtanÕsfield of view was the un-
derside of MaxÕshorse, which Jurtan had fetched up next to in his roll.
MaxÕshorse was tossing its head and stamping its legs nervously, but it
hadnÕtdecided to take off like JurtanÕs.Accordingly, 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 theyÕdjust 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 leaves and 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 been tutoring him in swordwork, but even after MaxÕsusu-
al intensive crash-course Jurtan didnÕt think 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 ÒHeda!Óin tune
with the music.

A blare of internal trumpets matched him. The edge of JurtanÕsvision
swam, but with the last monthÕspractice behind him his concentration
locked solidly into place and held his consciousnesstogether. Instead,
the man ahead of him reacted slowly, as though heÕdfallen 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 wasnÕtnearly as ef-
fective in projecting paralysis as the flute in JurtanÕspack or the harmon-
ica in his pocket. On the other hand, his voice was close to hand and left
both arms free. Jurtan slid past the manÕsguard 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 heÕd just left and punctured the falling manÕs 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. Just above 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 chase when 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. ÒWhat?ÓMax de-
manded of it.

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

ÒAre you all right?Ó said Jurtan, from a location safely beyond MaxÕs
reach.

ÒNo thanks to you. Next time take better care of your horse.Ó
Jurtan was relieved to note that MaxÕstone of voice was relatively

mild, for Max. ÒIdonÕtthink anyoneÕsgoing to be taking too much care
of that particular horse in the future.Ó

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 JurtanÕshorse 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 heÕdhad a line of
sight to them, but of course he hadnÕt.ÒIt could have been worse,ÓMax
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 heÕdhit over the head, but whoÕdthen been shot by the archer when
Jurtan had moved out of the way. ÒTheyÕreÉ dead,Ó Jurtan said.

ÒYes.Yes,Ósaid Max, ÒtheyÕredead, all three of them.ÓMax 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.

ÒI,ah, never killed anybody before,Ósaid Jurtan. ÒImean, I didnÕteven
meanto kill him.Ó

ÒWell, you didnÕt kill him, either. His friend did.Ó
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ÒButif I hadnÕthit him the way I did - if I hadnÕtmoved away when I
did É Ó

ÒYeah?Ó said Max after a minute.
ÒÉ Then either he would have killed me or the arrow would have,Ó

Jurtan said heavily. ÒRight?But it still - I mean, they were people, they
had lives, and all of a sudden -Ó

ÒThey might even have had mothers, too,Ó Max said, Òbut itÕsstill
worth remembering that they were the ones trying to ambush us. You
didnÕtseethem trying to run away; they took the job, no one was forcing
them.Ó

Well, Jurtan thought, at leastI havenÕtthrown up. ÒIÕmjust glad my fath-
er isnÕtaround,Ó he muttered. ÒHeÕdprobably want to seeme drinking
their blood instead of standing around talking.Ó

ÒIfwe ever seeyour father again,ÓMax said, ÒIwonÕttell him about it
if you donÕtwant me to. Keep in mind that your father is not exactly typ-
ical when it comes to these things.Ó

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

But Shaa and 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? ÒWasthis The Hand again?Ó
asked Jurtan.

ÒNo,Ó said Max.
ÒSo you donÕt know who it was?Ó
ÒI didnÕt say that, did I?Ó
ÒWell, who was it then?Ó
ÒI didnÕtget much of a look, thanks to you, but the main guy could

have been Homar Kalifa.Ó
ÒAnother friend of yours? Is he someone else whoÕs after you?Ó
Max closed one eye and squinted up at the sky. ÒKalifaÕsa 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 I think about it, I seem to re-
call crossing him up once, dropped him out a mid-story window into an
ornamental pond, it might have been.Ó

ÒSothis could have been just a not-so-friendly hello for old timesÕ
sake.Ó

ÒMaybe,ÓMax said dubiously. ÒEvenif the pond did have something
nasty in it; eels,maybe. DoesnÕtseemvery likely to be Kalifa, but itÕsnot
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totally implausible. KalifaÕsthe sort who could easily wash up in a spot
like this. ItÕsquiet countryside, he could easeback and terrorize soft loc-
als or dumb travelers.Ó

ÒReally?Ósaid Jurtan. ÒYou think this was just random violence? I
thought you were the most suspicious person on the continent.Ó

ÒThereÕsno real way to tell, kid. It could have been a robbery. Any-
way, youÕvegot to remember itÕsKnitting season. A Knitting always
kicks things loose; everybodyÕsout taking care of any business they can
think of.ÓMax glanced into the pit, then looked away down the path.
ÒWhether or not someone sicced Kalifa on us, could be thereÕsmore of
this stuff up ahead.Ó
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Chapter2
IT WAS EARLY MORNING, AND THESE WERE THE HIGH SEAS.
Actually, the sun had cleared the headlands, which meant it couldnÕtbe
all that early, and since the headlands above the seasonally fog-shrouded
coast were in easy sight off the starboard beam the seascouldnÕtbe all
that high themselves. Zalzyn Shaa had appropriated his accustomed
morning-watch position on the quarterdeck of the Not Unreasonable
Profit, and, with his sea legs 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 UnreasonableProfit
and its similarly not unreasonable captain and crew, on the middle
reachesof the River Oolvaan. The River Oolvaan, as was typical of intra-
continental and land-locked waterways, had a fresh-water source, even
though it emptied ultimately into the sea.Its navigational challengeshad
been those of sandbars and shifting currents, punctuated by the odd
flood and the occasional cataract. DidnÕt that mean, Shaa was wonder-
ing, that a vesselwhich made its habitat on such a river 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. ÒCaptain Luff,Ó 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, Òthis
ship and this crew, and one might add, yourself, are used to sailing the
River Oolvaan, is that not true?Ó

ÒAye, Dr. Shaa,Ó Captain Luff said warily, Òthat is indeed the
situation.Ó

ÒIndeed,Ósaid Shaa. ÒHave 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?Ó
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Captain Luff removed his pipe from the corner of his mouth, extracted
a pointed implement from beneath his slicker, and set to work scraping
at the pipeÕsinner recesses.ÒWhy do you ask, Dr. Shaa?Do you have a
criticism to lodge?Ó

ÒNot at all,Ó Shaa told him, Ònot at all. I was only reflecting on the
reservoirs of seamanship and marine expertise present on this ship, not
to say within its very sinews.Ó

The captain looked at Shaafor a moment, his hands still and the pipe
forgotten. ÒYouknow, it is true,Óhe continued, after the pause for con-
sideration, resuming work at the same time on his pipe, Òthata mariner
does not often get the chanceto engagein conversation of the sort I have
engaged in with you, especially while at sea,donÕtyou 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, as I say, I can
state with confidence, have I heard before today any person refer to any
ship as having sinews.Ó

ÒIt is my honor to be the first, then,Ó said Shaa. ÒBut the 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. WouldnÕt you say so, Captain?Ó

ÒTherebe more than enough challengesaboard this ship,Óstated Cap-
tain Luff. Shaainclined a guileless eyebrow. By this time, however, Cap-
tain Luff had been through enough of these encounters to realize that if
Shaahad a guileless bone in his body it had not yet revealed itself, even
by implication. ÒMore challenges than that, Captain?Ó Shaa said. ÒA
hardy sea-dog you must be indeed, and no doubt about it. Surely there
must be some way I can help lighten the goad of your burden.Ó

ÒI would doubt that very much, Dr. Shaa,Ósaid the captain with a
sidelong glance in his direction, Òseeingasyou yourself contribute migh-
tily to it, donÕtyou know. You are a challenge yourself, sir, and no doubt
about that. You must have been quite a vexation to your mother, if you
donÕt mind my saying so.Ó

ÒSosheoften commented,Ósaid Shaa,Òwhich was all the more curious
considering the overall balance of terror in my family.Ó

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

Shaahad been lulled by the pleasant swells and the motion of the ship,
which was for a change gentle to a degree approaching placidity. ÒIhad
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an older brother, you see, compared to whom I was the merest
pussycat.Ó

ÒÔHad,Õ then, you say.Ó
ÒHad, have, itÕs all the same anyway.Ó
ÒIsthat how it is? I lack the personal experience, donÕtyou know, be-

ing an only child.Ó
ÒA prudent philosophy,Ó Shaatold him, Òhaveno doubt about it.ÓTo

the east, the sun broke through the last wisps of the morning mist and
casta clean light 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 cratesof
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 been the caseon their
run down the Oolvaan. Perhaps this 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 ones abroad 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
as that, actually, Shaareminded himself, noting the appreciative glances
the deckhands were giving her whenever they had the opportunity. She
and Roni were both dressed in shirts and shipboard trousers, with loose
jackets as outer wear, and Tildy had similarly followed RoniÕslead by
cutting her sandy hair short. In ShaaÕsprofessional opinion as a physi-
cian an adolescentwoman could do much worse than adopt the sensible
Ronibet as her role model. ShaahadnÕtknown Roni at TildamireÕsage,
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 TildyÕs rapidly developing
aptitude for symbolic math and theoretical magic. Tildy didnÕt 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 chose to 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 as well, but it took no superstition for them to treat Karlini with vi-
gilant respect, only powers of observation. They had viewed KarliniÕs
pyrotechnics earlier in the voyage.

Of course, as far as the issue of deterrence went, there was Svin, too.
As Shaa watched 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 effectscould 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 worldÕs surprises had to be any more than inconsequential.

Shaaheard a discreet cough at his elbow. ÒExcuseme, sir,Ósaid Wro-
claw, KarliniÕsretainer. ÒMight I bring you a refill for your tea?And you,
sir, captain, a fresh pouch for your pipe?Ó

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 captainÕsblend toward him, it
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becameclear that he had in fact been even better than his word had im-
plied in anticipating the needs of the moment. ÒThank you, Mr. Wro-
claw,Ó Captain Luff said, taking the pouch and beginning to prime his
pipe. ÒHow do you do that, man?Ó

For Wroclaw, ÒmanÓwas 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. ÒIÕvealways looked on it as
more a calling than a job, sir,Ó said Wroclaw. ÒAnd you, Dr. Shaa?Ó

Shaahad thoroughly inspected Wroclaw as heÕdhanded over the cap-
tainÕspouch; both of WroclawÕshands were now free and there were no
noticeable bulges around his coat or trousers. ÒYes,Ósaid Shaa,ÒI 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.Ó

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

ÒNotbeastof burden am, I,Ósaid 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 Shaa had lost at first
against the similar gloom of the unlighted below-decks passage.Beside
him, Shaafelt Captain Luff find something else to 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.
ÒThankyou, Wroclaw,Ó he said as Wroclaw poured more brew from the
teapot, Òand you too, of course, Haddo. That was quite neighborly of
you, I must say,Ó he added judiciously.

ÒHmph,Ósaid Haddo. ÒLow is fate, for teapot the porter I to become.If
not on vacation was bird, different would be things. Wroclaw, speak
with you would I.Ó

ÒPleaseexcuseme, gentlemen,ÓWroclaw said. ÒIsthere anything elseI
might get you?Ó

ÒThankyou, Wroclaw, no,ÓShaasaid. ÒOffwith you now. The path of
wisdom is not to keep friend Haddo waiting.Ó
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ÒIndeed,no, sir,Óagreed Wroclaw, followed by another echoy ÒhmphÓ
from beneath his feet. Wroclaw disappeared down the stairs.

ÒQuite a crew you are,Ócommented Captain Luff from his new posi-
tion behind the helmsman, Òand about that thereÕsno mistaking.Ó He
fingered his nattily short growth of new beard. ÒSpeaking of which,
whereÕsthat other young fellow this morning? The one with the cane
and his mind in the haze.Ó

ÒThe Creeping Sword?Ó said Shaa. ÒIÕmsure heÕsskulking about
somewhere.ÓHe had not actually told a lie, Shaareminded himself. He
had merely neglected to mention the fact that the ÒsomewhereÓto 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.ÒAnd our other amenities are adequate, I hope? And
our navigation? I trust we are approaching Peridol at a quick enough
rate to suit you, Dr. Shaa?Ó

ÒÔAlacrityÕis a word that comes to mind,Ó 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 tea for 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 a timely placebo, even on himself. For all his crusti-
ness, Shaa knew well just how vulnerable he could be to suggestion.

In the classical texts, suggestibility was tied up with susceptibility to a
curse. Learning that there was such a thing as a curse-prone personality
had not improved ShaaÕsattitude on the subject of cursesasa whole. Un-
fortunately, oneÕsconscious attitude, whether approving or disapprov-
ing, was not a side of the issue that had any impact on the results; oneÕs
receptivity remained. So did ShaaÕstrack record. To the extent that
ShaaÕsvulnerability to curses might depend on his suggestibility, Max
had tried to browbeat him out of it, and Shaahad also submitted to vari-
ous arcane therapies from the deepest ranges of scienceand superstition
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both, but still the curse remained. Shaa was resigned to it. I am, he
thought, really I 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 least in 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 theseothers, but had been dogging KarliniÕs
steps since even before heÕdcome to Roosing Oolvaya, having joined up
with them the first time at a spot far inland.

ÒThereÕssomething not quite right about that thought,Ó Karlini
muttered. ÒÔDoggingyour stepsÕis a common enough expression, but
doesnÕt it sound kind of odd when applied to a seagull?Ó

ÒMany things you say sound odd, dear,Ó his wife told him.
KarliniÕsface had furrowed itself in thought. ÒIsnÕtthere some tradi-

tion that looks at the seagull as a harbinger of doom?Ó
ÒNot as far as I know,Ó said Roni. ÒThatÕsnot to say you donÕthear

about seagulls here and there in some of the out-of-the-way texts. Usu-
ally theyÕreput 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 arenÕtyou
talking to Shaa, anyway? HeÕsthe student of natural philosophy, not
me.Ó

The seagull stretched out its wing and flapped Karlini once over the
head. ÒUrr,ÓKarlini said. ÒIt has to mean something! The thingÕsbeen
following me for months.Ó

ÒIt probably knows youÕre an easy touch, dear.Ó
I simply must takeup tennis, thought Tildy Mont. Her father had sent

her off with Roni to get an education and see the world. The academic
stuff she supposed she was getting, all right. What sheÕdbeen seeing of
the world, though, was less scenic than distressing. Tildy had lost count
of the number of conversations sheÕdwitnessed 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 didnÕtswivel 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 sheÕdrun across.The things Karlini said often didnÕt
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 becausetheyÕdbeen 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 KarliniÕscom-
ments except for an occasional nip at the closest ear, and sat up straight
with a start.

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

ÒNo, you donÕt,ÓTildy hissed. ÒYouÕvealready got a shoulder.Ó The
seagull squawked and tossed its beak, then turned and wailed straight
into KarliniÕs eardrum.

ÒYow! Stop that, will you?Ó Karlini growled at it. ÒThe first thing
when we land in Peridol IÕmheading straight to the college library to
look up an exorcism for sea-fowl.Ó

ÒSit down and have a piece of cheese,dear,ÓRoni suggested. ÒThe
grapes are still fresh, too.Ó

ÒIdonÕtwant a grape,Ósaid Karlini, sitting down anyway and imme-
diately regretting it. Why was Roni looking at him like that? ÒWhat?
What is it?Ó

ÒWhatÕswrong with you, dear?YouÕvebeensnapping at everyone ever
since we left Oolsmouth.Ó

ÒNothingÕswrong, IÕmfine. IÕmbored. I donÕtlike boats. ItÕsnothing.
IÕm fine.Ó

ÒSo you said.Ó
Karlini managed a strained-looking smile. ÒSee?NothingÕs wrong.

You like to see smiles, right?Ó
ÒOkay, fine.Ó
ÒWhat did I say? Now youÕre mad at me.Ó
ÒYouÕre just fine?Ó said Roni. ÒOkay then, IÕm not mad.Ó
ÒOkay then, fine,Ó said Karlini.
ÒFine.Ó
ÒGreat.Ó
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ÒÉ Uh, guys?ÓTildy 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 sheÕdjust
taken a swig of milk a week out from under its freshnessspell. ÒYoulove
each other, right? Why are you beating up on each other all of a sud-
den?ÓIt 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 less than no-holds-barred straight-ahead attack-
dog ferocity. No weaknesseswere tolerated in the Mont family. That was
surely why TildyÕsbrother, 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 hadnÕtdone much of anything since
theyÕd left Oolsmouth except mope around and be peckish.

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

ÒIÕve got nothing to share!Ó protested Karlini.
ÒSo, see,Ó said Roni. ÒI guess weÕve communicated.Ó
ÒGood, I guess we have.Ó
ÒRight.Ó
ÒFine.Ó
ÒIt seems to me,Ósaid Tildy, Òthat if you, Karlini, were working on

some project instead of -Ó
ÒI donÕt need marriage counseling from an adolescent,Ó Karlini

sputtered. Maybe heÕdalso been listening after all. ÒGive me a break!
Okay, IÕmon edge, big deal. WeÕreheading into who knows what-all
kinds of trouble in Peridol, thatÕsenough to put anybody on edge.
ThereÕs - oh, why bother. And thereÕs always Haddo.Ó

ÒYes,Ó said a reedy voice approaching from astern, Òalways is Haddo.Ó
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.
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ÒThanks, Haddo,Ó muttered Karlini. ÒPerfect.ÓKarlini didnÕt enjoy
knocking heads with his wife, especially with Tildy tossed in 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. HaddoÕsindustrious scuttle ground to a halt next to
the table. Ready or not, Haddo was upon him. ÒTimefor more contract
negotiations, Haddo?Ó 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.
ÒMaster,O Great,Ósaid Haddo. ÒHomagegive we small laborers. Master
are you, light can you treat serious the matters.Ó

ÒIguess that means yes,Ósaid Karlini, his scowl (if that was possible)
deepening further. He pushed himself to his feet. ÒIguessIÕdbetter deal
with it.Ó

ÒGuess?Ó said Haddo. ÒGuess not. Only do.Ó
ÒWhat?ÓKarlini muttered. ÒWhat, you want me to start paying you

for those pearls of wisdom now too?Ó
Roni watched Karlini move reluctantly off with his retainers, and Tild-

amire watched Roni. She hadnÕtseenRoni 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 Òhuh!Ó
than a feminine sigh. To say it was a sigh would put the wrong spin on
it. ÒI donÕtknow, Tildy,Ó Roni was saying, oblivious to TildyÕsinternal
battle with vocabulary. ÒYou spend years with somebody, you start to
think you know them, then you blink at them one day and see theyÕve
turned into someone else.Ó

ÒUh,maybe itÕslike he said, heÕsjust worried,Ó Tildy suggested. ÒHe
thinks heÕsgot to watch out for me, keep the sailors off me. I wish heÕd
back off a little. I mean, thereÕsmy father and everything. My father
thinks I can take care of myself or he wouldnÕt have let me go off with
you.ÓShenoticed Roni wasnÕtlistening again. Justaswell; Tildy thought
she might have gone overboard a little with the bit about her father. As
far as the Lion was concerned, the only one who could take careof them-
selves was the Lion. ÒKarlini said he doesnÕt like boats.Ó

Roni was playing with a grape from the bowl on the table. ÒHedoesnÕt
like boats, but heÕsnever reacted like this before. He usually just turns
green and sits in a locker moaning. IÕmnot a shrew. ItÕshim - heÕskeep-
ing something from me. He was always a terrible liar.Ó
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ÒOkay,maybe he is. Why would he do that? If he is, he sure doesnÕt
seem very happy about it either.Ó

ÒWell, whatever it is, IÕlltell you this. IÕmgoing to find out.Ó Grape
juice squirted. Roni wiped the crushed grape skin off her fingers.

Tildy found she was staring at the remains of the grape. DonÕtgomak-
ing a metaphorout of this, she told herself. The image of the pulped fruit
stayed with her, though. If this kept up somehow Tildy didnÕt 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, ÒIs this far
enough out of anybodyÕs earshot for you?Ó

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

ÒWhat Haddo means to say -Ó Wroclaw began.
ÒWhat means Haddo to say,Ósnapped Haddo, ÒHaddo will say. Not

for you is business this, you with for liver the lilies. When tough must
get - are doing you what?Ó

ÒWould you like to sleep with the fishes?Óasked 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 WroclawÕsclenched hand. ÒAnswer now, if you would, Haddo my
colleague.Ó

From the strangled sound of HaddoÕsvoice, Karlini thought, you
might think Wroclaw had him by the neck instead of by the hood.
ÒDown put me!Ó he gargled. ÒPoint have you made!Ó

Karlini blinked. Haddo was back on the deck. ThereÕdbeen a slight
black-tinged blur in the air, but that was the only sign that Wroclaw had
swung him back rather than using some kind of quick-zap teleport num-
ber. Haddo shook out his cloak and reached up to adjust the hang of his
hood. ÒRegretwill you this,Ó 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? ÒUh, have you been taking some kind of martial arts
lessons or something, Wroclaw?Ó Karlini said tentatively.

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

ÒCondition of mind? What are you talking about?Ó
ÒA term that comes to hand, sir, is Ômope;Õalso ÔbroodÕor Ôsulk.ÕWe

would all much rather seeyou engaged in some productive activity than
slipping into, excuse me sir, as I mentioned before,decline.Ó

There it was. A sorcerer in ÒdeclineÓwas one whoÕdlost 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 KarliniÕsshoulder.
ÒIs that what this is about?Ósaid Karlini. ÒAre you telling me youÕre
quitting?Ó

ÒNo, sir,ÓWroclaw stated, Òcertainly not at just this moment. Peridol
in this season is likely to be rather a challenge, though, if I might say so.Ó

ÒIÕll be ready! DonÕt worry about me, IÕll be ready.Ó
Wroclaw scrutinized him. ÒIndeed,sir, of that I had no doubt. Please

pardon our impertinence. Haddo, shall we go?Ó
ÒIÕvegot something else to discuss with Haddo,Ó said Karlini. ÒLeave

him with me.Ó
ÒAs you say, sir.Ó Wroclaw bowed and withdrew.
Karlini directed a hard stare at Haddo, which the seagull still perched

next to his head duplicated. Haddo stared back. ÒWell?ÓKarlini said. ÒIs
that what youwanted to talk about?Ó

ÒCloseenough is matter. Better can you do than doing have been
you.Ó

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

ÒWord gave you.Ó
ÒI know I gave my word, Haddo, but this is not going to work. I

havenÕtkept anything from Roni since I met her. Now IÕmsupposed to
work against her behind her back?Ó

ÒNot as extreme as statement is situation. Know this you.Ó
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. ÒI canÕtdo this, Haddo. ItÕsonly
going to get worse, itÕs not going to get better.Ó

Karlini felt HaddoÕs leathery hand on his back. ÒDo it you can,Ó
Haddo told him, Òbecausedo it you must. In Peridol perhaps will be all
things resolved.Ó

32



ÒYou donÕt really believe that.Ó
Haddo shrugged. ÒHappen it could. Happened have stranger things.Ó
ÒThatÕs not very reassuring.Ó
ÒHow things go, that is. Help you perhaps can I. On this think I

should.ÓKarlini 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 cast another 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
beenpacked tightly into the available space,with only a few narrow pas-
sageways left to twist and dodge their way between them. Haddo,
however, was a being of less than average size. He had also assisted in
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 seen no hint of an opening, since
the sacks that 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 heÕdpicked 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 set of green eyes.Obviously this was a ro-
dent he had not previously encountered. ÒWarnedyou did I,Ómuttered
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 ratÕsgreen 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 a final wail and was gone. The beams
and the red glow died. Haddo edged through the area the rat had aban-
doned and reached the lower edge of a crate. He rapped on it. ÒWho is
it?Ó said a muffled voice.

ÒWho think you it is?Ó Haddo snapped.
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ÒYou canÕtbe too careful,Ó grumbled the voice. The wood panel
clicked and slid upward, and Haddo edged through the opening. The
panel glided shut behind him. ÒHold on while I get the lights.ÓA ripple
of shining green ran around the wall over HaddoÕshead 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 as they 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 youÕdexpect 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, a ladder 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-
derÕspath. Haddo grasped the ladder and scurried up. At the top of the
ladder a two-foot-high gap separated the cargo and the crateÕsupper 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.
ÒOutsidemet I rat,ÓHaddo told the creature perched inside the sphere,
its head propped on the lip.

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

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

ÒThereÕsa big difference between support and comfort,Ósaid Favored-
of-the-Gods. ÒAt leastyouget to walk outside on the deck.Ó

ÒA pleasure always that is not,ÓHaddo said drily. ÒAlsomy idea this
plan was not.Ó

ÒYou could have tried to talk me out of it.Ó
ÒFrozenpermanently in frown is mouth,Ó asked Haddo, Òor is just to

make of visitor with supplies to welcome feel?Ó
ÒIf you werenÕt bigger than me IÕd whomp you one,Ó Favored

muttered.
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ÒTesty is getting on ship everyone,Ó Haddo reflected. ÒAt throats
people are.Ó

ÒIs that supposed to make me feel better?Ó
Haddo shrugged. ÒNot alone are you. Good or bad not is, fact is only.

Of it make what choose you. To Peridol ride wanted you.Ó
ÒWell, yeah, all right,Ó said Favored. ÒYouÕdthink if my patron

wanted me in Peridol for the Knitting sheÕdat least have supplied trans-
portation, but no.Ó

ÒInsensitive ones work you for,Ó commiserated Haddo.
ÒDowntrodden masses are we.Ó

ÒYoustarting with the dialectic again?ÓHaddo shrugged. ÒAnyway,Ó
Favored went on, Òaslong asyouÕrebringing up insensitivity, howÕsthat
Karlini of yours doing? You keeping an eye on him?Ó

ÒFaith has kept Karlini. Speak to wife will he not.Ó
Favored shook his head. ÒI donÕtknow about him, Haddo. He could

be a weak link. If he lets something slip to her - or, worse, directly to
Max - MaxÕllcome after us the first thing he does. I donÕtmind telling
you IÕd rather not face him head-on.Ó

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

ÒYouÕre sure heÕs not going to fall apart?Ó
ÒSuream I not,Ósnapped Haddo. ÒSaidI not under strain is he not.

Observing closely am him I. Difficult position have put we in him.Ó
ÒSo weÕre just going to watch while his fuse burns down?Ó
ÒCredit give me for brains,Ó Haddo said. ÒWhen Peridol reach we,

mood of Karlini must we lift. Cycle must we break. This for, place
Peridol perfect is.ÓHaddo hesitated. ÒProblemonly is Karlini not. Told I
not you about ice the attack.Ó

One of FavoredÕseyessnapped wide open and the other squinted half-
shut, his nictitating membranes twitching. ÒDid you say ÔiceÕ?Ó

ÒIcesaid I,Ó said Haddo reluctantly. ÒOn trip down river to Ools-
mouth attacked by icebergs was boat. Thought Karlini and Shaaagainst
them was aimed strike this.Ó

ÒDoes that mean what I think?Ó
ÒKnow not I, suspect I only.Ó Favored slumped back into his sphere.

His voice echoed out with a hollow metallic tone. ÒThatÕsthe last thing
we need right now.Ó

ÒLast need we, first yet but may we have.Ó
ÒIce,you say?ÓFavored repeated, with a note of disbelief. ÒThatÕsnot

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? I thought he was out of
the picture for good. You said he couldnÕtsurvive out of that climate,
either.Ó

ÒMaybe someone he got refrigerator to build.Ó
ÒDamn,Ósaid Favored, now thoroughly morose. ÒYou got anything

else you want to tell me? What about that seagull?Ó
ÒBird speaks not yet.Ó
Favored hung his head back over the lip of the hatch. ÒIdonÕtlike that

either. The idea of that bird makes me nervous. As long as that thingÕs
walking around É Well, I donÕt like it.Ó

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

ÒWisdom? You trying to turn yourself into a sage now too?Ó
ÒParticularly wise am I not. Open merely are eyes.Ó
ÒYeah,well, youÕreprobably right,Ó Favored said. ÒYouÕvehad more

fieldwork than me anyway. There sure isnÕtmuch we could do on a boat
even if we wanted to. Once we get to Peridol the storyÕll be different.Ó

ÒInPeridol will be many things different,Ó Haddo said. ÒEnjoyyou of
refill the fruit.Ó 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 as always 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!

ÒWherefrom came wall?Ómuttered Haddo, taking a step back. There
hadnÕtbeen a surface at this spot on his way in. Then all at once he real-
ized that what heÕdrun into wasnÕta wall at all. It was a man. A large
man, in fact a very large man. A man whose mass owed nothing to sloth
or fat and everything to cord upon band of muscle, that and his
hereditary ceiling-scraping stature.

ÒYou,Ó whispered the man.
ÒDown keep your voice,Óhissed Haddo, feeling the cargo shift around

him in resonant vibration with the subterranean rumble of the speech,
Òor avalanche cause could you. Around boat seen you have I. Svin are
you. Dark corners liking are you now?Ó

ÒYou,ÓSvin repeated, with a bit less rumble this time, but with the
same hollow bang and boom. ÒI have seen you too. You have been
avoiding me. You are Haddo.Ó

ÒAvoiding have I beennot,Óprotested Haddo. ÒNoreasonwould have
I -Ó
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ÒIhave tracked the snow leopard. For three days have I followed him
through the tundra, through the empty plains. When someone tries to
hide from me, I know. You are Haddo. I know you.Ó

ÒServewe both same masters,ÓHaddo said, his own voice a bit
scratchier than usual. ÒMet did we in service together, recently, on boat.Ó

ÒNo,Ósaid Svin. ÒIknow you. I am a barbarian from the frozen north,
like my parents before me.Ó

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. ÒBarbarianwereyou,Ó Haddo stated. ÒNow
wear you trousers and shirt, cut you your hair; abandoned have you
loincloth, are gone your furs. Civilization have you entered.Ó

ÒYou may be right,Ó Svin said reflectively. ÒPerhaps now I 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 -Ó

ÒIf to something say have you,Ósaid Haddo, Òstopyou can I not, but
favor do me this - forget at least of noble savage the spiel. Old has it
become.Ó

ÒWordsare a trap,ÓSvin acknowledged. ÒIleave 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.ÓSvin spat, as though 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. ÒWith 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 ones un-
der DortonnÕs hand. There were others in the wastes. Those like you.Ó

ÒMany relatives have I -Ó
Svin squatted down in a smooth powerful motion and closed one

hand over HaddoÕscloak next to the hood, where his shoulder probably
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was. ÒOneamong them served Dortonn as his chamberlain, as Fist of
Dortonn. He too was a cunning sorcerer. He was called Haddo.Ó

ÒAmong my people common of Haddo is name,Ó Haddo said quickly.
SvinÕshand tightened. ÒUnder 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 DortonnÕssol-
diers shoulder to shoulder with HaddoÕspeople, who seemed to come
from the very walls. Somesaid this was HaddoÕsdoing, his plan to over-
come Dortonn.

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

ÒInteresting perhaps this is,Óallowed Haddo. ÒHappenedwhat then?
Events these must years ago have been.Ó

ÒYes,ÓSvin said, his voice lost in memory, Òyearsago. I was a child.
Yet it was I who saw Dortonn escape into the cliffs.Ó

ÒDo not understand I why to rule frozen wastes would want
someone,Ó said Haddo. ÒOf better places are there plenty.Ó

ÒThatis what I need to ask you. Why? Why did Dortonn come to us?
What was the true story, and the story of Haddo?Ó

ÒReleaseyou your hand,ÓHaddo 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 HaddoÕsvoice, croaky though it
was, Svin had suddenly heard the same tone of nonsense-is-over that
heÕdbeen trained to recognize across from him at the other end of a
sword. The twin red embers beneath HaddoÕscloak 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 as Haddo stared up at him and spoke. ÒIf that Haddo were I, if there
had I been, think would I that behind this story, really was there a god,
that his tool Dortonn was. For gods games these are.Ó

ÒThat is not enough. I must know more.Ó
ÒYour time bide you,Ó Haddo said after a moment. ÒIf that Haddo

were I, lightly not would take I this. Much means this to youÉ Against
this Haddo swore you vengeance?Ó

ÒOf course I swore vengeance,Ósaid Svin, taking another step back.
ÒMy people are always swearing vengeance for one thing or another.Ó
The elders had told him to watch out for magicians, especially ones who
werenÕthuman, but theyÕdnever really explained how to rationalize the
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craftiness you needed around sorcery with the forthrightness expected
from a warrior born. ÒButnow I am older,Óhe went on, more thought-
fully, Òand have seen too much for things to be that simple. Perhaps
knowledge may be a kind of vengeance too.Ó

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. ÒPerhapstalk will we again,Óhissed Haddo. ÒOne
question pose will I for you. Name know you of god, master of
Dortonn?Ó

ÒTheysaid DortonnÕsallegiance was only to Death,Ósaid Svin. ÒThatÕs
all my people ever thought of him as, Death.Ó

ÒMany deaths there are. To tell them apart, names they have.Ó
ÒÉ I was only a child,Ó Svin said tentatively, Òbut perhaps I did hear

something else,at night, when the elders were talking. Is it even a name?
Pod Dall?Ó

ÒIsa name,ÓHaddo reassured him. It was quite an interesting one, es-
pecially under the circumstances. The god whose creatures had terror-
ized SvinÕspeople had kept an uncharacteristically low profile; this god
had apparently not wanted his identity bandied idly about. Still, SvinÕs
information corroborated HaddoÕs 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 as well 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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Chapter3
THERE HAD TO BE LAND AROUND HERE SOMEWHERE. I dug the
oars in again, stroked against the swells for at least the ten-thousandth
time since IÕdleft the ship, and felt the dinghy move another fathom fur-
ther toward what I hoped was still the east.The water-hugging mist had
enough of a pearly glow that I knew the big moon was up there some-
place, even if by now it was surely declining toward dawn. The fog bank
had gotten thicker as I rowed, though, and it was now uselessto think
about putting the moon squarely astern and rowing away from it, since I
couldnÕtseethe disc of the moon to save my life. Hopefully it wouldnÕt
come to that. After all, I did have a compass. I was confident enough of
my ability to row in a straight line that I couldnÕthave 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 IÕd been at getting myself into trouble, I might find out.
I looked out at the haze and stroked. Maybe one reason the 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 does take a toll, 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 I was coming out of it. In my stupor, flowing along with the
current, IÕdtaken some actions that didnÕt 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 seemed to make senseat the time. IÕdfelt like I needed rein-
forcements around, enough to provide me with a breather to rethink and
regroup. I also hadnÕtbeen 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, IÕdnow reinforced my connection
with the others and in effect dragged them even deeper into my own
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problems. I know, I know, Òanybody who might be watching meÓ
sounds paranoid to the extreme. Paranoid I 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; I was as sure of that as,
well, as my own name. Of course, considering that I didnÕt have the
slightest idea of what my name actually was, that gives a pretty good
outline of the state of affairs.

TheyÕdbeen 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, I know, but unfortunately it was really my own fault. ThereÕdbeen
that caseIÕdjust finished involving this Sword guy, see,and the name
was so cheesy it stuck in the front of my mind. When I fell in with Max
and Shaaand they wanted some handle to address me by it was the first
thing I could think of. Like most first thoughts, it left endlesspossibilities
for recrimination after the fact. It beat Òheyyou over there in the corner,Ó
I guess, but both of them had about the same relationship to anything
approaching the real me. At least, I 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 I had problems, though, didnÕt mean they were all
equally difficult to address. Even if joining the Not UnreasonableProfit
had been a bad idea it still might not have been too late to escapethe re-
percussions, which is why I 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 I
could make it to shore it shouldnÕtbe more than a three- or four-day
walk into Peridol along the coast road. 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. ThatÕswhat Shaahad said, anyway, and
prescriptions werehis business.

There wasnÕt much question about the hikeÕsdestination, 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 hadnÕt thought 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?

41



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. I didnÕt
think I had any better grasp of mathematics now than IÕdhad before IÕd
run afoul of Max and his crew. Well, fine, IÕdnever wanted to be an ac-
countant, and IÕdcertainly 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 couldnÕtdo magic unless you could
work the math, but that had always been just dandy with me.

Just look at me now, though. Whether IÕdhad 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. ÒThrough meÓjust about describes it, too. I wasnÕtreal happy about
it; I didnÕtlike 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 I wasnÕtreal fond of magic in
any guise. On the other hand, I wasnÕtentirely complaining either - there
had been a couple of situations where IÕdhave been in a terminally tight
spot if I hadnÕt succeeded in sucking something useful out of
Gashanatantra through our metabolic link. At least thatÕswhat IÕdas-
sumed was happening. Now I wasnÕt so sure.

There was a lot I wasnÕtsure about, and even more about which I ab-
solutely knew I 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. HeÕdhauled 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 IÕdsurprised 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 didnÕtseemopen to question was the extent to
which the events just past had focussedGashÕsattention on me. At best I
was a tool heÕdfound unexpectedly useful; at worst I might have actu-
ally become a center of his serious interest.
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As Shaaand Max had told me and IÕdcome to seefor myself in Ools-
mouth, GashÕsreputation for plots with more layers than a ripe onion
was honestly earned. The mess in Roosing Oolvaya had been downright
intimate by comparison. There, Gash had only sent me up against Oskin
Yahlei, the necromancer and would-be god whoÕdtaken 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 I hadnÕtseen a sign. Of course, it now ap-
peared that, whatever he had said at the time, GashÕsmain interest then
had been with the ring; after all, heÕdbeen the one whoÕdtrapped Pod
Dall in it in the first place.

Throughout the Roosing Oolvaya and Oolsmouth side of things,
though, Gash hadnÕtseemedto 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 as a cata-
lyst and a decoy, both, pulling folks out of the woodwork and getting
them enmeshed in 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 I thought about it his hand only
looked more subtle. He wasnÕtone for brute force; instead, the core of his
style as IÕdseen it 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 theyÕd
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 been that, 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 heÕddecided to face them, in a
manner of speaking. Becauseof the metabolic link and the aura it projec-
ted, they thought I was him. I was more than a front man, I was a full-
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fledged surrogate. I was there not only to advance GashÕsplot but to take
his heat.

Of course, no one actually bothered to tell me this or fill me in on my
role; no, IÕdhad to figure it out as I muddled along. At least Gash hadnÕt
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 whoÕdshowed up believing I
was him was his wife. At least Jill hated him; that I could deal with. I
could sympathize with it too, since I wasnÕtexactly fond of him myself,
but given the circumstances sympathy didnÕt seem like the most pro-
ductive approach to take.

If Jill had succeeded in killing me straight off I didnÕt think Gash
would have been too 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 I hadnÕtobligingly 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, I had somehow succeeded in extending the masquerade for
days; in fact, they might not realize it was over yet. I was sure that the
way weÕdparted company, though, had left them more than eager to re-
new our acquaintance at the next possible opportunity. The least theyÕd
be looking for would be answers I either didnÕt have, or couldnÕtgive
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
didnÕtmean I had to make things any easier for them than they already
were. If theyÕdpicked up my trail in Oolsmouth they could have learned
IÕdshipped out on a boat. With all the seatraffic converging on Peridol
itÕd been impossible to tell if the ship was being shadowed, but it
wouldnÕt have been surprising. Even if we werenÕtunder 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 UnreasonableProfitÕspassengers.That being said, any reception
waiting for me would probably be the nastiest; these were godsIÕdbeen
fooling around with, after all. Even if someone was merely waiting for
the boat to come in to pick up our trail I didnÕtwant to give them that
much of a break.
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Unfortunately, that wasnÕtthe 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. I was pretty damn tired of being tossed
back and forth by the whims of fate, chance, and the plots of others. I
wasnÕtplanning 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 didnÕtmean I wasnÕtperpetually looking over my shoulder, wait-
ing for the next hand to reach out from the unknown and grab me
around the neck. Just because IÕdcome to an ideological breakpoint
didnÕt mean IÕd lost all sense of reason. I was still half-expecting
someone to pop out of the water next to the boat and hoist themselves
onto the gunwales. You could say a rowboat in the middle of a fog bank
had to be one of the safer places to hide out. On the other hand, these
weregods etcetera etcetera; you go over the same ground often enough
and it gets lessand less interesting, unless you have a particular appreci-
ation for churned mud.

Mud or no, the situation hadnÕtchanged. Who knew what the gods
could do? More to the point, I sure didnÕtknow what they were capable
of, other than lots of nasty surprises. They had to have limitations, but
other than the ones IÕdobserved, which centered primarily on a shortage
of good sense,and on energy supplies and the recurring need to refuel, I
didnÕtyet know what they were. It didnÕtgo nearly far enough toward
evening the scales to remember that my sparring partners apparently
thought I was a god too. Aside from its dubious value as a deterrent that
didnÕthelp 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 I was a god
was the chance they might be right.

Even though IÕdbeen listening for it, it suddenly occurred to me that
the sound IÕdbeen 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 breakers and a shore.
It was behind me, too, exactly where IÕdbeen hoping for it. ThereÕsthat
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old proverb, about watching out what you wish for becauseyou might
get it, but in this caseI couldnÕtseehow it was going to bite me, unless
the shoreline was actually one of jagged rocks and I was about to have
the keel ripped off the rowboat. In the larger casethe proverb was a dif-
ferent story. Even so, I didnÕtseehow that story would pick up again un-
til IÕdmade it to Peridol, though, or at least before IÕdgotten through the
waves onto the beach.

Everything was in place, not that IÕdbrought 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. I left off rowing for a mo-
ment and felt around for it to make sure it hadnÕtwandered off - yeah,
there it was, all right. ÒYou got anything to contribute?Ó I asked the stick.

It didnÕtsay anything, which was no more than IÕdexpected,but it did
vibrate quickly under my hand, sending a low 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? I couldnÕtsay. I
didnÕtknow its language, if it hada language, but I had come to know its
moods. At the moment it was placid enough, for a change. I didnÕtknow
its purpose, either, beyond the fact that it was at best a reluctant ally fois-
ted on me by Gash.That meant that it had to be a spy, and quite possibly
a homing beacon too. Unfortunately, things being what they were I just
couldnÕttoss 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 IÕdbe encountering beach rather than rocks.
I didnÕtexactly trust ShaaÕsseamanship, but heÕdassured me he knew
this section of the countryside well, and anyway I didnÕt have much
choice. A predawn seagull cawed somewhere overhead. Off to the left I
saw white-capped foam, then the rowboat creaked and lifted. I played
with the oars, trying to keep the dinghy headed straight-on, and as the
wave dropped beneath me the keel grated on sand.

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

I left the rowboat overturned on the beachunder a bed of tangled kelp
and headed inland up the sand. I sort of wished I could take the boat
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along; I never liked to waste a good piece of equipment, and who knew
what IÕdneed for those samedays ahead, but on the other hand clawing
my way up a cliff and then hiking for days along a road 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 IÕdmet,
though; they seemed to like to avoid anything that smacked of direct
work.

I could have camped at the edge of the water until the day arrived or
the fog lifted, but I didnÕtwant to push my luck; I had images of some-
body sending giant lobsters out of the surf to snap pieces off my hands
while I dozed. SoI 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 I discovered the cliff
by the simple expedient of walking into it. That was good enough for
me. No way was I going to try to climb an unknown cliff in the dark and
the fog when there wasnÕteven any need for it. I 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
MaxÕscrew werenÕtinterested in I hadnÕtdiscovered it yet. One of the
topics they all had something to say about was dreams. In my case,af-
flicted as I 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. I hadnÕtbeen much help. Max had a technique for monitor-
ing the surface thoughts of someone he could physically lay his hands
on, but it hadnÕtpicked up a thing from me. ÒIf heÕsgot a mind in there
at all I canÕtfind it,Ówas MaxÕsonly comment on the question. Actually,
that was okay with me. IÕdbeen starting to have doubts about how far I
could trust Max, especially if my original identity turned out to be
someone he didnÕt like. What if I really had been a god? If the Spell of
Namelessnesswas a weapon mainly employed by gods against eachoth-
er, as ZhardannÕsuse of it had seemed to imply, that was a possibility
that couldnÕtbe ignored, not that I felt like a god, whatever a god was
supposed to feel like. If I was or had been a god, though, regardless of
what I felt like, the trick to survival might very well involve keeping out
of MaxÕs sight.
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Karlini with his hypnosis and Shaa with his bedside manner hadnÕt
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. I had a slightly different slant
on it. As far as I was concerned, dreams were even more of a myth than
me and the rowboat, since I didnÕt think IÕd ever had one in my life.

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

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

Not that it was much to talk about, I suppose. There was a landscape
of mist. I knew it wasnÕta real landscape,though; it didnÕtfeel real, it felt
tooreal, as though 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, as though I was examining eachwisp simultaneously
with a microscope. By comparison, the genuine mist IÕdjust been rowing
and slogging through was a cheap cast-off imitation let loose by
someonewho didnÕthave a clue how a real mist was supposed to be put
together. But all it was, for all its hyper-realism, was fog. Great, I remem-
ber thinking, all this time waiting for a dream and what I get isfog?

The fog and I 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 wasnÕtexactly an
epiphany of meaning. Then I saw the face.

It had actually beencondensing for awhile without my growing aware
of it. When I 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 same realer-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, I had the feeling that if I ever met this person (since IÕdnever seen
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him before in, well, my life) I would recognize him instantly, even if all I
could glimpse was the tip of an ear around a door in the dark. The image
looked too intense to be a person; if I didnÕtknow better, IÕdhave said
someonethat vivid must be something superhuman, like a god. I figured
it must be an artifact of this dream business - the gods IÕdencountered
hadnÕtseemed any more radiant than anyone else youÕdmeet on the
street.

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

How long the experience lasted or exactly when it ended I had no
idea, but the next thing I knew I was staring down a length of rock and
earth. Up a length, really, since I 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. I got to my feet and set about putting
myself together.

In reconnoitering the baseof the cliff, I came acrossthe one artifact IÕd
beenmost hoping for right at the moment - a trail. ShaaÕsmap had indic-
ated villages scattered here and there along this stretch of coast, and a
small fishing port slightly to the south, so it wasnÕtlike we were talking
about unexplored wilderness; a prepared path up the cliff hadnÕtseemed
unreasonable. The path had its share of switchbacks and crumbly spots,
but the patchesof wildflowers clinging to cracks in 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 condense into view when I
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 sea was the
gray of clouds, and the beach IÕdcrossed was off in another world be-
neath the waters.

I adjusted the pack and pushed off toward the road. It was further
back from the cliff than IÕd expected, but I 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 wouldnÕt
expect anything less.Still, it wasnÕtbeing maintained as well as it might,
especially with the Knitting coming up and all. The status of
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maintenance was driven home even further when I 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 I 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
hadnÕtsplintered 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, ÒGiveus a hand
here, then, will you?Ó The driver wasnÕtthe 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, I
thought, a fleeting touch of surprise. ÒWell met,Óhe said, Òandtimely.
YouÕre the first person along in the last hour.Ó

ÒAnd a pleasant morning it is too,Ó I said, indicating the roadside
wildflowers glistening in the sun. ÒWouldnÕt you say?Ó

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

Even if theyÕdbeenstraining 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 hadnÕtreached for it
to put it on as IÕdapproached, either; heÕdbeen working with his sword
easily at hand. It wasnÕtonly that sign that made me recognize him as a
pro. IÕdseenthat aura of latent menacebefore, along with its subliminal
aroma of congealed gore. HeÕdbe a nasty one to cross. I didnÕtwant to
cross him; I didnÕt even want to get within his range. IÕvesized up
enough swordsmen to know which onesare deadly and which onesonly
think they are.

But that wasnÕt the real reason I was reluctant to approach. He Ð
ÒYouÕve recently been to sea,Ó he stated.
ÒActually, I spent the night down on the beach.Unfortunately I picked

a part of beachthat was a little closeto the tide.ÓI wasnÕtabout to volun-
teer to anyone that IÕdgotten drenched while landing a boat, especially
not him. I didnÕttrust the situation; it was a classicsetup for all kinds of
things. Of course, it could have also been an honest case of a random
busted wheel, but there was more to my feeling than just the setup. It
wasnÕtmerely the situation, and it wasnÕtjust the look of him with his
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sword. Was it just my paranoia acting up again?Was I just going to auto-
matically distrust anyone I happened to meet?No, because- ÒIbeg your
pardon?Ó

ÒTogetherwe will extract this wheel and then you will ride with me; I
insist.Ó

ÒIf itÕsjust the same to you, IÕdjust as soon walk. ItÕsa nice day for a
stroll.Ó

ÒNo,no, I wonÕthear of it,Ósaid the man. His hand seemedto drift, of
its own accord, toward the pommel of his sword. ÒI insist. What is your
name, so I may know in whose debt I find myself?Ó

ÒOkay,ÓI said slowly, Òif thatÕsthe way itÕsgoing to be, thatÕsthe way
itÕsgoing to be. My nameÕsSpilkas, and before you start in after my lifeÕs
history IÕdjust as soon tell you IÕma fellow of no particular account.ÓIÕd
resolved not to be caught short reaching for a moniker like the Creeping
Sword again. I figured I was due a few free throwaway namesto toss out
at random, anyway, but I didnÕtmind borrowing some from people IÕd
known. Spilkas was a jittery cutpurse back in Roosing Oolvaya. He was
so fidgety, in fact, that he couldnÕt do a job unless he was halfway
soused.Spilkas existed along a fine line - too drunk and his coordination
would go and heÕdstart to fall down, not pickled enough and heÕd
twitch himself straight into jail. I wasnÕtone for getting sloshed myself,
but the connection with his fine-line lifestyle still made the name a sure
fit for me. ÒWho might you be?Ó

ÒI am Joatal Ballista,Ó he told me.
But he wasnÕt.He was lying. IÕdhave known he was lying even if it

hadnÕtbeen for the dream, but the dream put the capper on it. The
dream where IÕdseenhis face;had it scoured into my memory as though
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,
was É was É Redley? Fredley? No, Fradgee. No, not that. Fradi.
Fradjikan, that was it.
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Chapter4
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 set the 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 didnÕtmean 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 as their livelihood or just
from innate disposition, were either flexible or found themselvescracked
acrossthe fault line of their greatest rigidity. 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 FradiÕsexperience,though, fate rarely got its workings into gear this
early in the morning. Yet here was this Spilkas fellow, producing himself
right into FradiÕslap, as it were, of all things. Spilkas was now sweating
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asmuch asLowell, the driver, or Fradjikan himself, but asFradi 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. ÒHaveyou break-
fasted?Ó Fradi asked Spilkas. ÒThe inn provided a jug of freshly
squeezed orange juice.Ó

ÒOrangejuice, you say?Ósaid the man, retrieving his pack from the
side of the road. ÒA swig of that wouldnÕt be a bad idea.Ó

ÒAfter you,Ósaid Fradi. He opened the door to the coach.ÒDonÕthesit-
ate now, come come. I wonÕt hear of it.Ó

ÒDid you make a promise to some god youÕd meet a good-deed
quota?ÓSpilkas said, Òoris this just some compulsion to hobnob with the
lower class?Ó

Spilkas had been deliberately trying to be irritating, and was succeed-
ing rather well for that matter. ÒIalso have some cheeseand a modest as-
sortment of fruit,Ó Fradi told him. ÒLook at it as payment for services if
you like.ÓSpilkas 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
as the 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 wasnÕtusing one of those
horrid tacked-on appellations, wasnÕtcalling himself Someone the So-
mething, for instance.During a stint as facilitator 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,
asopposed to Fradjikan, the assassin,which was how he had beenhired.
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 courtÕs 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 heÕdmerely taken passagewith the others; it was too soon to tell. If
Spilkas didnÕt look any more impressive at close-up than heÕdseemed
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.

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

ÒNot much to look at, is it? If it wasnÕtan heirloom IÕdchuck it in a
marsh.ÓWell, so much for vanity. ÒWhatdoesbring you out on the road,
then, and camping out on beaches?Ó

ÒMaybe youÕveheard thereÕsgoing to be a Knitting down the road
here a piece? You got any more of those wheat crackers in there?Ó

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 wouldnÕt be entirely
a waste, and anyway all heÕdbe 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 wouldnÕtdiscard him until
the possibilities had been exhausted; Fradi was not one to frown back
when luck smiled. ÒHad you been long at sea?Ó

ÒWhatsea?Ósaid Spilkas, his mouth full of cracker. ÒIsaid I was on the
beach, not on the water, didnÕt I?Ó

ÒPerhapsyou did.Ó There was no way Spilkas could know heÕdbeen
observed getting on the boat, and as a result no way for him to know
that Fradi recognized his position as a lie. Not that Spilkas had actually
come right out and stated that he hadnÕtbeen on a boat. The difference
between misdirection and outright mendacity was primarily a semantic
one, though, or at most question of tactics. That wasnÕtthe issue. If Spil-
kas was at pains to make a casual acquaintance think he hadnÕtbeen 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 didnÕteven 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 oneÕsshoulder one could engage in before
oneÕs 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 respect for them as lower-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 oneÕsown 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 oneÕsown pat-
ron was a god of not inconsiderable power, even among gods, and when
oneÕsallies included such as even a high contender for the throne of
Gadzura? And when one was who one was oneself?

Why, indeed?
ÒWhy do you keep harping on this seastuff?ÓSpilkas said suddenly.

ÒYou looking to recruit a sailor?Ó
ÒI, ah, I was just on my way back up the coast,ÓFradi began, his

thoughts racing barely ahead of his words, Òaftera quick trip down to
the cape to seek news of a ship overdue for its arrival in Peridol.Ó

ÒWhat shipÕs that?Ó
ÒTheFlying Pelican, out of Oolsmouth.Ó
ÒWho thinks up these names?Ómuttered Spilkas. ÒAny boat with a

name redundant as that deserveswhatever it gets, if you donÕtmind my
saying so.Ó

ÒI suppose youÕreright.Ó 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. ÒI donÕtsuppose you saw anything sailing
past, while you were camped out there on your beach?Ó

ÒNo pelicans, thatÕs for sure.Ó
ÒPerhaps some sailor colleagues of yours?Ó
ÒIknow coincidence is golden and all that, but donÕttell me you were

expecting to get the news youÕrelooking for from a guy you picked up at
random on the road. Come on, Ballista. HereÕsone for you thatÕsa lot
more reasonable- you know any decent placesto stay in Peridol that still
have room?Ó

ÒNo, IÕmafraid I donÕt,Ósaid 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 wouldnÕt care. No, that would be unprofes-
sional. It was still too early in the morning, anyway. ÒI do know that
lodging is scarce;you may find yourself back on the road home as soon
as youÕvearrived.Ó Fradjikan leveled a finger at Spilkas. ÒYou should
also know my personal staff complement is full, so donÕtthink about tak-
ing service with me to stay off the streets.Unless you have some particu-
lar talent I should know about?Ó

ÒI donÕt know. What kinds of talent would you like to know about?Ó
ÒAnything youÕreproud of. Or we could conversefor awhile and seeif

something comes to light.Ó
A sardonic smile crossed quickly along SpilkasÕface and was just as

quickly gone. ÒGo ahead and try. TalkÕs cheap. ItÕs still a waste of time.Ó
Hmm, thought Fradi. Was there something there? ÒIÕmcertain you un-

dervalue yourself. Everyone has someskill. No one is entirely a blank, a
complete unknown.Ó

The sardonic grin flickered back. ÒOh, yeah?Ó
ÒAny person with -Ó 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 seemed to 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 a jumbled 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. HeÕd make him a - well, justwait.
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Chapter5
THE THING HAD DEFEATED ALL HER EFFORTS. Admittedly, Leen
hadnÕtdirected 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, sheÕdthought it best not to become an open-field loose
ball in someoneÕspower 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
whoÕdlet that happen, either. Shetook her oaths seriously, and the herit-
age sheÕdbeen 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 - didnÕt 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-
pireÕssprawling 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 youÕrein-
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 as well. Its seals
and shields were so strong it might as well have been off in another di-
mension entirely, rather than underneath LeenÕsown cellar, for all the
good her probing had done. The thing just downright ignored her; it was
asaloof to LeenÕsefforts asshegenerally 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 youÕdgone 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 wasnÕtaround, though, and in any
caseLeen wouldnÕt 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 wasnÕtworking 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
LeenÕs 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 sneezing fits 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 didnÕtseemto be anti-magical, per se, it just seemedto stick
its nose in the air and disregard it. Leen couldnÕtdetectany active shield-
ing, but the fact remained that as far asany probe sheÕdbeenable to look
up was concerned the spacebehind 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. Transversedefects,grain size, and veins of tin
werenÕtLeenÕsparticular gratification point, but data return - even if 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 couldnÕteven detect that there was a hole.
Action-at-a-distance work had proved similarly useless,and as far asher
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efforts with a pry-bar, well, she might as well 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 hadnÕtbeen 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 a road on an endless plain. That is, if the rows of shelves had ac-
tually been straight, and the aisles hadnÕtbeen 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 theyÕdbeenmore
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. TheyÕdhad 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
hadnÕtexactly had an asthenic body build, either. Still, Leen did have the
Goldhound directory and CarlaÕsmap, and the half-dozen other cata-
logues and indexes that had come down to the present time. 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 didnÕt
mean the days of the Dislocation were necessarilyout 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 scopeof 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 greatest anxiety, 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. TheyÕdbeen
helpless against the rise of magic and the coming of the gods, hadnÕt
they? But reason would not be something to count on in a politician let
loose in a candy store of presumed militaristic delights. So it was a tenet
of the ArchivistsÕ office not to let the problem arise.

But that wasnÕteven 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
LeenÕsown theory. The Dislocation texts werenÕtthe only forbidden ma-
terials squirreled away in the Archives, and for that matter werenÕtthe
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 godsÕ interest in it.

Unearthing the Byron letter during one of her girlish rummaging ex-
peditions had beenthe turning point that had irrevocably set Leen 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 wasnÕtinteresting only for its contents, either. Intrigued by
ByronÕsopenly subversive remarks, Leen had set out to learn more about
him. SheÕdgone first to the standard suppressed sources,PinkÕsCompen-
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, didnÕt 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 as though he had never existed, and the memory of the eradication
had been eradicated as well.

If that wasnÕtenough to intimidate, Leen still thought now, thinking
back on it, shedidnÕtknow what was. It gave a pretty good intimation of
how the gods would react if they discovered the extent of the ArchivesÕ
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 godsÕworld order, and understood their limits. Even theycouldnÕt
sidle over the edge without being slapped down as an object lesson. It-
ting III 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 ArchivesÕfull 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 hopeless task, 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-
erÕsguiding but not necessarily watchful eye. One of them was the true
nature of the ArchivistÕsBusiness.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 seemed to be that they always most needed doing just
when youÕdrather be doing something else.Well, there was no help for
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it; Tuesdays were Tuesdays. Shesecured 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 sheÕdres-
cued from the family of mice whoÕdbeen 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 sheÕdput it.
Right, he was still after the missing volume of Hali SheeÕsconflict precip-
itation treatise; it had thus far proved elusive, but sheÕdhave to assure
him she was still on its trail. She had come up with the old hound-care
omnibus, though.

That was everything - darn it, no, not quite. Leen sat down at the desk,
opened the right-hand drawer, and retrieved a cigar-box-size chest from
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 set to work with a cloth
at making herself presentable.

LeenÕssister had finally prevailed on her to at least keep the mirror
and a comb at her desk. ÒYouÕrenot the only one in this family, you
know,Ó her sister had told her menacingly. Leen had tried for the ump-
teenth time to explain to her sister the difference between hygiene
(unquestionably important and socially relevant) and appearancefor the
sake of vanity (transitory and a sink of precious time). Her sister had
been intransigent. ÒYoumay not care, but just think what it does to the
rest of us,Óhad been SusannahÕsultimatum. It wasnÕtuntil their brother
had weighed in supporting SusannahÕsposition (at least Leen thought
thatÕswhat heÕdbeen 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 hadnÕtbeen 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, youÕdmight 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 been there for centuries but that didnÕt
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 she did not do,
though, was let herself get overconfident and hurry through. Certain
things just took as long as they took; either you finished them or they fin-
ished you.

That didnÕtmeanonedidnÕtget impatient, 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 came to resemble taffy on your way in and out, Leen had
been taught. This go-around, for some reason the 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 checkthehair again, she found herself thinking irrelevantly, as she
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 heÕdset up the wards guarding the Archives, and the whole
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tradition of Archivism as well, but heÕdclearly possessed a 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 tea from 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.

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

On cue, the man appeared. As librarian in charge of the Reading
Room, traditionally the senior member of the ArchivistÕssmall 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. ÒGoodday, Archiv-
ist,Ó Vellum said. ÒAnother early morning, I take it?Ó

ÒUh huh. The books I could find are there if you want to haul them
up.Ó

ÒOh, good,Ó said Vellum. ÒThe Potamian herbal?ÓHe grasped the
large windlass crank mounted in the wall and began to haul it around.

ÒYes,Ó Leen said, ÒI found the herbals. The bestiary, too.Ó
ÒLord WhatÕs-his-name will be pleased about that.Ó
Lord WhatÕs-his-name?Whohadsheseenaroundlately?ÒLord Farnsbroth-

er?Ó asked Leen.
ÒLord? - yes, the very one.Ó
ÒFarnsbrotherdoesnÕtread,ÓLeen muttered. ÒWhatÕshe doing, start-

ing a zoo?Ó
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 - heÕdadop-
ted his new name when heÕd taken the position.

Vellum gave a final 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 - youÕdnever get a handcart up those

64



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 RoomÕsholdings, 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 didnÕt know 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 secrets or arcana of the gods werenÕtthe only perilous
materials in the stacks.The Thaumaturgical area was off-limits to all but
qualified 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 frescoes marching 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. FarnsbrotherÕsfamily tree had its roots
back before the Bones.For the last few generations theyÕddone 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 peerageFarnsbrother
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. ÒIsay,ÓLord Farnsbrother addressed Vellum, Òdoyou have it? The
Beast-Book?Ó

ÒAs you requested, Lord, it has been found.Ó Vellum passed it over.
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Farnsbrother eagerly flipped pages.Leen winced; several of the signa-
tures had already seemed loose, and the spine itself might not stand up
to extreme handling. As he neared the back of the book, though, Farns-
brotherÕsface darkened. He spoke in an ominous tone. ÒThisÐthis book
shows only land animals, and a few birds and things.Ó 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 page illustration showed a nicely executedgriffin rampant, clutch-
ing of all things a salmon in its upraised claw.

ÒWhy, yes,Ó said Leen. ÒThey are what Fernandez was known for.Ó
ÒBut -Ó Lord Farnsbrother sputtered, Òbut - thereÕsno seacreatures.

ThereÕsbarely enough time as it is! - I absolutely must get the shipyard
to work today, or my barge just will not be ready. Do you understand? It
will - not - be - ready!Ó

ÒYour barge? Not ready?Ó
ÒNot in time,Ósaid Farnsbrother crossly. ÒAnd IÕmcertain this Squid-

thing wonÕt wait.Ó
Squid-thing? Oh! - of course, that Squid-thing. ÒYouplan to decorate

your barge for the occasion, Lord -Ó
ÒNot just decorate, woman! ItÕsthe whole superstructure: it has to be re-

built. It must be the right theme! Thesebirds and cattle just will not do,
they will not do at all!Ó

Leen raised a hand. ÒLord Farnsbrother, you have still come to the
right place. Now that I understand your needs,we can show you just the
reference youÕre looking for.Ó

Farnsbrother paused in his gesticulations. ÒOh,can you really? ThatÕs
dashed timely, I donÕt mind telling you. If I -Ó

ÒSayno more,ÓLeen told him. ÒIwill 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?Ó

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

And the ÒSquid-thing.ÓUnfortunately 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 didnÕt
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 hadnÕteven officially started yet. It would be difficult to fit a decent
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dayÕswork in edgewise. With such a round of parties and festivities
coming up she couldnÕt 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
couldnÕtuse that excusefor everything. Being unpleasant wouldnÕt help
much either; in LeenÕscircles most everyone was unpleasant, but that
never stopped them from being invited or expected to attend. Damn,
Leen thought. It wouldnÕt be just makeup, either. I supposeIÕllhaveto
break down and have my haircut.

Susannah,RobinÕsmother, 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 couldnÕtsay that of Mother. Or Lemon for that matter.
Leen might have inherited her grandfatherÕsarchival 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 motherÕsside of the family in full force. Lemon would be having a
fine time for himself over the next few weeks as well, 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 LeenÕs,of course. HeÕdbe
out for himself and his own machinations, that went without saying; Le-
monÕsentanglements were almost impossibly complex. SheÕdhave to
ask him again what he was up to. Not that heÕdtell her, or at least not
that heÕdtell her in a straightforward enough fashion that a mere person
could understand, but -

ÒExcuse me, my dear.Ó
Leen looked smoothly up from the ledger where sheÕdostensibly been

reviewing VellumÕsaccount 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 a few devices to 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 youÕd ever been away.

67



ÒMy apologies for disturbing you,Óthe man went on. ÒYouappeared
lost in thought, but the sign here on your desk does indicate your official
presence.Ó

Well, sometimes it worked and sometimes it didnÕt.The face looking
down on her was tanned, bearing a dark mustache in bold contrast to the
flashing white teeth set in 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 see the shoulder blade
since the man was leaning over her with his left elbow 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. ÒGoodday, my lord Scapula,Ó
Leen said. ÒIs there a particular title I might assist you with?Ó

ÒA title?Ósaid the Scapula. ÒAh yes, a title. Well, then, let us say my
title of interest today is Arleen.Ó

Is this researchor just casualbrowsing? Leen thought. She didnÕtsay it,
though; she didnÕtwant to get started with him. ÒShallI show you to the
card catalog, or will directions be sufficient?Ó

The Scapulamade his eyessmolder. The man did have exceptional an-
imal magnetism, not that that was any concern of hers, of course. ÒYour
personal accompaniment is exactly what I was planning on,Óhe told her.
ÒAlthough the idea of instruction does have interesting potentialities.
Please,then, instruct me in your will. Or no, on second thought please
donÕt.ÓHe flashed his teeth at her. ÒI feel I know your true will much
better than you do yourself.Ó

ÒTellme how much IÕveleft to my nephew Robin, then,ÓLeen said un-
der her breath.

Did his eyes narrow the merest bit? Well, probably, and she didnÕt
care if heÕdheard her, either. But shecouldnÕtjust tell him to get lost, not
the Scapula;he wasnÕtexactly 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 witnesses.

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. ÒThefestivities of this seasonof our
joy are almost upon us,Óthe Scapula murmured. ÒShortly 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. I
warn you, you may speak only to indicate assent.ÓHe 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 wasnÕtbeautiful enough to be anyoneÕsice 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 couldnÕtbe 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. ÒExcuse me, my lord, Archivist, might I help you?Ó

The look the Scapula turned 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.ÒThankyou, Vellum,Ó she said, Òbutno. My lord Scapulaand I
were just discussing the catalog holdings.Ó

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

The ScapulaÕsgaze had toned itself back down when it returned to
her. ÒLet us discuss the arrangements, then, shall we?Ó
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ÒThis is a place of serious business, my lord Scapula, not a spot for
assignation.Ó

ÒAre the two ever long separated?Óstated the Scapula.ÒVerywell, let
us say I make you my business. Will this simple entreaty suffice to win
me the pleasure of your company, or must I pursue you further? You
will see, I will not be denied.Ó

Leen paused. They moved in the samesocial circles, or would, if Leen
bothered to circulate socially more than the required minimum. This was
not to say theyÕdever been anything more than casual acquaintances.
Well, that wasnÕtentirely true; theyÕdbeen partnered at one of the Pect-
oral DukeÕsout-of-town weekends a year or two back. Leen had avoided
him as much as possible, sitting through meals and doing the required
dances but otherwise escaping to her research in the old DukeÕslibrary.
As Leen recalled, she hadnÕtslept with him either. Her ignoring him
could have caused a bit of a stir if he hadnÕtbeen so clearly pursuing
CrewtenfieldÕsyoung 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 business in his past, which only
made him fit right in with everyone else in 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 Scapula wouldnÕt
be a serious prospect for emperor if he couldnÕttake care of his affairs
with the efficiency of any appropriate means.

But Leen didnÕtwant to be a player, even at second hand. ÒYouÕrenot
after me for myself, Lord Scapula, and you certainly donÕtwant me for
my looks. IÕmaloof, I have a nasty temperament, and IÕvegot a bad habit
of speaking my mind, so youÕrenot here for my charm either. Why are
you bothering me?Ó

ÒSpirit is a rare commodity,Ó said the Scapula, Òthe 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 isnÕtsome satisfaction from the cringing masses
flinging themselves at your feet, you understand, but the gratification is
limited. Mastering those who arenÕtfully alive; what challenge is there in
that?Ó
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Soyou sayIÕmfully alive,and youÕvedecidedto masterme?Hah! thought
Leen. A likely story. ÒIsit my brother,ÓLeen said. ÒYouwant something
out of him? Or if itÕsSusannah youÕvegot in mind thereÕsno need to
bother with me; just walk up to her and ask her. Toss a sterling silver
rose at her feet if you want, sheÕd like that even more.Ó

The Scapula had 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 a flower nestled there, its thorny stem
trailing up his arm; a sterling silver rose. He tossed it down in front of
her. ÒYouare 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.ÓHe raised his eyebrows guilelessly. ÒYoursis-
ter is none of these.Ó

ÒThatÕsnever stopped anybody before,ÓLeen muttered. She stared at
the flower lying across her book. ÒWhat am I supposed to do with that?Ó

ÒA bud vase is the usual implement, filled one-third to halfway with
clear water.Ó

Everyone always thought they were a comedian. ÒYou have one of
those up your sleeve too? É Oh, really. YouÕrenot serious.ÓShe was
sorry sheÕd asked.

ÒThereyou are,Ópronounced 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 classic fluted shape with splayed petals at the top and a family crest
etched delicately into the neck.

ÒYouhave any more parlor tricks you intend to show me, or were you
ready to leave?Ó

ÒThis is scarcely a parlor,Ó the Scapula said softly, Ònor are all my
skills appropriate for a general audience.Ó

ÒIndeed,Ósaid Leen. ÒYourreputation speaksfor itself. It speaksquite
widely, too, I might add.Ó

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

ÒI can say, and I can say it right now. Thank you, but no.Ó
ÒVery well,Ó said the Scapula, getting to his feet. ÒSinceyou prefer to

think about what you plan to wear, you give me the pleasure of confer-
ring with you again on the final details.Ó He cocked his head for a
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moment in thought. ÒIwill have my couturier call,Óhe decided. ÒA cos-
metologist, too, perhaps.Ó

ÒYouÕre forgetting your vase.Ó
ÒNot at all. Accept it as my gift, in memory of our little tryst.Ó 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 ÒGoodday,
my dear,Ó and turned and glided toward the exit.

As her grandfather liked to say, landÕssake! She didnÕthave time for
this. What a bother É

Of course, hewasrather attractive, in his way, and she washuman É
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. SheÕdjust take the vaseand hide it in a back drawer somewhere, or
better yet drop it in the trash É

But the vase really 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 sheÕdlet it sit
for a day or two before she tossed it out.
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Chapter6
ÒLOOKS LIKE WEÕLL BE IN PORT SOON,Ócommented Zalzyn Shaa.

ÒAye, that it does,Ó Captain Luff said.
ÒThis vessel is seaworthy and shipshape as ever?Ó
ÒItÕs my job to make sure that it is, donÕt you know.Ó
ÒYouare ever-zealous of your job,ÓShaasaid. ÒWhatevervicissitudes

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 sea wave or a sub-
marine boarding party of pirates.Ó

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 souÕwesterlylight chop, but as they
were now behind GadzuraÕssheltering bulk the influence of wind and
wave would be somewhat moderated. The prudent seaman would 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 didnÕtmind 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

73



passageto the current load of excursionists. In any case,though, prudent
or not, it was as perfect a day for being at seaas you 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 didnÕtend there. On top of the normal
businesscongestion, the weather had brought out a raft of pleasure boat-
ers in 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 accept the 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. ShaaÕshopes for ex-
traordinary intervention notwithstanding, the only danger they were
running at the moment was that of collision.

It might be wiser not to suggest that to him, though. ÒIfyouÕrebent on
contemplating unnatural fates,ÓCaptain Luff told him, Òyoucan rule out
any leviathans of the deep while youÕreat it, seeing as the waters are
shoaling rapidly, and the lures for the Running will not yet have been
placed.Ó

Shaagrunted, his glower ostentatiously underlining his singularly un-
impressed attitude toward the waterborne spectaclearound them. ÒYes,I
thought as much.Ó
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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 godÕspleasure yacht, more than likely. ÒSecondthoughts are we
having then, Dr. Shaa?Ó

ÒAlways,Ó Shaa said gloomily.
ÒDidnÕtI hear sometime back that Peridol was once your home?Ócom-

mented the Captain. Might aswell just stow the pipe away, thereÕdbe no
time to get it started again, especially with that four-master up ahead
looking to be shortening sail any moment now.

ÒIncertain cases,ÔyoucanÕtgo home againÕis more than just a figure
of speech.Ó

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

ÒFreespeech is an ideal always in risk. Smack away, then, if you
must.ÓShaaspread his arms wide and tilted his head back to exposehis
throat.

ÒThatÕsyour whole problem,Ó Roni said. ÒYou canÕtlook at yourself
any more without seeing a victim. Who was it who used to bore every-
bodyÕsearsoff with all that stuff about the limits of fate and the power of
will? CouldnÕt have been you; youÕve got a martyr complex.Ó

ÒThey say itÕs a profession with a future.Ó
Roni studied him suspiciously as the 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.
ÒShall we brace for impact?Ó Shaa said hopefully.

ÒNot this time,Ó Captain Luff shot back over his shoulder.
ÒAh, well,Ó 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. ÒWhat is wrong with

you?Ó
Shaamet her gaze for a moment, then deliberately looked off along the

deck. ÒYour ward appears ripe for romance.Ó
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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ÒWhatÕssuch a bad thing about that?Ósaid Roni. ÒYoucould have had
her interested in you if you wanted; you probably still could. Or is it
something else?- I wouldnÕthave thought youÕrefuddy-duddy material.
YouÕre not turning into a prune after all these years, are you?Ó

He shrugged. ÒMy circumstancesof late have beendifferent than those
of my youth. The Peridol lifestyle fails to translate well to that of the
road.Ó

ÒIn caseyou didnÕtnotice, thatÕsPeridol up there a few hours ahead.
You want to recapture your youth, IÕmsure Peridol will be more than
happy to oblige you.Ó

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

ÒTerminal - there you go again with the fatalism.Ó
Shaashrugged. ÒFateis fate. Indeed, I have an advantage over others;

they can merely speculate on what inevitabilities destiny may hold for
them, whereas I know the tenets of my decree.Max thinks he can over-
turn the curse of fate, but thatÕs Max for you, hubris up to his gills.Ó

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

ÒYes,Óhe said testily. ÒMy heart is acting up. YouÕrewelcome to ad-
dress it directly if you like. Perhapsyou can harangue it into submission.
Speaking of admonitions, how is the Great one this morning?Ó

ÒFine,Ó said Roni. ÒOf course fine, why shouldnÕt he be fine?Ó
ÒI see,ÓShaa said, seeing in fact more than he would rather have

preferred.
ÒWhatwas that?Ósaid 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-
sentia, 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 captainÕsre-
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 reason to the squeak of discord, knitting them all back together
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again. That had been one of ShaaÕsjobs, 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 beenShaaÕsmost important job, in fact. But what was it to
him any more anyway? HeÕdsoon 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
theyÕddone with him present on the scene.Things might even be im-
proved - heÕdbe 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 wasnÕtonly 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, theyÕdtaken 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 a large 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 as though it would just remain unanswered, at least
as far as Zalzyn Shaa would ever know.

Roni, watching him sink deeper into his funk, had never seenShaalike
this before. SheÕdknown he wasnÕtlooking 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. ÒDonÕt
forget your curse isnÕtautomatic,ÓRoni said. ÒIthas to be implemented.
You could lie low while we do the legwork. We can head it off.Ó

ÒThatÕsnot all of it,Ó said Shaa,Òyou know thatÕsnot all of it at all.
Even if I try to wall myself up in a basement, this is Peridol. IÕmcertain
to encounter my brother.Ó

ÒItÕs been a long time. Maybe you could reason with him now.Ó
ÒYouÕrewastingyour time,ÓShaasaid. ÒFurthermore,you knowyouÕre

wasting your time.Ó
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ÒThenkill him,Ó Roni spat. ÒJustgo ahead and kill him, be rid of him
once and for all. Then go ahead and worry about his curse.Ó

ÒDonÕt you think IÕd love to do that?Ó
ÒSo do it. Or let one ofusdo it.Ó
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. HeÕsnot serious, thought Roni.
But all of a sudden serious was just exactly what Shaadid look like. ÒGet
down from there,Ó Roni said. ÒWhat do you think youÕre up to?Ó

ÒIt would save everyone a lot of trouble,Ó 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 oneÕsspirit. 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. ÒTherewill be none of this on my ship,Ó
said Captain Luff, shoving his glaring faceup against ShaaÕsnose.ÒIwill
not stand for it. Are you clear on that?Ó

ÒÉ Very well,Ó said Shaa. ÒAye.Ó
ÒIÕmsurprised at you, Dr. Shaa.ÓCaptain Luff noted with satisfaction

that ShaaÕseyes, which had been sneaking back to eye the gunwales,
now flickered up and met his. ÒWhateveryou say to the contrary, your
specialty is trouble. If your fate lies ahead in 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.Ó

ÒAreyou a natural philosopher now, too?ÓShaasaid, but it was clear
his heart wasnÕtin it. ÒJustlet me know when we reach the dock.ÓHe
pulled clear of the captainÕsgrip, slunk to the companionway, and van-
ished below.

Captain Luff and Roni watched him go. ÒIs this about his brother,
then?Ó 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 ShaaÕsstyle
of speaking seemed to infect people who hung around with him too
long. It hadnÕthappened to Karlini, but then Karlini was probably too
absent-minded to pay enough attention to anyoneÕswords in the first
place. Roni knew ShaaÕspatterns 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 as though the spell of Shaahad claimed another
victim here, too. ÒArznaakÕsa big part of it,Ó Roni said. ÒShaahasnÕt
been back to Peridol since his fatherÕsdeath and ArznaakÕscurse. That
was part of the idea of the curse, to keep him away from his family and
force him to wander the earth.Ó

ÒButhis heartÕsgoing out on him now becauseof another part of the
curse,Ósaid Captain Luff, Òdo I have that aright? So you all figured he
didnÕthave anything to lose by coming back to Peridol and defying that
side of the thing?Ó

ÒSomething like that.Ó
Captain Luff clenched his unlit pipe firmly between his teeth. ÒIf this

ArznaakÕsthe key, then, why is he still around, with your lot being as
nasty as you are, begging your pardon, mÕam?Ó

Roni sighed. ÒWhenyou said ShaaÕsbest skill is causing trouble, you
sure got that one right. Shaa wonÕtlet any of us touch his brother. He
made a promise.Ó

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 a judicious senseof releaseand rejoicing, but here they were getting
under his skin. A full kettle of trouble they were, and no mistaking.

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

ÒA lid on it put,Ó had been ShaaÕsonly response. Haddo had faded
back to wherever heÕdcome from, and Shaahad continued on to have a
good solid grouse, adrift (ashe thought of it) in the mental Sargasso.Per-
haps heÕd run across Karlini there.
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Actually, Shaa thought the fundamentals of his funk and KarliniÕs
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 MaxÕsplotting because they didnÕt have anything better to do, be-
causethey werenÕtwilling to exert themselves to take control over their
own lives? Had ShaaÕslife been controlled by external forces for so long
that heÕdforgotten how to do anything but float along with them? Get-
ting rid of the gods was MaxÕsgoal, not one that had excited Shaamuch
in some time; in fact he hadnÕtreally had a major goal lately other than
just staying alive. Now even that goal might most probably be out of
reach. ThatÕsnot the realproblem,though, Shaareflected. The real problem
was that there didnÕt seem to be much point in trying.

Shaaonly realized that several hours must have passedwhen HaddoÕs
voice floated again out of the shadows to announce, ÒApproaching are
we wharves.Ó Shaa took 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
PeridolÕs 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 warehousesand light industry on the Hook concealedeven the
arching bridges from view.

Rather than breaking out the sweeps, Captain Luff still had the Not
UnreasonableProfit 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. ÒHow did we get so
lucky?Ó 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. ÒSteadyas she goes, there,Ósaid Captain Luff.
He pointed with the stem of his pipe. ÒPaintedon that warehouse wall,
can you see it? The Dooglas company crest. With the compensation for
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that Dooglas business weÕllbe repainting that, donÕtyou know; Halssen
Traders itÕll be now.Ó

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 see if the game was
once again afoot, whether ShaaÕsfinal discussion with the Creeping
Sword before heÕdgone over the side had predicted actual events. Had
someone been trailing the ship? Was someone watching the docks?

Well, even the SwordÕsgod friends - or perhaps especiallythe SwordÕs
god friends - werenÕtomnipotent 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.

ÒWho are those people on the dock?Ó asked Karlini.
While Shaa had been consumed with his musing, he realized that a

small throng had gathered around him on the deck. ÒYouseethat person
standing alone off there on the right?ÓRoni said, shielding her eyeswith
a hand. ÒItÕs been a long time, butÉ yes! ItÕs Dalya!Ó

ÒDalya Hazeel?Ó said Karlini. ÒWhatÕs she doing here?Ó
ÒShe must have gotten my message.Ó
ÒYour message? What message?Ó
ÒWhile the rest of you big-time plotters were planning what to do in

Peridol,ÓRoni told him, Ònoneof you bothered to think about where we
were going to stay.Ó

ÒI figured weÕd just come into town and rent some rooms or
something; the usual.Ó

ÒYoufigured 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 I left it up to you weÕdall be sleeping in a
gutter, if we were lucky.Ó

ÒOh,Ósaid Karlini. ÒWell. Thanks then, dear. Dalya, you say. Huh.Ó
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 KarliniÕshair, and dropped to a neat landing on KarliniÕs
other shoulder. Squirming crosswise in its beak was a fish: a sardine,
perhaps, or a small herring. Leaning around the back of KarliniÕsneck,
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 ShaaÕsattention
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. ÒWhatabout
those other people?Óshe asked instead. ÒThosetwo on the other end of
the wharf, beyond the longshoremen?Ó

The pair in question were now clearly visible as a 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 as her 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 heÕdinteracted, in addi-
tion to Gashanatantra;a woman and a man. A ÒtweedyÓman? Yes, Shaa
thought, just so. The Sword had clearly been feeling his way through his
discussion with Shaa, trying to decide where the balance point rested
between keeping to himself information he wasnÕtsure 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 youÕdbe, Shaa had been willing to let it ride. Who
knew where this t•te-ˆ-t•te with the Sword might lead, for one. For an-
other, if he encountered the SwordÕsgods, Shaa,being his own prudent
self, would never approach them, of course.

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

First things first, however. The Not UnreasonableProfit 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. Shaa fol-
lowed him across the 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.

82



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 cause the 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 been entirely 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 addressed them. ÒYouappear to be awaiting the arrival
of this ship. Is there some matter I might assistyou with? A bill of lading
perhaps, or is it that you bear a competitive bid for our cargo? I am not,
as you see, the captain, but I am empowered to proceed with business
nonetheless.Ó

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 womanÕs
gaze. ÒWell?Ó said the man, but not to Shaa.

ÒIÕdknow him anywhere,Ósaid the woman, ÒbutthatÕsnot him. I canÕt
feel him on the ship, either. We could take this one apart; seeif he knows
anything, whoever he is.Ó

The manÕsface 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. ÒYoumay not know this man, but I do. Oh yes, I certainly
do. You are Zalzyn Shaa, the Cursed, arenÕt you?Ó

ÒThatÕsnot exactly the way IÕdprefer to put it if youÕdlike to know the
truth,Ó said Shaa, Òbut in root of fact, yes. May I help you?Ó

ÒZalzyn Shaa,Ó the god said, Òand in Peridol. To meet his doom.Ó
ÒYes, well, there are dooms and there are dooms,Ó Shaa stated.

ÒForeordination often exhibits more mutability than you might except.Ó
The god stretched out his hand, opened it, examined the palm, then

clenched his fist deliberately. ÒYou might expect changefulness; I expect
none. Artistic leeway in implementation, surely, but in the final out-
come? No, certainly not.Ó
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ÒDonÕtget sidetracked,Óthe woman told him. ÔWestill havenÕtfound
out what happened to my husband.Ó

ÒMr. Shaa will tell us what we want to know. WonÕt you, Mr. Shaa?Ó
ÒAslong as weÕrestanding on ceremony,Ósaid Shaa,Òmay I remind

you that ÔDoctorÕis the appropriate honorific? Shall we say this is one for
mutability, hmm?Ó

Shaafelt the heat of the godÕsscrutiny break on him like the force of a
desert sun at noontime. ÒI shall enjoy this,Ó the god concluded after a
moment. ÒI find I donÕtlike you.Ó 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 ShaaÕs shirt.

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

ÒMy,Óthe woman said to her companion, Òhow 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 donÕtyou,
so we can at least take him with us.Ó

The god was examining his finger, his lips pursed. ÒNo,Óhe said.
ÒThereare regulations. I 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 takehim.Ó

ÒYouÕvealready caused too much of a scene,Óthe woman said dis-
gustedly. ÒThisnew one on the way has stand-off power, too, canÕtyou
feel it? WeÕllhave to come back for them when theyÕrenot on guard.Ó
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.
ÒTheyÕregone,ÓKarlini announced. ÒWerenÕtyou watching the refract-
ive edge of the misdirection field?Ó

84



Shaaabruptly ceasedhis writhing and straightened himself out on the
boards. ÒIt is more difficult than you might think to keep your gaze
aligned when your eyeballs are rolling, especially when they are out of
synchrony.Ó

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

They both looked down at the round scorch mark on ShaaÕsshirt. ÒA
shock,ÓShaaacknowledged. ÒIthrew myself away before it had a chance
to generalize. A love-tap, you might say, at least comparatively
speaking.Ó

ÒIhope Roni never tries to love melike that,Ósaid Karlini. ÒSo,are you
planning to tell me what this was all about? Did you feed them one of
your song-and-dance numbers and they didnÕt like it? What made you
take these guys on, anyway?Ó

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

ÒYour brother?Ó said Karlini.
ÒYes,ÓShaasaid, Òandno. An encounter at second-hand, from a not al-

together expected quarter.
ÒGods?Ó
ÒEvidently.ÓAnd not just any gods, either. ShaadidnÕtknow 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 hadnÕtbeen overreacting
when heÕddecided he needed help, and had come to Shaa.In retrospect,
it would have been nice if the Sword had seenfit to give Shaajust a little
more information, like who his friends were. Presumably the Sword
knew who they were. Whether he knew or not, though, didnÕt address
the immediate question.

Just what was the Sword doing tangled up with Jardin, the Curse Ad-
ministrator, anyway?
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Chapter7
ÒWAIT A MINUTE,Ó said Jurtan Mont. ÒIsnÕt Peridol that way?Ó

They had reached a crossroads;Jurtan, Max, and the remaining horse
with their baggage. The east-west thoroughfare theyÕdbeen following
had grown wider. It had sprouted pavement as well; clearly it had be-
come an artery of somestature. 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 ÒPERIDOLÓin half-a-dozen forms of script. No, there wasnÕtmuch
doubt about it, not at all; Peridol wasthat way.

And it was almost in reach. Jurtan could smell the seaair. Lessthan an
hour ago theyÕdeven been visited by a flock of seabirds, virtually still
damp, which had wheeled overhead briefly before screeching their 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 been dangling in front of Jurtan like a strung-up
carrot ever since Roosing Oolvaya, lost now in the distant pages of
memory. Max couldnÕt 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, glares? ÒYeah, thatÕs right,Ó Max said.

ÒUh,Ó said Jurtan, Òcan we get to Peridol by heading north here?Ó
ÒNot unless we hire a boat.Ó
ÒAre we going to hire a boat?Ó
ÒWhy would we do a thing like that?Ó
ÒSo we cangetÐto - Peridol!Ó
ÒGeta grip on yourself, kid,Ó said Max. ÒWeÕvegot a little detour to

make, thatÕs all.Ó
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Jurtan looked north along the trail. He couldnÕtseea swamp this time,
but that was scarcely reassuring.

ÒHow about I meet you in the city?ÓJurtan said. ThatÕswhat 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 caused the 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?

ÒDonÕtsaythat,Ó 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. ÒWhatÕsYenemsvelt, any-
way?Ó asked Jurtan.

ÒTheestateÕsjust the other side of Yenemsvelt, actually,Ó Max told
him.

The ÔestateÕ? Well, that sounded hopeful. ÒIs this estate in a swamp?Ó
Max spared him a quick glower. ÒFirst thing we do after this stop is

get into the city and find accommodations, all right?Ó
ÒI thought we were going to link up with Shaa and the others.Ó
ÒLinking doesnÕtmean weÕregoing to stay with them. Maybe, but not

necessarily. ShaaÕsprobably already headed off on his own in any case.
He grew up out here, you know.Ó

It was news to Jurtan. ÒRight,Ó he said. ÒHe hasnÕt been back, though.Ó
ÒNot since his father died,Ó said Max. His lips pursed in thought.

ÒMaybe itÕs time you heard a little more about that.Ó
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 a left 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. ÒNice area, is this?Ó Jurtan said.

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

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

ÒWhat do you take me for?Ó Max sniffed.
ÒOh,Ó said Jurtan. ÒThatÕs good. I mean, some of those wallsÉ Ó
ÒItÕsthe ones without walls you really want to watch out for,Ó Max

said distractedly. ÒNow if I remember right, it should be just over this
rise.Ó

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.

ÒLook,Ó said Jurtan, Òa bell-cord -Ó
But Max was already up the side of the wall, new floppy hat already

looking as worn as the one heÕdleft 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 horseÕs 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.
ÒWhat are you waiting for?Ó 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
beast reared back to lick MaxÕsface, Jurtan saw a second one lolling on
the ground behind it slavering onto MaxÕsboot. ÒAll right, all right,Ó
Max told them. ÒThatÕs enough. Off with you now.Ó

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

ÒHeÕsgot all the food,ÓJurtan 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 JurtanÕsside to flank him. ÒHey, stop
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that.ÓHe snatched his hand free of the thingÕsmouth. In return, he got a
low growl. ÒUh,you like music?ÓJurtan whistled the refrain of a hunt-
ing song heÕd 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. ÒI wish you wouldnÕt do things like this,Ó Jurtan
said. ÒSomeday youÕre going to give somebody heart failure.Ó

ÒWhy make them come all the way out here just to open the gate?Ó
ÒThatÕsnot it,Ósaid Jurtan, examining the gate mechanism himself. A

pull-rod ran from the gearbox into an iron conduit and down into the
ground. ÒYoucan run this thing by remote control, right? If weÕdrung
the bell, whoeverÕson the other end could have opened the gate without
coming out here.Ó

ÒGood eyes,Ó Max said. ÒThis way. Bring the horse.Ó
The gate clanged shut as they started up the long driveway. Past the

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 a rise, 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. ÒAh,Ósaid the footman. His
gaze traveled down and then up as he took in MaxÕstravel-beaten outfit,
bushy black beard, slouch hat, and generally unrecognizable yet unmis-
takably disreputable demeanor. ÒMaster Maximillian, sir, wonÕt you
come in? WeÕve been expecting you.Ó

Jurtan left the horse with a groom who had scurried up with just that
purpose in mind and followed Max into the entry hall. ÒCleeve,isnÕtit?Ó
Max was saying. ÒDid you recognize me by sight just now?Ó

ÒPurely circumstantial, sir,Ó Cleeve assured him. ÒYou are indeed a
person of indecipherable appearance unexpectedly presenting them-
selves fresh from the road; merely a matter of context, what. Would you
care for some refreshment?Ó

Yes! Jurtan thought. But instead, Max said, ÒIs she around?Ó
ÒIn the gardens, sir. The oaks.Ó
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ÒGood,ÓMax said. ÒIÕllsee her first. You can take my friend off and
get him fed, though.Ó

ÒIÕll wait, too,Ó inserted Jurtan. ÒWhy donÕt we both see ÔherÕ first?Ó
ÒI - oh, all right, come on then.Ó
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.ÒThird back on the left when last sighted, sir,Ósaid Cleeve, be-
fore inclining his head politely and retreating back up the stairs.

Beneath the third oak on the left was a lawn chair, and next to it a pic-
nic basket and a bulging gunny sack. ÒDid ÔsheÕwander off?Ósaid Jur-
tan, looking behind the tree. TheyÕdseenno evidence of anyone about on
their stroll out from the terrace.

ÒItÕsme,ÓMax called out, ÒIÕmhere! You waiting for me to come up
there after you?Ó

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

ÒAsa matter of fact, yes,ÓMax said, his own head canted back and his
hands on his hips, Òthere was a swamp. Itold you thereÕd be a swamp.Ó

ÒHe never could resist a swamp,Ó the woman said to Jurtan. ÒMust
have been some kind of deathmarch, huh, Jurtan; all the way from Roos-
ing Oolvaya with this maniac? This is the Mont kid, right?Ó

ÒYouÕre Eden!Ó Jurtan blurted. ÒShaaÕs sister!Ó
Eden looked Jurtan over, then turned a frowning gaze on Max. ÒYou

havenÕttold him anything useful, have you? Sometimes I donÕtknow
why I bother with you.Ó EdenÕsface 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 eyes and ran his hand over his face. He hadnÕtknown
Zalzyn and Eden Shaa were twins. But what else could they be? - they
couldnÕtbe just normal siblings, not when Eden could have been Shaa
with a little 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 JurtanÕsknees 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. ÒOkay,Ó Eden declared, Ònow we can say hello.Ó

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

ÒA pleasure,Ó said Eden, grasping his hand firmly for a vigorous
shake.When she let 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. She turned her head and caught
him on the lips, held it for a beat, then wrinkled her nose as he pulled
back. ÒA bath,Óshe told him, Òdefinitely a bath. Then we can decide if
youÕdlike to seduce me.ÓHer grin widened. ÒI donÕtget many guests,
after all.Ó

ÒIdle flirting,Ó Max said to no one in particular, ÒthatÕs all it is.Ó
ÒHow would you know?Ó said Eden.
ÒWould you be serious if I took you seriously?Ó Max asked.
ÒYoulike intrigue so much, maybe you can figure it out. Sit down and

try some of this stuff, itÕs good; IÕve been growing it in the back.Ó
ÒIÕm not hungry,Ó Max told her. ÒWhat are you now, my mother?Ó
ÒIÕmascloseto it asyouÕveever gotten,Ósaid Eden, applying a slice of

cheddar to an apple wedge. ÒWhen I pulled you out of the gutter -Ó
ÒNot that again,ÓMax said, frowning at his mineral water. ÒBy the

time we met I hadnÕtbeen in the gutter for years, and as I recall you
didnÕt have anything to do with me being in or out.Ó

ÒI was speaking technically.Ó
Technically the statement was correct. ÒThat wasnÕta gutter,Ó Max

said, Òthatwas a sewer, and you may have pulled me out of it physically,
but metaphorically -Ó

ÒYouÕre getting pretty testy, you know that?Ó
ÒNeverbeen a testy bone in my body,Ósnapped Max. ÒWhathave you

been up to?Ó
ÒWhat do you think IÕve been up to?Ó
ÒProbably the usual, running half the business of the western world.

WhatÕs your latest triumph?Ó
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ÒHouseplants.Ó
ÒHouseplants?Ó
ÒThatÕsright, houseplants,ÓEden repeated. Shetossedher plate on the

table and leaned back. ÒPotted ferns, ficus, some succulents, the occa-
sional flower bed.Ó

ÒYou worked out a way to turn plants and shrubbery into a cash
crop?Ó

ÒTheyÕreall the rage,Ósaid Eden. ÒAll I had to do was get them into
the palace.The in-crowd latched onto them, and now you canÕtwalk into
an office or a bank anywhere in town without falling over a planter box.
Lucky for you, I donÕtmind telling you. Between you and Zolly spend-
ing money hand over fist itÕs goodsomebodyÕsout bringing in the bucks.Ó

Zolly? Zolly? ÒWhat about Groot?Ó asked Jurtan.
ÒWhat about him?Ó said Eden.
ÒI thought Max was getting money from Groot too.Ó
ÒYouÕrehanging out with a crew with expensive tastes,ÓEden told

him.
ÒAm I?ÓJurtan said. ÒItÕshard to tell when youÕrewalking all day and

then sleeping in the mud.Ó
ÒYou want out, kid?Ó said Max. ÒYou know where the door is.Ó
I canbesubtle, Jurtan thought, or I canjust go for it. But what do I haveto

lose? ÒIstill donÕtknow what IÕdbe getting out from,ÓJurtan stated, try-
ing to keep his voice firm and reasonable, and not at all whiny. ÒHow
can I know what IÕdbe getting out of if I donÕtreally know what IÕvegot-
ten into? All any of you ever want to do is drop sneaky little hints.Ó

ÒHeÕs got you there, Max,Ó Eden said.
ÒYouwant him to know something?Ósaid Max. ÒYouthink heÕsready

to be a full-fledged member? Then you tell it to him.Ó
ÒStill being touchy, are we? Okay, then, I will.Ó
Max hÕmphed and looked up into the tree.
ÒThereÕsactually not much I cantell you,ÓEden went on. ÒThereÕsme

and Zolly, and Arznaak too of course, but that much IÕmsure you
already know. You donÕt? Well, okay then.Ó

ÒJustthe high points,Ó Max broke in. ÒIstill want to make it into the
city today, and thereÕs stuffweneed to go over.Ó

ÒHaveyou seenthe roads?They say trafficÕsa total mess,the TongueÕs
completely jammed, and the waterÕs even worse.Ó

ÒIfthe worst I ever have to face is traffic congestion IÕdlook forward to
a long and pleasant life,Ó Max said dryly. ÒDonÕtyou have anything to
drink in this place beside spring water?Ó
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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. TheyÕdsit 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 MaxÕs order, for
Òsomething brewed, anything, and I donÕtmean tea,Óand scurried off
again. When he had retreated, Jurtan said slowly, still thinking it out,
ÒShaaÕsnot the only one with a curse, is he? Eden - youÕrepart of it too,
arenÕtyou? Shaacan go wherever he wants except home, but homeÕsthe
place you canÕt leave.Ó

ÒDid you tell him or is he figuring this out?Ó Eden asked Max.
Max had leaned back in his chair and propped his hat over his face in

conspicuous preparation for a nap. From under the hat, though, he
spoke. ÒItÕsthe kidÕsown reasoning, if you want to glorify it by calling it
that. Maybe he hasnÕt been asleep all the time.Ó

ÒHas Max always been like this?Ó Jurtan wondered.
ÒAslong as IÕveknown him,Ó Eden said. ÒDoyou want to hear about

that, or about me and the family?Ó
ÒThe family,Ó said Jurtan, Òplease.Ó
The ÒhighpointsÓaccount, as Max would have it, was much as Jurtan

had begun to piece together. Punctuated by MaxÕssarcastic 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 Shaa had their eccentricities,
but Arznaak, the first-born, had a far more intimate relationship with the
borderland of sanity. As far back asEden could recall, Arznaak had been
either wonderful or miserable to be around, with little ground in
between.

ÒItÕshard to believe unless youÕveseenhim in operation,ÓEden said,
Òbuteven IÕlladmit he can be quite charming, full of expansive good hu-
mor and flamboyant gestures,great laughter and so forth, but itÕsnot an
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act, itÕsreally genuine. The problem is his other side. ThatÕsgenuine too.
HeÕll shift modes in the middle of a sentence, the middle of a thought.Ó

More often, though, the elements of ArznaakÕspersonality wouldnÕt
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, dressed in the dollÕsfashionable
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 concerned the 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 ArznaakÕs.As ArznaakÕsskill at familial
terrorism increased, the twinsÕrelationship was deepened by their in-
stinct to hang together, which in turn fed ArznaakÕsown tendencies.
ÒWhether he started off just toying with us or not,Ó said Eden,
Òeventually he got to where he resented us for living. Then he started to
get really nasty.Ó

ÒWhat about your parents?Ó Jurtan asked.
Max snorted. ÒShut up,Ó Eden instructed him. ÒIÕm telling this.Ó
Max pulled the hat off his face,sat up, and addressedJurtan. ÒThefact

that their father had been totally 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 means is 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.Ó

Eden sighed. ÒWego over this every time we get together, Max,Óshe
said. ÒYou want to waste the time all over again?Ó

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

ÒOkay,Ósaid Eden. For someone Max was calling pigheaded, Jurtan
thought shesounded pretty objective about the whole thing. Befitting the
familyÕsrank and station in PeridolÕseconomy 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. ZalzynÕshigh
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aptitude for magic and math along with the ShaasÕfavorable family con-
nections had promised a brilliant career, conceivably culminating as the
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.

ÒThe throne?Ó asked Jurtan.
ÒIt wouldnÕt surprise me for a minute,Ó Eden stated. But whatever

Arznaak wanted, he wanted it hisway.
ÒTheShaasare a creative lot,Ó said Max. He took another swig from

the brew Cleeve had passedto him. ÒArznaakÕsjust nastier than the rest.
Hurry it up, the kid and I have to get moving.Ó

ÒWhata guy,Ósaid Eden. ÒYoushow up every five years and the first
thing you want to do is leave.Ó

ÒYou didnÕt have to let me in.Ó
ÒNexttime youÕdbetter watch out for the alarm. So,Jurtan Mont, now

you know the story.Ó
I do? thought Jurtan. No I donÕt,not all of it anyway. Maybe it was anoth-

er test.
ÒArznaak wanted to take away whatever you liked most, is that it?

You canÕtleave this estate,ShaacanÕtcome back to it, the only time the
two of you can get together at all is when he uses magic and youÕre
forced to attack him? He canÕtpractice magic and you canÕtbe out where
you can do business or politics.Ó What else had he heard from Shaa?
ÒNeither one of you can find love, either, can you.Ó

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

ÒSowhy not just get rid of Arznaak? I mean, you hate him by now,
donÕt you?Ó

ÒItÕs not that simple.Ó
ÒWhatmy good friend is referring to there,ÓMax broke in, Òiswily old

ArznaakÕscoupde gracetwist-of-the-knife. As Arznaak knows full well,
his siblings bind themselves by rules he doesnÕt even bother to sneer at.Ó

Eden sat with her arms crossedand her face locked in a scowl, saying
nothing. ÒÔHeÕsthe only one of you worth a secondglance,ÕÓMax contin-
ued, ÒisnÕt that what he said? The last words of your beloved father?Ó

ÒAn oath is an oath,Ó said Eden in a low voice, her teeth gritted.
ÒWhatyour mentorÕssister is trying not to tell you here,ÓMax said to

Jurtan in a conversational tone, Òis that ArznaakÕscurse keyed off the
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death of their father, the same father who thought Arznaak was the
godsÕown gift to the mortal world, the samefather who made Eden and
Shaaswear to support good old Arznaak and keep him safe from harm.
Old Pops wanted to make sure they wouldnÕt 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 -Ó

ÒThatÕs enough, Max,Ó said Eden.
ÒYou want enough? IÕll tell you what enough is. IÕmout there year

after year breaking my back trying to find a loophole through your curse
or a way 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 -Ó

ÒAre you finished?Ó
ÒNo, IÕm not finished, I -Ó
ÒThenjust shut up, why donÕtyou,ÓEden snapped. ÒNobodyÕsforcing

you to help us. If you canÕtdo things the way we have to do them, we
donÕt want your help.Ó

ÒPretty big words,Ó said Max. ÒI donÕt think your brother would
agree.Ó

ÒI think he would. I may not be able to talk to him but that doesnÕt
mean I donÕtstill know the way he thinks. You follow our code or get
out of our lives.Ó

ÒDonÕt give me that nonsense -Ó
ÒThen get out of my house.Ó
Max cursed under his breath. ÒYouÕrestubborn as ever. You donÕt

leave me much maneuver room.Ó
ÒThatÕs the idea.Ó
ÒFine,Ó said Max. ÒSo thatÕs the way you want it. IÕll think about it.Ó
ÒThink fast.Ó
ÒÉ All right, already, all right.Ó
ÒSwear.Ó
Max looked thoroughly disgusted. ÒIÕvesworn before, dammit. All

right, I swear again, IÕlldo things your way. Are you happy? Now let me
out of here.Ó

ÒWhat,Ósaid Eden, Òwith no situation update, no coordination? You
mean this was just a social call, just becauseyou were in the neighbor-
hood? IÕm flattered. There must be a first time for everything.Ó

ÒTheworld would be a lot simpler if your brother was an only child,Ó
Max muttered. ÒEitherone of them. All right, letÕscoordinate, why donÕt
we.Ó
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EdenÕsface 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.Seeing it here, on her, was weird, but
compared to the other items on the local scaleof eccentricity you had to
admit it was pretty far down. ÒSomuch for the dream of sociability,Ó
Eden said. ÒIn time perhaps I will get over the wound. The most recent
update concerns the arrival of my brother and the boat this morning.
Zolly had some kind of run-in at the dock, I donÕthave details on it yet.
HeÕll be staying at his city house.Ó

ÒAnd Arznaak?Ó
Eden shrugged. ÒHeÕsaround. He was out here last week but heÕs

really living in town now.Ó
ÒI brought some papers out of the swamp I want to show you while

IÕm here. Why donÕt we head back to the house?Ó
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 been talking in a
normal voice and addressing Jurtan directly he wasnÕtcertain heÕdhave
heard anything they said. He had too much on his mind as it was. In fact,
they were in the house with the Iskendarian papers spread out before
them on a table, and Jurtan had a largely devoured plate of chicken at his
elbow, before he began to pay attention again to what was going on
around him.

ÒI donÕtknow,Ó Eden was saying, shuffling papers back into a stack.
ÒSeewhat Zolly has to say; heÕsthe 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.Ó

ÒHuh,Ósaid Max. ÒAn interesting idea. Which group are you thinking
about, the One God cultists or the God is Everywhere gang?Ó

ÒThe family has some contacts with the One God people,Ó Eden said.
ÒOneGod?Ósaid Jurtan. ÒWho in their right mind would believe in

only one god?Ó
ÒSome of us donÕt believe inany,Ó Max observed.
ÒThesecultists have a more transcendental perspective,Ó explained

Eden. ÒTheyfeel that the rough-and-tumble present-day polytheism gets
in the way of confronting the real issues of the divine.Ó

ÒIfa gang of super-powered hooligans are in your face all the time itÕs
difficult to get clear of the image they create,ÓMax added. ÒTheold-line
cults think gods should be more exemplary than obviously out for their
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own good. More primal. As youÕdimagine, there arenÕta whole lot of
these cult folks left.Ó

ÒIf they might know something, why havenÕtyou gotten together with
them before now?Ó said Jurtan.

ÒIÕm only one person,Ó said Max. ÒIÕve got limits.Ó
ÒLetmego talk to them, then,ÓJurtan said. ÒTellme what you want to

know and where to find them and IÕll do it.Ó
Max looked at Jurtan, and a querulous clarinet trilled in the back of

JurtanÕshead. ÒYou mean try to get some useful contribution out of
you?ÓMax said. ÒMaybe.But thereÕssomething else I want to try with
you first.Ó

Jurtan didnÕtknow whether he liked the sound of that. He didnÕtlike
the present state of affairs either, though, and he had to acknowledge
that he couldnÕteasily have it both ways. ÒWhateveryou say,Óhe said.
ÒLet me know.Ó
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Chapter8
IF NOTHING ELSE, I thought I 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 competenceand high performance.
There was no denying it had been efficient: all IÕdhad to do to pierce
JoatalBallistaÕsdisguise and realize he was really Fradjikan was to show
up. I wassupposed to be a detective, after all, but maybe my real contri-
bution to the field was going to rest in figuring out how to eliminate leg-
work, substituting for it pure reason or the power of mind. Of course, I
may have now known that Ballista was Fradjikan, but I still didnÕthave
any idea who Fradjikan was and why he might be important.

About my traveling companion IÕddiscovered 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 a little disgruntled. I knew
I couldnÕthave 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, as if 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 IÕdbe out noth-
ing but a little time and effort spent worrying about him and wondering
what he was up to, and trying to pierce his secrets.The same would be
true of him.

Unless the samewasnÕttrue of him, which was plainly the safe way to
bet. After all, I 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 reason for Ballista to insist on stopping
at the tavern and laying over to morning when we had been in sight of
the lights of Peridol. His excuseconcerning the danger of pressing into
the city at night, what with the streetscrowded with neÕer-do-wells,dan-
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 best to ply me with drink, an effort
I 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, impliedÉ implied É

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

That apparently hadnÕtbeen the only reason for last nightÕsstop,
though. Through the haze of spotty memory, I did remember a time
when Lowell, the driver, had come in from the yard to nod pointedly at
Ballista, followed a few minutes later by Ballista slipping outside himself
when he thought I had passed out on top of the table. I hadnÕtpassed
out, though, at least not that time, and so I remembered him reentering
the common-room fifteen minutes or so later, allowing himself an ex-
pression of satisfaction which vanished as soon as I began to sputter and
stir. I would have crept after him to observe his mission except that Low-
ell had stayed behind to keep an eye on me. That, and the fact that I
thought creeping might very well have been beyond me at that point,
given the quantity of reactants I 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. IÕdthought he
might let something slip when he thought I 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 seem slightly more keyed-up, al-
most expectant, and I caught him darting a few sharp glances at me out
of the corner of my eye when he thought I was looking out the window
or nursing my headache. I actually wasnÕthung over, not really, but I
didnÕt see any point in telling him that.

If the truth be told, I 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 I thought it wasnÕtunreasonable to expect another hint, if
not outright elucidation. But no. IÕdwoken with the residual feeling that
whatever had caused the 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, I know, but on the other hand whatever might be hidden there
was certainly uncharted land. In any case, as much time as IÕdbeen
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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, I had left the city on
a number of occasions,and several times for extended periods. IÕdnever
made it to Peridol, though. IÕdseen a few other cities, even brought a
guy to ground in Edgerton, which was the biggest place anywhere at all
close to Roosing OolvayaÕsvicinity, but compared to Peridol, any place
IÕdever beenwas no better than secondrate. Fact is, compared to Peridol
anyplace built by man is no more than second rate.

ItÕsone thing to know that asabstract book-learning, however, and an-
other thing to seewhat it meant in practice. The road outside the inn had
widened before weÕdreached the tavern the previous afternoon, and
even at night when weÕdstopped 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 a few hours by the time weÕdleft, too, so weÕdeven missed the pre-
dawn and early morning peak influx of farm-fresh goods from the agri-
cultural areas into the city. Judging from the cargoes still 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 wasnÕt
the only aroma rising in the morning sun, either. You could have dis-
tilled 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 wasnÕtknown for its architecture; surely not, since
so much of it was a warren of overgrown slums crowded with folks
whoÕdheaded 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
PeridolÕssoutherly 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 PeridolÕsnotorious 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 I knew, the gods hadnÕtyet made a ruling one way or the
other on PeridolÕsemerging mercantilistic fervor. Becauseof the godsÕ
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 excellence; just the sort the gods I knew would enjoy taking down.
Still, if the gods were going to lay down the law, it didnÕt seem likely
theyÕddo it during a Knitting. Half the point of a Knitting, after all, was
its element of let-loose free-for-all, when normal restrictions didnÕt ne-
cessarily apply.

Not all of that assessmentwas purely analytical. At least a bit was due
to out-and-out wishful thinking. If something was going to break loose, I
was hoping it would wait until IÕd left town.

Of course, if I ran into any of my god acquaintancesI 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 heartÕscontent 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; I didnÕtknow enough about
the politics of the gods to tell for certain. IÕdonly picked up the fringes of
the argument from Zhardann and Jill, who were Conservationists of
some stripe, and I hadnÕtgotten any more than that from Gash, who
probably didnÕt have much more of a fixed ideology than unwavering
support for himself. IÕdprobably learned more from my brief exchange
with Phlinn Arol, whoÕdseemedsurprisingly Abdicationist in sentiment,
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than I had in days around the others. Whether IÕdlearned 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 I 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. ÒYour first time in Peridol?Ó he said.

ÒAye, that it is.Ó
ÒWhere will you go when we part?Ó
I shrugged. ÒFortuneawaits. For that matter, perhaps IÕlljust get out

here. From the looks of it IÕd make at least as a good a time on foot.Ó
ÒAfoot,Ó he said disgustedly. ÒYou may be right. If Lowell -Ó
Justat that moment, though, Lowell spotted his opportunity, a smaller

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 nearest wall. The
coach scraped against the edge of a building just in front of my window
and caromed off, but as the 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 I 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 wasnÕta 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.
ÒLate for an appointment?Ó I asked.

ÒPossibly,Óhe said. Then he added, apparently as an afterthought, ÒIf
they know whatÕs good for them theyÕll wait.Ó

I turned back and looked out the window. I stared idly at the passing
crowds and houses for a moment, but then when I glanced ahead again
we were almost at the bridge.
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Huh? I thought. We couldnÕthave gone that far that quickly, especially
since the traffic had oncemore ground to a crawl. My bout with the brew
of the previous night must have affected me more than IÕdrealized. Any-
way you cut it, it was weird, though. IÕdslipped out and back into con-
sciousness so smoothly I hadnÕt even realized IÕd nodded off.

Unless it hadnÕtbeen the aftereffect of the liquor. What if brew hadnÕt
been the only thing IÕdconsumed? What if Fradjikan had slipped me
some drug, too? It wouldnÕt be the first time for me. I didnÕtfeel narcot-
ized, but I had enough experience in thesethings to know that didnÕtne-
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 careers hunting 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 I
could identity, any new impediments to my bodily functions or pro-
cessesof thought, any untoward cravings, any É wait a minute. Did I
think that? When did I start running off at the mind like some cheap
paid-by-the-word potboiler poet? I tried to remember back. Could it be
that my thought patterns and my trains of words were occasionally be-
coming more lyrical than I was used to?

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

ÒI hope you have nothing to hide,Ó said Ballista.
ÒHuh?Ó I said again. ÒWhyÕs that?Ó
He gestured ahead. I 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, I 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, I suppose, but even more than that they seemed to have their
eyes on the district behind them. IÕdhad 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 didnÕt
mean the police deployment wasnÕtworkable 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 area to stop off
for the night or put your feet up for a quiet meal and a pipe.

Nevertheless, as I saw now, leaning out the window, these keeping-
the-peaceactivities were not the only mission the greater Peridol police
force was conducting in the area. ÒTheyÕrenot seriously trying to screen
everyone heading over the bridge,Ó I said, Òarethey? TheyÕvegot to be
kidding.Ó

ÒPerhapstheyÕvereceived some particular tip,Ó said Ballista. ÒThere
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.Ó

ÒIf you say so.ÓBut they couldnÕtbe 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 I watched, a cart
filled with wheat in sacks was 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 I didnÕthave anything to hide, or at least not anything that
could be picked out by a frisking cop. Even the fact that the checkpoint
wasnÕtstaffed by cops alone, attested to by the slightly membranous
sheen of the curtain of air hanging across the road in the midst of the
squad, shouldnÕtmake any difference to me. Most everyone seemedobli-
vious to the curtainÕspresence, even though it was rippling with con-
stant surface waves, while each live 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 sheÕdspeak 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 curtainÕsown
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, I was sure IÕdpass through it
without a peep, which had its bad side aswell as its good. At this point, I
wouldnÕthave necessarily minded elucidation on my situation whatever
its source.

As IÕdexpected, 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 IÕdfelt
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.

I hadnÕtfigured him for a magic-user, and it didnÕtlook as though he
had the kind of pipeline into oneÕsperceptions that the metabolic link to
Gashanatantra gave me, so I wasnÕtsurprised heÕdmisinterpreted what
had happened. It was more amazing to me that I hadnÕt.My ability to
pull information out of Gash was apparently still getting better. Either
that or the link improved at close range and Gash was somewhere in the
city up ahead. I wondered what would happen when the link was finally
cut. Would I retain the capabilities IÕdsoaked up, or would I be back to
the status of a blind infant as far as my rapport with sorcery was con-
cerned?Could I actually be getting attachedto the idea of being magically
literate?

ÒA square is located beyond the bridge,Ó said Ballista. ÒPerhapsyou
would like to disembark there.Ó

ÒFinewith me,ÓI 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 so the 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 I could seeanother bridge of
similar construction, and some distance off on the right a lower span
with a winched-up drawbridge section. Although IÕdobviously 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 I
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 tentacles leaving the body of an octopus. We rounded
another bend and debouched into BallistaÕssquare. 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 weÕdjoined 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 as the 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
same impact as the 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. ÒIÕll get out here,Ó I said.
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ÒI see a bit of an alcove off to the side,Ósaid Fradjikan. ÒLowell can
pull up there.Ó

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

ÒOh,yes,ÓI thought I heard him mutter under his breath, and then the
carriage pulled slowly away.

I had a rendezvous address from Shaaand no idea how to get there,
and no useful orientation to where I was, either. At my back was Fradjik-
anÕsalcove, 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. I started for the stalls. If I 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
plaque on the monument.

Somekind of minor disturbance was getting underway there, I noticed
then, as I 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 passed arch-
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 werenÕt 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 ÒFREE
KEN,Óand over on the other side was ÒRIGHTSFORÓ.I was trying to re-
member what Fradjikan had been talking 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, I 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.

I squinted through the mist. Forcelines were warping into that glow,
joining into a spinning orb. Even from this distance, I could detect the
presence of matrix programming and a catalytic power source. ItÕsnot
my problem, I tried to remind myself, but no one else was stepping for-
ward, the crowd was starting to reach that 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.

I yanked my walking stick out from its perch atop my pack and
dropped the pack on the ground. The urchin kid whoÕdaccostedme get-
ting out of the carriage was still at my heels. I dug a coin out of my belt
and showed it to him. ÒThereÕstwo more for you if you watch this pack,Ó
I told him. ÒThemoneyÕsworth more than anything you could get for
the stuff, and anyway IÕdcome after you and I guarantee you wouldnÕt
like that. Deal?Ó

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

ÒStickaround and watch. Damn it.Ó 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. I 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 horseÕsneck 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 beneath it. They were now frantically trying to dig their way out.
The sword lifted up and the rider leaned out further, preparing to chop.

I had the walking stick in my hand. It was humming, vibrating, virtu-
ally draggingme forward. IÕvealways known IÕmnot the worldÕsgreatest
swordsman. Especially after seeing Max and even ShaaI could tell what
class IÕmin, and itÕsnot theirs. IÕmcompetent, though, or enough to get
by with under normal circumstances anyway, especially since detecting
is a lot more brainwork than swordwork, or at least itÕssupposed to be if
youÕredoing it right. But IÕdalready 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. I took a last glance around. I
thought I glimpsed FradjikanÕscarriage still off to the side, but neither he
nor anyone else was volunteering their services. I subvocalized the call
to Monoch and stepped forward.

Immediately I was stumbling, almost falling to one knee as a vise
grabbed my hand and twisted me around toward the ground, but some-
how I 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.

I hadnÕt unleashed him lately. WeÕd had words about that, or
whatever passed for words when you were communicating with a testy
sword. Flaming swords are not exactly unobtrusive in the best of circum-
stances, and of course IÕdbeen trying to be surreptitious rather than
making a scene of myself, but the most important reason IÕd kept
Monoch under wraps was that IÕdmanaged to avoid a fight. Over the
same period, of course, IÕdbeen getting my increased handle on recog-
nizing the presenceof sorcery and being able to analyze it, through the
link to Gash. Monoch was alsoa link to Gash, though. I hadnÕtknown
whether letting him loose would enhance or degrade the other side of
the link, but what I certainly hadnÕtexpected was that Monoch would
start giving me advice.

The sword was recommending tactics, or to be more precise it 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 whoÕdbeen standing close had discovered to their misfor-
tune. Some had escapedwith charred clothing or singed eyebrows, but
several folks I passed on the way in were showing blisters or open red
skin. I tried to aim for the space between ÒDOWNTRODDENÓ and
ÒPEOPLE,Ódropped my head, and put on an extra burst of speed. As I
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. I heard a brief garbled
mumble, as though someoneÕsfive-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. I 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 as that 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 horseÕs 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 riderÕssword arm. I now cut to the
right under the horseÕsneck, bent low, and scrambled along the baseof
the fountain.

A large splash sounded behind me as I stood back up and a wall of
flaming water broke over the fountainÕslip and spilled full over me.
Whatever it was that was causing the water to ignite, oil or magic or
aqueous camphor, all it did was hiss and crackle when it hit my body. In
fact, I didnÕteven quite feel it hit; it was more like the fluid decided a
half-inch or so over my clothes that it didnÕtwant to fall on me after all
and ran down instead, as though I 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. I hopped the ledge around the fountain and
dropped into the water.

The horseÕsleft foreleg was within reach and Monoch was ready. As I
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 I saw a clean cut halfway through the
stone. Monoch had already pulled free and was urging me on. I dove
ahead under the horseÕsbelly as the riderÕssword plunged down into
the space IÕd just left.

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

Again we hit stone. This time the blow was more shove than slice. I
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 weÕdjust 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 crossbows to take aim at me. I 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. I broke water and let loose,
and the closest water-jet Ð now within range - went flying. The others
were creaking as they 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. I drew Monoch back like a spear
and then thrust forward, pushing off the bottom at the same time.

I 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 IÕdlaunched it. Just as I 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 werenÕtgoing to make it. The band of mist was in reach,
and I could feel the exact position of the control orb inside it, but even
this mad lunge was going to fall short.

I didnÕtknow 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 orbÕsfield and MonochÕsown bound-in magic. The
orb might even be resistant to physical attack. I knew what would hap-
pen if we didnÕt, though. I would go head first into the water, the water
jets would make it into position to bear on me, and before I could get out
of the way that big stone sword was going to come down on my head.

Except Monoch had another trick he hadnÕtmentioned. He took dead
aim on the orb at the limit of our lunge and stretched. I thought the bones
of my forearm had separated from the rest of my body at the elbow, but
that hadnÕtbeen 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 MonochÕssilver flames
flowed out to surround it. The orb cracked like a shattered egg. Its
released field-lines went flailing into the air. ThatÕswhen I finally did
smash full-length into the water, and in the commotion I gave up on fol-
lowing exactly what happened next.

When I 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. ÒI got to give you credit,Ó I told him. ÒI
figured you for just a hack-and-slash blood-drinker, but those moves
were pretty slick.Ó

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

Out beyond the charred wreckage of the stalls, the dazed crowd was
just starting to pull itself together. I spotted the kid with my pack,
though; I hoped IÕdheld onto my pocket change.At the back of the plaza
I thought I saw the top of a familiar carriage. I couldnÕttell for sure but it
wouldnÕt have surprised me in the least. Why wouldnÕt Fradjikan hang
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around to seewhat happened? WasnÕthe the one whoÕdgotten me into
this, after all?
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Chapter9
SO THAT WAS THE STORY behind the walking stick; a flaming
sword. And Fradjikan hadnÕtpicked up the slightest hint. He had been
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 werenÕttoo
many of the things around in any guise, however, which might make it
possible to track down this oneÕs pedigree, and through it SpilkasÕ own.

Spilkas himself had proved to have more surprises than merely the
sword. HeÕdbeen rather impressive, in fact. Fradjikan had put the odds
against Spilkas taking the initiative to involve himself in suppressing the
fountain and statueÕsthreat. 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 area with 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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