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Mom was too embarrassed to tell the truth. She never said aword. But I’ m not entirely stupid. |
figured it out on my own.

| was born under an evil Sar. Maybe an evil gdaxy. With zigging mad lights quarrding al over
angry lead skies.

The planets had to’ ve been so cruely misaigned that no equally maignant conjunction will be
possiblefor another hundred lifetimes.

| have afeding, though, that my partner will be thereto gloat when those celestid maladroitsagain
foregather to conspire.

Grumbling, head aching, empty mug in shaky hand, | ssomped toward the front door. Some
soon-to-be sporting an iron hook for ahand pest refused to stop bruising the oak with his knuckles.

Theair shivered with amusement that only rendered me more glum.
Anything my partner found entertaining was bound to be unplessant for me.

Inthe smal front room the Goddamn Parrot harangued himsdlf in hisdeep, hislanguagefit to
pinken the cheeks of amazons.

| had to preserve the woodwork personaly because Dean was out visiting his gaggle of homely
nieces. And the Dead Man won’t get off his can and answer no matter what the circumstances might be.
He' s had a severe attitude problem for about four hundred years. He figures just because somebody
stuck aknifein him back then he doesn’t have to do anything for himself anymore.

| peeked through the peephole.

| cussed some. Which aways makes mefed better when that old devil sixth sensetells methat
things are about to stop going my way.

Nowherein sight, for asfar asmy eagle eye could see, was there even one tasty morsdl of
femininity.

| was s0 disappointed | grumbled, “But it dways startswith agirl.” My seventh and eighth senses
darted perking. They couldn’t find agirl, ether.

Then my naturd optimism kicked in. Therewasn’t agirl around! Therewasn’t agirl around! There
wasn’t anybody out there but my old pa Playmate and a skinny gink who had to be aforeigner because
there was no way aKarentine of histype could have survived the war in the Cantard.

No girl meant no trouble. No girl meant nothing starting. No girl meant not having to go to work.
All wasright with the world after al. | could deal with thisin about ten minutes, then draw abeer and get
back to plotting my revenge on Morley Dotes for having stuck me with the Goddamn Parrot.

Another ghost of amusement tinkled through the stle air. It reminded me that the impossibleisonly



barely lesslikdly than the normd around here.
It wastimeto air the place ouit.
Then | made my big mistake.
| opened the door.
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Playmateisn’t redly ninefeet tal. He just ssemsto fill up that much space. Though he did stoop
getting through the doorway. And his shoulders were dmost too wide to makeit. And therewasn’t an
ounce of fat on the not redly ninefeet of him.

Paymate owns astable. He does the work himsdf, including al the blacksmithery and most of the
pitchfork management. He looks scary but he’ s asweetheart. His great dream isto get into the ministry
racket. His great sorrow isthe fact that TunFaireisacity aready hagridden by a backbreaking
oversupply of priestsand religions.

“Hey, Garrett,” he said. Reparteeisn’t hismain talent. But he does have asharp eye.

That’sme. Garrett. Six feet and change inches of the handsomest, most endearing former Marine
you' d ever hope to meet. The super kind of fellow who can dance and drink the night away and till
retain the skill and coordination to open adoor and let afriend in at barely the crack of noon the next
day. “That’ snot your usud homily, buddy.” I’ ve had alisten or two on occasions when | wasn'’t fast
enough or dy enough to produce a convincing excuse for missing one of hisministeria guest
gppearances or amateur night sermons at some decrepit storefront church.

Playmate favored me with asneer. He' sgot ataent for that which exceeds mine with the one
raised eyebrow. Theright side of his upper lip rises up and twists and beginsto shimmy and quiver likea
belly dancer’ sfanny. “I save the good sermons for people whose characters would appear to offer some
teeny little hint of apossbility thet there’ still hope for their salvation.”

Over inthe smdl front room the Goddamn Parrot cackled like he wastrying to lay aporcupine
egg. And that amusement stuff was polluting the psychic atmosphere again.

The dark planets were shagging their heiniesinto line.

Playmate preempted my opportunity to deploy one of my belated but brilliantly letha rejoinders.
“Thisismy friend Cypres Prose, Garrett.” Cypres Prose was awhisper more than five feet tal. He had
wild blond hair, crazy blue eyes, amillion freckles, and a permanent case of the fidgets. He scratched.
Hetwitched. His head kept twisting on his neck. “He invents things. After what happened thismorning |
promised you'd hep him.”

“Why, thank you, Playmate. And I’ m glad you came over because | promised the Metropolitan
that you’ d swing by the Dream Quarter to help put up decorationsfor the Feast of the Immaculate
Deception.”

Playmate glowered. He has serious problems with the Orthodox Rite. | gave him alook at my own
second-team sneer. It don’t dance. “ Youpromised him? For me? That’ swhat friends arefor, eh?’

“Uh, dl right. Maybe | overstepped.” Histone said he didn’t think that for asecond. “ Sorry.”

“You're sorry? Oh. That’ sgood. That makes everything al right, then. Y ou’ re not presuming on
my friendship the way Morley Dotes or Winger or Saucerhead Tharpe might.” | would never presumeon
them. Not me. No way.



The scrawny little dink behind Playmate kept trying to peek around him. He never stopped talking.
He strengthened his case congtantly with remarkslike, “Isthat him, Play? He ain’t much. From theway
you talked | thought he was gonna be ten feet tall.”

| said, “1 am, kid. But I’ m not on duty right now.” Cypres Prose had anasal edge on acracking
soprano voicethat | found extremely irritating. | wanted to clout him upside the head and tell himto
speak Karentine like aman.

Oh, boy! After closer gppraisal | saw that Prosewasn’t asold as|’ d thought.
Now | knew how he’d survived the Cantard. By being too young to have gone.

Paymate put on abig-eyed, pleading face. “He’ sas bright as the sun, Garrett, but not real long on
socid skills”

The boy managed to wriggle past Playmate’ s brown bulk. Ah, this child was definitely the sort who
got himsalf pounded regularly because hejust couldn’t get his brilliance wrapped around the notion of
keeping his mouth shut. He just naturaly had to tell large, dow-witted, overmuscled, swift-tempered
typesthat they were wrong. About whatever it was they were wrong about. What would not matter.

| observed, “ And the truth shal bring you greet pain.”
“You understand.” Playmate Sighed.

“But don’t hardly sympathize.” | grabbed the kid as hetried to weasd hismillion frecklesinto the
small front room. “Not with somebody who just can’t make the connection between cause and effect
where people are concerned.” | shifted my grip, brought the kid’ sright arm up behind his back.
Eventualy he recognized a connection between pain and not holding still.

The Goddamn Parrot decided thiswas the ideal moment to begin preaching, “I know agirl who
livesinashack . ..” Playmate’ sfriend turned red.

| said, “Why don’t we go into my office?” My officeisacustodian’ s closet with ddusions of
grandeur. Playmate is big enough to clog the doorway dl by himsdlf. We could manage the kid in there.
If | dragged him ingdefirg.

Inpassing | noted that my partner had no obvious, immediate interest in participating—beyond
being amused at my expense. Same old story. Everybody takes advantage of Mama Garrett’ sfavorite
boy.

“Inthere, Kip!” Playmateisaparagon of patience. Thiskid, though, wastaking him to hislimit. He
laid ahuge hand on the boy’ s shoulder, pinched. That would smart. Playmate can squeeze chunks of
graniteinto grave. | turned loose, went and got behind my desk. | liketo think | look good back there.

Playmate set Cypres Prosein the client’ s chair. He stood behind the kid, one hand always on the
boy’ s shoulder, as though the kid might get away if he wasn’t restrained every second. For thetime
being, though, the boy wasfocused. Totdly.

He had discovered Eleanor.

She’ sthe centra figurein the painting that hangs behind my desk. That portrays aterrified woman
fleeing from alooming, shadowy manor house that has alamp burning in one high window. The
surrounding darkness reeks of evil menace. The painting hasalot of dark magicin it. Once upon atime
it had awholelot more. It helped nail Eleanor’skiller.

At onetime, if you were evil enough, you might see your own face portrayed in the shadowy
margins.

Eleanor had poleaxed my young visitor. She Sartles everyone at first glimpse but this reaction was
exceptiond.



“| takeit he has atouch of paranormal talent.”

Playmate nodded, showed me an acre of white teeth, mouthed the words, “ There might be a
wizard in the woodpile somewhere.”

| raised an eyebrow now.
Playmate mouthed, “ Father unknown.”

“Ah.” Our lords from the Hill do get around. Often playing no more fairly than the randier godsin
some of the less upright pantheons. Offspring produced without benefit of wedlock are not entirdly
uncommon. Not infrequently those reved signsof having received the parenta gift.

| asked, “Am | going to grow abeard before | find out what’s on your mind?’ | heard athump
from upgtairs. Katie must be awake. She would boggle the boy, too.

“All right. Like | told you, this's Cypres Prose. Kip for short. I ve know him since hewasthis high.
He' saways hung around the stable. He adores horses. Lately he’ sbeen inventing things”

Another black mark behind the kid’ s name. Horses are the angels of darkness. And they’re clever
enough to fool amost everybody e seinto thinking that they’ re good for something.

“ And this matters to me because?’

That air of amused presence became more noticeable. Kip definitely fdt it. Hiseyesgot big. He
lost interest in Eleanor. He peered around nervoudy. Hetold Playmate, “I think they’re here! |
fed ... something.” Hefrowned. “But this' sdifferent. This's something old and earthy, like atroll.”

“Hal” | chuckled. “Morelikeatroll’ sugly illegitimate uncle.” Nobody had compared the Dead
Man to atroll before—except possbly in reference to his socid attitudes.

| felt him Starting to steam up.

The boy getting the Dead Man’ sgoat should’ ve told me something but instead |eft me atad
open-minded at awhen my finances didn’t at al require me looking at work. Money had been
accumulating faster than | could wasteit.

“I’ll giveyou five minutes, Playmate. Tak tome.”
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Playmate said, “1t would be better if Kip explained.”

“But can he pay attention long enough to do it? Somebody please tell me something.” Patienceis
not one of my virtueswhen |’ ve got a sneaking suspicion that somebody wants me to work.

Kip opened and closed his mouth severa times. He was trying but he’ d become distracted again.
| Sghed. Playmate did, too. “Helivesin hisown redlity, Garrett.”

“So it would seem. Y ou know him. Long timeknow him, yesyes. You tell me,
Horsepooperscoopinman. He inventsthings, yesyes? You' re here, yesyes. Why?’

“Somebody—and | have afedling it might actually be more than one somebody—has been
fallowing him around. He daimsthey’ ve been trying to dig around insde his head. Then thismorning
somebody tried to kidnap him.”

| looked at Kip. | looked at Playmate. | looked at Kip again. Heroic me, | managed to keep a
sraight face. But only because | ded with these problems mysdf on aregular basis. Particularly threats



of menta vandaism and larceny.
Another cascade of remote amusement. Kip jerked in hischair.
| suggested, “ Tell mewhy anybody would bother.”

Playmate shrugged. He seemed alittle embarrassed, no longer sure seeing me was the best idea
“Because heinventsthings? That’ swhat he thinks.”

“Sowhat’ sheinvent?’

“Ideas, mostly. Lots of ideas for devices and mechanismsthat look like they’ d work just fineif we
could get the right tools and the proper materialsto build them. We’ ve been trying to put a couple of the
sampler onestogether. In practical terms he’ smainly made little things of not much vaue. Likeawriting
gtick that doesn’t crumblein your fingerslike charcoa can but that doesn’t have to be dipped in an
inkwell or water every few seconds. Eliminates the problems you have with wet ink. And therewas a
marvelloustool sharpener. And anew style bit that isn’t nearly as hard on ahorse’ smouth. I’ m dready
using that one and it’ s been sdlling pretty well. And he has dl sorts of ideasfor complicated engines,
most of which | just don’t understand.”

Kip’s head bobbed alittle, agreeing with Playmate but about what | have no idea.
“What about family?’

Playmate winced. That wasn’t a question with which he was comfortable. Not in front of the kid,
anyway. “Kip isthe youngest of three. He hasasister and abrother. Hissster Cassieisthe oldest. She
has four years on his brother Rhafi, who has acouple on Kip. Hismother is. . . unusua.” Hetapped his
temple. “Their father ismissng.” He held up two, then three fingersto indicate that multiple fathers had
to be considered. Possibly Cypres wasn’t aware. In such matters, sometimes, mothers can be lessthan
forthcoming.

“Thewar?’

Playmate shook his head. He rested both of hishands solidly on Kip’s shoulders. It wasimpossible
for that kid to St ill. He had begun rifling through the stuff on my desk, reading snippets. He could read.
That was not common amongst youngsters. | waswilling to bet hisliteracy was Playmate’ sfault.

| pulled my inkwell out of harm’ sway whilethinking that diminating wet ink might be an amazingly
wonderful trick. When | get going | get the stuff al over the place.

The boy sad, “ There are more of them al thetime, you know. They’relooking for Lastyr and
Noodiss. They’ ve hired aman named Bic Gonlit to help them.”

“Garrett?’ Playmate demanded. “What?’
“I know Bic Gonlit. Know of him, anyway.”
“And?Y ou look puzzled.”

“Only because | am. Bic Gonlit isabounty hunter. He specidizesin bringing them back dive. Why
would he beinterested in Kip?’

Kip’stone told me he wondered why everyone esein thisworld had to be so thick. “He’ s not
looking for me. They don’t care about me. They want Lastyr and Noodiss. They’ re only bothering with
me because they think | know where thosetwo are.”

“And do you?’ Lastyr and Noodiss?
“No.” Not entirdly convincingly, | thought.

Those names didn’t fit any recognizable dot. Not quite elvish. Maybe upcountry dwarfish. Possibly
ogreish, if they represented nicknames. Noodiss sounded like something scatological in ogre diaect.



“Who arethey?’

Kip sad, “You can’t tell them from red people. They make you think you’ re looking at regl
people. Unlessyou look at their eyes. They can’t disguise their eyes”

Who can’t?“What the hell is hetalking about, Play?’

“I’m not sure, Garrett. | can’t get any more sense out of him than that. That’ swhy | brought himto

you.
“Thanks. Y our confidence makes me fed warm and fuzzy dl over.”

Playmate ignored my sarcasm. He knew metoo well. “1 thought he was mentd, too, &t first. This's
been going on for awhile. And | never saw anything to convince me that he wasn’t making up another
oneof hissories. But then somebody brokeinto hisflat. While some of hisfamily werethere. Whichis
weird, because the Proses don’t have a pot to peein. Then, next day, this morning, they cameto the
gtable. Three of them. Three strange, shiny women. |’ ve been letting Kip use acorner of the smithy for a
workshop. He does his projects there. They tried to drag him off.”

“Youdidn't let them?”’

“Of course| didn’t let them.” He was offended because |’ d even asked. “Though it wasn’t dl me.
They seemed extremely distracted by the horses. Afraid of them, even.”

“That just sounds like basic common senseto me.”
“Y ou shouldn’t joke that way, Garrett.” Playmate just will not believe the truth about horses.

“These guys know horses mean trouble and they’ ve got a beef with thiskid and those things are
somehow a surprise to you?’

Some people view the world through awhole different set of spectacles.

Playmate chose not to pursue the debate. “ Their eyeswere weird, Garrett. Almogt like holes. Or
like there were little patches of fog right there hiding them when they looked straight at you.”

| tried to imagine the encounter. Playmate abhors violence, yet, for anonviolent idedist, he can be
totaly convincing in any argument that steps on abananaped and dides off theintellectud plane.
Playmate has sense enough to understand that not everyone shares hisviews. There are some people
that need hammering and othersthat just plain need killing. There are people out there even amother
couldn’t love.

“These viditors some new kind of breed?’” All the racesinfesting TunFaire seem capable of
interbreeding. Often the mechanics aren’t easy to visualize but the results are out there on the street. At
times nature takes a very strange turn. And some of the strangest are among my friends.

Kip shook his head. Playmate told me, “Give me asheet of paper. I'll draw you apicture” He
produced asmdl, polished cherrywood box with silver fittings. When opened it reveded a battery of
atig’ stools. He took out a couple of sticks| decided had to be Kip’ sinventions

“ Another unsuspected talent.” | pushed over atorn sheet of paper. I'd only just sarted using its
back side.

| recalled seeing charcoa drawings around Playmate’ s place but | never wondered enough about
them to make adirect connection.

This detecting business requires great curiogity and attention to thetiniest details.
| was amazed once Playmate got started. “Y ou’ rein the wrong racket, Play.”

“Not much cdl for thiskind of thing, Garrett.” His hand moved swiftly and confidently. “Maybeina
carniva.” Hewasalefty, of course. They dways are. The guy who did Eleanor probably had two | eft



hands.

The portrait took shape rapidly.

“Theorigind mugt’ ve been one ugly critter.” 1t had a head like a bottom-up pear. It had amouth so
gmall it wasfit to eat nothing but soup. No ears were evident but Playmate was still drawing.

His hand moved dower and dower. A frown creased hisforehead. Pinhead sweat beads
gppeared. He strained mightily to get hishand to do something it didn’t want to do. He gasped, “Less
cal than thereisfor new preachers.”

“What’ swrong?’

“Thiswon’t come out likewhat | saw. | wanted to draw the woman in charge. A smal woman,
average-looking with ginger hair. Cut off straight above her eyes and straight al the way around the rest,
two inches down from where her ears should’ ve been.”

Thething he had drawn owned no ears.

He was drawing something that wasn’t human. Its head was shaped something like an inverted
pear. Its eyes were oversize, bulgy, teardrops shaped, evidently without pupils. He did not put in anose.
Insteed, there were dits, unconnected, forming aninverted Y.

| observed, “Thereisn’t any nose. And what about ears?’

“I thought they were hidden under her hair. | guess. . . not. There’re these dark, bruise-looking
patches down here, practically on the neck. Maybe they do the samejob.”

Thatwas weird. | couldn’t think of aracethat didn’t have ears of somekind. In fact, most races
have earsthat make our human ones ook like afterthoughts. Grest hairy, pointy, or dangly thingsdl
covered with scaes and warts.

“Old Bones, you' ve got to help us out here. Why can’t Play draw what heredly saw?’

Grumpy atmospherics. Kip squeaked. The Dead Man observed,Mr. Playmate appears to be
reproducing what was actually in front of him rather than what he believes he saw. It is possible
he was gulled by some illusion. Theillustration does resemble the boy’ s recollections of his elven
acquaintances.

“Wonderful. Play, I'll bet Coloned Block wishes he had somebody who could draw pictureslike
thisof the villains he wantsto caich.”

“The Guard can go on wishing. Y ou know I’m asimple man, Garrett. Not greedy at al. But | do
have to point out that a second-rate stable operator like mysdlf still makes a better living than the
best-paid honest policeman.”

“Most everything pays better than being honest. Y ou want to work for Block and Relway, you'd
better have a bone-deep law and order calling. Now what?’

Kip was making noises. He wasn’t asimpressed with the sketch as| was. “ The eyes aren’ tright,

”

Pay.

“They wouldn’t be, would they?” Playmate growled. “ Since whenever they look straight at you
they go al smoky. And they aren’t eyeslike ours, anyway. They don’t have any eydids.”

“It’ snot that. It’ stheir shape. They’rebulgier .. .”
Garrett!

Thekid jumped, squedled, went paper palein an ingtant, scattered the documents on my desk. He
moaned, “They’re herel They’retrying to get into my head again!” Hetried to jump past Playmate.



“Hangontohim!” | said. “That’ sjust old Chuckles deciding to pick on mefor aminute.”

Old Chuckles demurred. He sent, The young man is entirely correct, Garrett. Thereisan
unknown creature in the alleyway out back trying to look into the house. | am confusing it and
blocking it but that is extremely difficult. The work requires most of the attention of most of my
minds.

The Dead Man belongsto arare species known as Loghyr. They have that knack. Of having

multiple minds capable of paralel and independent function. I’ ve heard that some develop multiple
persondlities. | can’t imagine. Old Bonesis acomplete horror show being just one of himsdif.

Simultaneous shrieks sounded upstairs and in the small front room. | don’t know what Katie's
problem was but it was audibly obvious that the Goddamn Parrot had decided to focus his powers of
persuasion on convincing the world that he was about as sane as a drunken butterfly.

The creature is now confused by what | have done. Which is to connect it to a couple of
marginally sensitive but completely empty minds. Perhapsit will become equally lost.

“That’ sno way to tak about my girlfriend.”

The Dead Man was able to makethe air sneer. And | suppose he had a point. Nature endowed
Katie with countless ddlicious attributes. At first glance excessive intellect doesn’t appear to be one of
those. But, actudly, bimbo isa survival strategy that she haslet get out of contral.

The kid began babbling soft nonsense not unlike that of yon inebriated megamouith. It sounded
suspicioudy like some of the nonsense K atie whispered when she was about haf-adeep and purring. |
asked Playmate, “Kip have ahistory with booze or drugs?’ The kid was now not spesking any form of
Karentine| recognized. My placeisn’t the neighborhood ranting ground for any of those cultsthat
specidizein gpesking in tongues.

Even s0, soon every fourth word out of Kip’smouth sounded vaguely familiar. They may even
have been real words—completely out of context.

“No. Never. He doesn’t have that kind of imagination. But this' s exactly the way he got when
those elves camelooking for him.”

“Elves? What elves? Are we suddenly starting to get somewhere?’

“No. | just fedd more comfortable calling them elves. Say they were elf-szed but they weren'tlike
any dvesthat we know. They were femae. Y ou ever seeafemale df who didn’t ook like the devil’s
disciple?”

Not my choice of descriptivesbut | knew what he meant. Even the ugly df girls are pretty enough
and wicked enough to melt your spinewith awink and asmile and awiggleif the fancy takesthem. “No.
Never have.”

“Thesegirls. .. weren't. They were amost asexud.”
“How did you know?’

Garrett! | do not enjoy such an oversufficiency of mind-space that | can waste any following
your digressions. Save that for later. The creatureisin the alley. It is confused. It can be
captured. Will you please see to that and cease this passing the time of day with Mr. Playmate?

“Play, my sedentary sdekick tellsme one of your elvesis skulking around in the aley out back.
Why don’t we go invite him to the party? We can smack him around alittle to break his concentration.
Old Bones can ransack his mind while he’ sdistracted. Which means 1’1l be able to find out what this's
al about and you’ I find out if there’ s any real reason for you to worry.”

Damn! That wasn’t the best word to use. Playmate worries. All the time. And his worry-to-success



equation isan inverse proportion. He only gives up worrying and fussng when things get truly awful.
Garrett!

“All right!” He' s so damned lazy he can’t be bothered to die but he expects meto scurry like bees
getting ready for winter. And seesno inconsstency. “ All right. Here’ sthe officid plan, Play.”
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Playmate’ s job wasto comeinto the dley from its Wizard’ s Reach end. Being younger and more
athletic | took the longer way around so | could close in from the other direction. | trotted west on
Macunado, then ducked into a narrow, fetid breezeway, where | kicked up a covey of pixieswho were
living under an overturned basket. Poor, new immigrants, obvioudy. | knew before| saw their ragged
country costumes. “Y ou folks better find yoursel ves someplace where you won’t have to fight off the
cats and dogs and rats.” Though TunFaire’ s dogs and cats do, mostly, know better than to bother little
people. But rats, while cunning, aren’t alwaysred bright. And asfor the others, hunger hasaway of
overwhelming even the most pointed of past lessons.

Theselittle folk thanked me for my concern by swarming around me, cursing in tiny voiceswhile
threatening to stick me with teensy poisoned rapiers.

When | entered the breezeway the Goddamned Parrot was a passenger on my shoulder. Hewas
behaving. But once | started legping and swatting at those damned mosquitoes he flapped toward a
perch high above, whence he spouted gratuitous advice. To the pixies: “Stay to hisleft! He doesn’'t see
aswdl onthat sde. .. Awk!”

The racket had attracted the interest of one of those leather-winged flying lizards that sometimes
nap up on the rooftops between pigeon snacks. They aren’t common anymore, mostly because they
have trouble outthinking large rocks. They make rats and pigeons ook like shining intellectuas. They are
very dow learners.

This one looked particularly shopworn. Thetrailing edges of itswings were tattered. It had patches
of mold onitschest.

When it looked at the Goddamn Parrot it saw the answer to al its prayers.

It wasthe scruffiest flying lizard I’ d ever seen but it still looked like the answer to aprayer or two
of my own. Lifewould be so much smpler if | got rid of the chicken in the clown suit—aslong as|
could manage it in some way that wouldn’t aggravate the Dead Man or Morley Dotes. Morley had
gifted me with the jabbering vulture, accompanied by a strong suggestion that no harm should cometo
the mongter, at my hand or through my negligence.

The pixieslogt interest in me the moment the lizard Sarted trying to get into the breezeway. They
knew ared threat when they smelled one. A chorus of squed's preceded ageneral surge of the flock
toward the scrofulousflyer.

The Goddamn Parrot dropped back down to my shoulder. He was shaking. For once in his sorry
existence he was fresh out of smart-ass remarks.

Asl| got out of there the pixies proved that they’ d been playing with medl dong. As| left the
breezeway amatron zipped over to ask which cutsinterested me. “They’ sgood egtin’ on them things,
Big'un. Thegibletsisred tasty whenthey’sgrilled.”

“Y ou people keep the whole thing. | brought my lunch.” | jerked athumb at my shoulder ornament.
“Ooh. .. Pretty,” onesmal voiced piped.



Another wanted to know, “Kin we have some of the feathers?’
| sensed aonce-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Something came over me. My jaw locked up. | couldn’t mouth the offer | make amost every day,
as many as adozen times. | wanted to shriek.

| couldn’t turn loose of the dodo in the clown suit!
Thear seemed to tinkle and sparkle with invisible chuckles.

So! Old Boneswasn’t quite as preoccupied elsewhere as he wanted me to think. | should’ve
gotten suspicious when the painted jungle buzzard demonstrated such exceptional manners.

Interesting. The Dead Man hadn’t ever before touched me directly thisfar from the house. Maybe
hewas distracted. Maybe distracted so much that he couldn’t be as careful keeping thefull range of his
abilities conceded. Or maybe he just liked the Goddamn Parrot too much to let him go.

Wish | had time to experiment.

After our initid divergence of viewpoint the pixiesand | went our ways on friendly terms. Meaning
they were too busy harvesting everything but the flyer’ s squeak to waste time tormenting aBig’ un.
Though a couple of youngsters did follow me, mainly to get out of doing chores.

| headed east, down the aley, afraid my delays might have alowed my quarry to give methe dip.
Thoughif 1" d thought | would’ ve redlized that my foul-beaked companion would’ ve been barking like
the wolf at the end of theworld if the Dead Man had suffered amoment’ s disappoi ntmen.

Something buzzed behind my ear. Not the family bird-brain, who was on patrol now, or, more
likely, hitting on some nitwitted pigeon. | started to swat the sound, held up just intime. A pixiegirl,
definitely alittle inexperienced, unwittingly drifted forward far enough to be seen from the corner of my
eye.

One key to successin my racket ismaking friends. Lots of friends. In as broad arange of stations,
races, and professons asispossble. A pixiealy would be ahuge resource.

| started sweset-talking.
No telling what | might have accomplished if Fate hadn’t decided to roll my bones.
The pixieslet out sartled shrieks at the same moment that the Goddamn Parrot barked my name.

5

| got about atenth of second’ s glimpse of aman who fit his name perfectly. Unusud. Hewasdl
rounds. He had arround head with dwindling thickets of hair sagging to the south, leaving ablinding shine
behind. He had around mouth with puffy, round lips, round eyes, and a nose that was almost round as a
hog’ s snoot. He had around body, too. | didn’t get agood look at hisfeet.

The whole globular package didn’t stand but maybe five inches over five feet tall.

Thiswas Bic Gonlit. Bounty hunter. A man you’ d peg as an apple-cheeked little baker addicted to
his own products. Or aguy who cracked feeble jokesin place of rea entertainment in some dive
harboring upwardly mobile aspirations toward the lower lower class. He was a man who had to wear
elevator boots to get up enough dtitude to cork abig, handsome boy like me.

Had to be the boots. He was known for the boots. Legend said he had had them specialy made
by adwarfish cobbler in adeazy little shop off Bleak on the southern edge of the Tenderloin. So rumor



would have it, because the boots had been made into Gonlit’ s Sgnature insgde the TunFaire underworld.

Or maybe he’ d brought aladder, since ordinarily he was way shorter than me. The boots only
made him two inchestdler.

| didn’t get areal gander at the infamous boots. | didn’t see any ladder, either. | did get avague
glimpse of what looked like an overweight donkey behind my assailant, then an outstanding look at an
upwardly rushing aley surface after Gonlit legped up and whacked me across the back of my skull. The
onetap turned my bonesto jdly. | sagged into the muck like acandle left out in the summer sun. The
Goddamn Parrot and the pixie girl cheered me on. Or jeered me. Or something. They made alot of
noise. | think the donkey started laughing.

Playmate was fanning me when | opened my eyes, hoping for some blond angel of mercy. Good
friend that heis, he had dragged me into the shade and propped me against awall, dl before anyone
found me and explored my pockets for hidden treasure. | made a crippled kitten sort of sound to
express my gppreciation and ask when the angd would arrive.

Playmate said, “1 wouldn’t move around, was | you.”

“I amme. And | don’t plan to even breathe hard. My head! And | didn’t drink adrop.” This
morning. “1’ ve got to get ahold of awar-surplus helmet. One of the kind with that big-ass spike on top.”

“You'd gtill have to remember to wear it. What happened?’
“| was going to ask you.”

“I don’t know. | heard your bird screaming. Made me suspect that you’ d found yourself on the
short end again. Y ou’ ve got atalent for that. | charged up here. Behold! Y ou really werein trouble. A
roly-poly little bald guy who looked alot like Bic Gonlit was strutting around you measuring you for a
hearty whack with the great hairy club he was packing.”

“It was Bic Gonlit. | caught aglimpse before the lights went out. He must’ ve been wearing his extra
gpecid tal boots, though.”

“Thisign’'t hisnorma style, Garrett.”

“Y ou know him?’ | for sure wanted to know him better than | did now. What little | did know was
hearsay. He was abounty hunter who brought them in dive. He had quirks and unusual personal habits
and magic boots. I"d seen him just often enough to recognize him. “Y ou failed to mention that when the
name came up before.”

“I didn’t need to mention it. Kip told you al you needed. Then. | only know his reputation,
anyway. Which doesn’t include murder. He grew up in my part of town. He' d be alittle older than me.
He' s supposed to have abig taste for fine food and good wine. Including the TunFaire Gold when he
can get it. But if that redly washim he’s sure gone downhill sincethelast time | saw him.”

“That was him. Or hisevil twin. Maybe he’ s been egting 0 high he’ s had to expand hisrepertoire.”
“Hewouldn'’t just bushwhack aguy.”

“Why the hell not?” Could Playmate be that naive? Even | would bushwhack aguy fifteen inches
taller and fifteen years younger than me, not to mention fifteen stone lighter. Assuming that | was
adequately motivated.

The qudity and the nature of the motivation iswhat’ s worth debating.
On reflection Playmate decided he had no ready answer.
| asked, “Whereis he now?’



“Hetook off when he saw me coming. Jumped on a burro not much bigger than him and rode off,
covering hisface”

“Think he recognized you?’

“I expect that’ swhy he bothered to hide hisface. | mean, how many people of my sizeand
coloring arethere? And how many of those arelikdly to be caught hanging around with you?’

If Bic Gonlit knew who we were he was about to become scarcer than lizard hair. “Good points. |
wonder. Did he know whose head he was bopping before he tried to brain me?’ | have areputation,
partly for lacking humor about things like headbashing when it’ smy melon involved, partly for having
acquired anumber of close friends whose responses would be unpredictable if something unpleasant
happened to me that wasn’t my own fault. Some might start sharpening their teeth.

It’ shard to imagine it being my own fault, but, in thelaws of obligatory revenge thereare exit
codicils about “ He asked for it,” and “He needed it.”

Playmate might be one of those friends. My partner is, definitely. | like to believe that Saucerhead
Tharpe and Morley Dotes are others, dong with severd powerful, wedthy family chieftains|’ ve helped
in my time. Those include the beermaking Welders, the shoemaking Taes, and the we-don’
t-talk-about-what-we-do Contagues.

The Contagues would be the red worry for any villain, though the least likely avengers. The
Contagues captain the Outfit, the Syndicate, the Commission, the central committee of the city’s
organized crime. Their strength and reach and savagery when roused are legendary. Even our wizardly
overlords on the Hill concern themselves about needlessly rousing theire of Chodo Contague and his
daughter Belinda. Chodo and Belinda do not alow themselves to be constrained by traditiona lega
customs or the normal rules of evidence. They hurt people. And they kill people. They’ re supposed to
be my friends and they scare the whiskers off me,

At thetimeit did not occur to methat Bic Gonlit might have wanted to collect abounty on me.
“What do you want to do?’ Playmate asked.

“Besidesfind Bic Gonlit and whip fifty pounds of lard off his broad butt? Go home and get cleaned
up.” TunFaire’ saleywaysaren’t paved. Neither are they kept clean. Wherethey exist at dl they’relittle
more than broad, shalow trenches where refuse can accumulate in anticipation of eventua rains heavy
enough to carry some of the waste down into one of the storm channdlsthat drain into theriver.

It takes a conscientious sort, willing to make an extra effort, to take advantage of the travel
opportunities offered by TunFaire’ sdleys TheKing'sgood and lazy subjects employ them when they’re
too shy to dispose of something in the street out front. So by the grace of Bic Gonlit | made the intimate
acquaintance of some of my neighbors’ greatest embarrassments—most of which, of course, would
seem trivid to adisnterested witness.

Often the secret vice that concerns you most is of no interest whatsoever to anyone whose opinion
you dread. The main problem existsinside your own head.

That’ s one of those thingsmost of uslearntoo late. A life-skills version of the destroyer comeback
that pops up wearing abig, goofy grin three hours after some boor qualifies for asound verba caning.

“Thanks” | told Playmate. “Y our timing was perfect.”
“Weamto please”

“Where' sthe other one?’

“Who?’

“The guy we came out hereto watch. Theweird €f.”



Playmate shrugged. “If hewas till here he had aknack for the invisble. Maybe the Dead Man was
able to keep track.”

Probably wouldn’t admit it if hedid. “Let’ssay I’'m cynica about hisability.” Therewasno sgn of
the Goddamn Parrot, either. Nor any of pixies. Did some small-size skulls get cracked, too? Might be
worth the headache if somebody capped that dodo. “Did you notice what happened to Mr. Big? My
bird?’

Paymate shook his head.

“Never mind.” | wouldn’t bet two dead flies on tripping over the amount of good luck necessary to
get me shut of that magpie cleanly. “Let’ sget out of here.”

Playmate grunted. He was uncomfortable there. He was a preacher, not an adventurer. And
unwanted adventures seemed to bubble up around me. Maybeit’smy diet. Though if complainedat 1'd
point out that he’ d brought this one on himself.

We abandoned the dley, brokenhearted over our failure.

Folks on Wizard’ s Reach raised eyebrows, pinched their noses, and turned away. But nothing
helped me. It didn’t matter which way | turned my head or how tightly | pinched my nose, | could il
smell me. And | wasway past ripe.

Maybe a sudden thunderstorm would come up and wash me down to theriver.
Maybe they ought to put al the unemployed ex-soldiersto work cleaning the city.

Never happen. Makes too much sense. And it would cost public monies that can be put to better
use lining somebody’ s pockets.

The neighborslogt interest in me when somebody hollered, “ There goesone!” and everything came
to ahat while the entire population stared at the sky. | was a couple beatslate. | saw nothing. “What the
hdll isthet dl about?

Playmate looked a melike he’ d just flipped a boulder and discovered a new species of foal. “
Wherehave you been? There’ ve been strange lights in the Sky and weird things hurtling around overhead
for weeks. Longer than that, if you believe some people. | thought everybody in TunFaire knew about
them and was watching for them.”

“Wdl, not me. Tdl me”

Playmate shook his head. “Y ou have to get out of the house more, Garrett. Even when you'’ re not
working, Y ou need to know what’ s going on around you.”

| couldn’t argue with that.
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“What the hdl?” My front door stood wide open.

“Maybe Kip ran away.” From the vantage of his superior dtitude Playmate surveyed Macunado
Street, uphill and down. “Which would be stupid. He can’t find hisown way home.”

| gave him araised eyebrow look. “Where do you find them?’ He’ sworse than Dean is. Dean
being the antediluvian artifact who serves as my live-in cook and housekeeper. Who has severa huge
persondity flaws. Thoseinclude acting like my mom and my dad and having a soft heart bigger than my
often somnolent sidekick. But Dean does confine his overweening charity to kittens and strange young
women. Playmate will take in anything, including birdswith broken wings and nearly grown boyswho



need aguide to get around their own hometown.

Playmate was too concerned to talk. He charged up my front steps and into the house. | followed
at amore dignified pace. | wasn’t used to dl that exercise.

“Hey, Garrett! He' sright wherewe left him.”

Absolutdly. Kip was nailed to the client’ s chair, wearing an expression like he’ d just enjoyed a
divine vigtation. The Dead Man was holding him there. But that couldn’t account for the goofy
expresson.

“Then who |eft the door open?’
Your lady friend became distressed when she could find no one willing to make her

breakfast. When the boy just stared at her and drooled she stormed out. That sparkling sense of
amusement hung in the air once more, rich and mellow, with well-defined edges.

“But you had plenty of brainpower left over to hold and manage this nimrod.”

Being dead had corrupted somebody’ s sense of relative vaues. The streets are swamped with
goofbdls. But Katieisunique. Katieislike areligious epiphany. “ And what happened to the talking
buzzard?” Hewould know. The Goddamn Parrot was almost athird arm and extramouth for him
anymore. He' s going to weep grest tears when that vulture bites the dust. Though Morley isfond of
reminding methat parrots can live about amillion years. If something doesn’t wring their scrawny necks.

I"1l weep mysdlf when he’ sgone. Tears of joy.

Mr. Big istracking the creature you failed to capture because you were unable keep your
attention on the matter at hand.

“Y ou mean Bic Gonlit, the guy who made his escape on a galoping donkey? Because nobody
bothered to warn me that it was him hanging around in the dley, leaving me unprepared?’

Apparently an oversight on my part. | detected no second presence out there. Which isno
longer of any consequence, now, anyway. But | would be remissif | failed to point out that you
should have been better prepared, knowing there could be difficulty.

“No consequence? Difficulty?Y ou aren’t the one the little pork-ball whapped upside the head.”
Spare us your unconvincing histrionics, Garrett.

Unconvincing? | was convinced. | took adeep bregth. 1’ d never gotten in thelast word yet but like
an old-timer married fifty years|’m an eterna optimist. It could happen. There might come aday. It
might be today.

Actudly, it’ll probably comewhen I’m on my desthbed and the Resper snatches me before Old
Bones can come back at me. Except that Chuckles might decide to come after me. He’ sdready got a
head dtart.

Degth. Now there’ saguy who knows how to have the last word.

Mr. Big isfollowing the creature | sensed in the alley, Garrett. Not any sad little manhunter
named Gonlit. | had thought you would understand that. A most unusual creaturethisis, too.
Nothing like it has entered my ken before. Most notably, it seems capable of rendering itself
invisible by fogging the minds of those around it. It is amazng.

“And you keep telling me there’ s nothing new under the sun.”

Playmate’ s scravny young buddy finally collected himself enough to notice us. “What happened to
you guys?Y ou smell awful.”

My good and true friend Playmate announced, “What you smdll is Garrett. | myself am redolent of



roses, lilacs, and other sweet herbal delights.”

| glared at Playmate. “Weran into Bic Gonlit.” | turned my glower on the boy. He did not legp at
the opportunity to have a chuckle at my expense. Maybe he wasn’t atotal socia disaster at al times.
Maybe he retained some rudimentary, skewed sense of salf-preservation.

That'sMama Garrett’ shig boy. He can find aslver lining inddethe ugliest sow’ s ear. Maybe he
didn’t have any sense of humor at al. Kip looked to Playmate for confirmation. Playmate told him, “It
was Gonlit.” Then he told me, “Do something about your sweet sdif. | have a strong feding we' re about
to get out amongst the people. | wouldn’t want you to embarrass yourself.”

Y et again the stardust of amusement twinkled in theair.l would propose that Mr. Playmate has
offered excellent advice, Garrett.

| smelled doom. | smellediit like |’ d smdled leaf mold inthe jungle every timeit’ d rained while |
wasintheidands. It wasin theair, sneezing thick. | did not have to sniff to catch awhiff.

| was about to be cursed. Squirm as| might | was about to have to go to work. All because | had
been dim enough to open my door and let troublewalk in.

| whined, “Where onthe gods’ green earth isthe beautiful girl?” 1t’d never failed before. I'd dways
gotten some wonderful eye-candy out of . . . “Yikel”

Old Dean, who pretends to be the chief cook and housekeeper around here, but who isredlly the
wicked stepmother, had stuck his bitter, persimmon-sucking face into the office. “Mr. Garrett? Why isit
that | return hometo find the front door standing wide open?’

“It was an experiment. | wastrying to learn if crabby old people will kick adoor shutbefore they
gtart complaining about it having been left open. Of particular interest are crabby old menwho liveina
household where their status more closely gpproximates that of aguest than something more eternal. So
you tell me. Do you have any idea? Where’ sthe girl?”

Dean doesn’t have much of a sense of humor. He offered me the full benefit of his hard, gray-eyed
gare. Asaways, he was rock-confident he could demonstrate to the world that my second greatest flaw
ismy frivolous, incautious nature.

He bdieves my greatest failing to be my persistent bachelorhood. That from a character who never
got within rock-flinging range of matrimony himsalf. | put up with him because heis awonderful cook
and housekeeper. When the mood takes him. And because he’ s cranky enough to hold his own with the
Dead Man—though when he has his druthers he has nothing to do with Old Bones at all.

“Let’snot fuss,” | told him. “I haveadlient here”

Bad word choice. That brightened Dean right up. Little pleases him more than knowing that I’'m
working.

| ground my teeth abit, then continued, “ So let’ s get this sorted out quickly. I’ ve got to catch up
with Katie.” Before she developed an attitude toward me that | was sure to regret.

Dean scowled as he headed toward the kitchen. Katieisn’t one of hisfavorites. He doesn’t
approve of Katie. He hasn’t been able to charm her the way he did my few other, occasiona femae
friends.

| fear Miss Shaver will have to wait, Garrett.
“No. Not hardly. Right now there’ s nothing more important than Miss Shaver.”

Playmate and Kip appeared startled. Old Bones hadn’t included them in his message. Though Kip
did look baffled and kept rubbing his head and looking around like he knew something was going on.

| have exceeded myself somewhat, ethically, in reviewing the boy’s memories. There being



SO many questions accompanied by so few answers it seemed possible that the best course was to
see if he might not know something without being aware that he knew it.

Plausble, if prolix. | had used that argument on him atime or three, trying to prod himinto
becoming alittle more aggressve in mining the thoughts of visitors and suspects. “And what did you
discover?’ Y ou haveto give him hisline or hewon’t communicate.

Very little, to tell the truth. This boy has no more than two toes anchored inside our reality.
His head is occupied by a totally eclectic jumble of fantasic nonsense and it is amidst that that he
lives most of the time. He is always the hero in his own tale.

wdl, aen'twedl?

Some of his fantasies recall well-known epics and sagas. Some have their genesisin common
storytellers’ tales. Some are mutant versions of historical events. And even a few things might
possibly have some basis in truth—behind the fantasy stuff he has built on top of genuine events.
Inside his head it isimpossible to discern the real from the imagined.

“If mogt of it concerns girlsit sounds like theingde of anorma boy’ s head.”

You would think that way. And you would be incorrect. While it does concern girls, some of
it, it does so principally in the clever and daring methods by which he rescues the enchanted
princess or other damsel in distress. While there are several of them | have yet to discover any of
his fantasy women less than chastely clad or treated.

| gave Kip aquick glance consisting of about eighty percent worry and twenty percent accolade.
Though | suspected that respect for women was not areal part of the equation. Naiveté would be the
red culprit.

The Dead Man continued, He isacquai nted with creatures he knows as Lastyr and Noodiss.
They are not human but the boy has not cared enough about the answer to find out what they
really are. Theimagesin his mind are not familiar to me.

Theimage that appeared in my mind, then, was unfamiliar to me aswdll. “Inbreeding? Or
interbreeding?’ Y ou need only stroll around TunFaire afew hoursto see the incredible range of Nature’s
artistry and her bottomless capacity for the crud practical joke.

Perhaps. And, perhaps, they are something never before seen. In thisworld.

“Le’snot turn darmist!” 1 growled. Alarmed. Once upon atime not long ago | got into a
head-butting contest with something never before seen at that time: very nasty, never-brush-their-teeth
and talk-back-to-their-mamas foul, elder gods who thought that the god racket would be alot softer if
they could bust out of the dark place where they were confined and could come set up shop in our
world.

There was nothing supernatural about the watcher in the alley, Garrett. Quite the opposite, |
think. Therewas no magic init at all. It seemed as though it stood entirely outside the realms of
the magical, the metaphysical, and the supernatural.

| gobbled acouple pints of ar whilel tried to make sense of that, trying to sort through the
countlessimplications. A world without magic! A place of order and predictability, with dl evil fled!

Darker possibilities occurred to me aswell.

Playmate began to poke and prod me with asingletree forefinger. “ Garrett, | know it’sabig,
empty wasteland without many landmarks but how about you don’t get lost insde your own head right
now?’

| shook the gourd in question. The waste space was anything but empty right now. Mogt of that



specul ation seemed to be leaking over from the Dead Man’ s secondary minds. Suggesting that the
puzzle had him sufficiently intrigued that he had become incautious where histhoughts strayed.

“Sorry. Chuckles got me going for aminute.”
“"Twould seem that he’ s gotten Kip going, too.”

The boy was asrigid asafence post. All the color had drained from behind his freckles. His
eyelidswere closed. When | lifted one | found his eyeball rolled up so that he seemed to have no pupil.
“What did you do here, Smiley?’

The Dead Man launched along-winded paean of salf-exoneration. | sensed its complete lack of
substance right away and focused on Playmate. “ So cut the bull and tell me what you want from me.”

“I supposewhat | redlly want isfor you to look out for him. Kip’saroyd pain sometimes, Garrett,
but that’ s mostly because nobody ever taught him how to get aong with people. He befriended a couple
of gtrays. Lost soulsin the physical sense. Hetook care of them. They were grateful. That made him fedl
important. Same as| feel when | take care of him and the horses. He shouldn’t get hurt for that.”

Paymate was right. The world needed more hel pful and considerate people. But | was looking at
something ése. Some very complex things seemed to be going on inside Playmate right now. Hewas
taking this more persondly than he should.

“Y ouwouldn’t be the missing father here, would you?’ That sunned Playmate. He chomped air a
couple of times, in away that |eft me wondering if | hadn’t somehow struck nearer the mark than 1’ d
thought possible. One glance and even the most cynicd student of human folly would understand that
Cypres Prose was no kin to Playmeate.

“Don’t try to provoke me, Garrett.”

“Huh?’ Provocationisn’t my style. Not with my friends. Not very often, anyway. Not the ones that’
rethree feet taller than me and strong enough to hold a horse under one arm while using the off hand to
change the mongter’ s shoes.

“I'm sorry. | gpologize. Thismessis keeping me on edge.”

“Why isthat?" By now | had resgned mysdlf to not being able to make peace with Katie anytime
soon. “Why don’t you just lay thiswhole thing out so we don’t have to pick you guys apart just so we
can assemble enough information for meto start?’

I’vefound that clients never want to tell the whole story. Never. Another given isthat they’ regoing
to lieto you about haf of what they tell you. They want results without having to reved anything
embarrassing. They lie about amost everything. The worst offenders are those who havefdlenvictimto
their own greed or stupidity. They expect results, too.

Playmate was not a bad client. Hisfib quotient was pretty low, probably, as much because he
knew about my partner as because he’s naturally agood guy. He talked agood ded but failed to tell me
much more than | had gotten aready. Kip had become friendly with apair of oddballs named Lastyr and
Noodiss, no other names given. He had helped them learn their way around. After awhile other
oddballsturned up looking for the first two. Inasmuch asthey never explained their interest, that was not
taken to be benign. Especidly considering recent events at the stable and Kip’ shome. Not dl of the
oddballs were necessarily the same kind of oddball.

Lastyr and Noodiss had been around for most of ayear. Those hunting them had shown up only
recently. All the elves seemed very determined.

Kip nodded alot and didn’t add anything. | trusted the Dead Man would collect anything that
reached the surface of the boy’ sthoughts.



Paymate told me, “1t may be coincidence. Kip’s dways made up fantastic stories. But it wasright
after those first two characters showed up that he started inventing things. | mean, things that worked or
looked like maybe you could make them work.”

The boy’s head is bursting with the images of the most amazing mechanisms, Garrett.
He seemed completdly thrilled.

| asked, “What would you suggest | do?’

“Jugt gtick with usfor awhile)” Playmate said.

Investigate.

“Investigate what?’

Let your experience be your guide. And,Whatever else you do, do try to catch one of those
creatures and bring it here to see me.

“I'mthe miracleworker of TunFare, aren’t1?’
Aren't|?
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There was no sign of Katie when we stepped out the front door, me freshly bathed and cleanly
dressed in hand-me-down apparel that approached the respectable. My sweetie had an hour head start
now. And would be bailing like an overheated tegpot.

Katie was going to require some cautious cooling down. | definitely didn’t want her getting too cold.
| did spot Dean. Headed home. Where the hell had he been? He wasn’t carrying anything.

He dropped a coin—a coin that belonged to me because he’ d never give away a chipped copper
of hisown—onto the tattered blanket of a streetside fortune-teller. That caught her completely by
aurprise. Neverthel ess, she gave him atoothless blessing.

Therewasan idea. | ought to hang out a shingle proclaiming mysalf agreat psychic. Old Bones
could rummage around ingde their heads and feed me the items | would use to impress them enough to
make them turn loose of their money.

An open mouth precludes open ears.

“What the hell doesthat mean?’ | hadn’t said anything. “I hateit when you talk that ancient wisdom
guff. The butterfly is slent when the eagle walks upon the sand.”

| patted myself down. | was equipped with an arsenal of —maosily—nonlethd tools of mayhem.
“Lead On, Play.”

Playmate descended the steps and turned | eft. | followed, keeping Kip between us.
Dean met us at the foot of the steps. “Where you been?’ | asked.
“Running acouple of errands.”

“Ah.” | ssid no more. No point |etting him know he gave himsdlf away whenever he was snesking
around doing something on the Dead Man’ sorders. “ L et us continue, friend Playmate.” | studied the
street as we resumed moving. | saw nothing out of place.

Macunado Street is a busy thoroughfare, day or night. A ferocious downpour or bitter winter
wegther are about al that will clear it. The street was particularly busy today. But it was conventionaly



busy. Not one known villain, nor apotentid riot, was anywherein sght.
“Who wasthat?" Playmate asked after | waved to aneighbor.
“Mrs. Cardonlos. The police spy. Sometimes tormenting her isthe only fun to be had.”

“There’ re occasionswhen | despair of you, Garrett. There' re times when you appear to be your
own worst enemy. Why on earth would you want to taunt someone who has the power to tell lies about
you to people who'd just as soon feed you to the rats?’

“Because Rdway’ s bunch would be more suspiciousif | didn’t.” Ded Relway isthe master of
TunFare’s unacknowledged secret police force. | know him because | was there when that particular
terrorbird hatched. Its existence has become an open secret, anyway.

| do get nervous sometimes, knowing what | do know about some key individuals. Relway wouldn’
t hesitate to bend or bresk the law in his determination to maintain law and order. He might not hesitate
to bend or break me.

Playmate’ slivery establishment was less than an hour avay. We reached it without running into
trouble. Oncewedid | borrowed his kitchen to brew mysdlf afresh mug of headache medicine.
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Kip’slittleworkshop didn’t tell me much. It was evident the kid knew histools, though. He had a
hell of acollection, hdf of which | didn’t know what they were. He had a hundred unidentifiable projects
going. As soon aswe walked in he grabbed afile and went to work on notchesin around meta plate
about eight inchesin diameter. It took him only afew seconds to become totally focused.

“What the hell 7’ | asked.

Paymate shrugged. “I don’t know. Part of one of hismachines. | can show you the picture he had
me draw.”

“I meant, how come he suddenly goes from being something you have to keep on aleash to being
somebody who’ s blind to the whole damned world?’

Another expressive shrug. Playmate showed me into hisforge area, which had expanded
congderably snce my last visit and which was an amazing clutter of junk and what |ooked like things
half-built. I wondered how he got any shoeing done.

From some niche Playmate produced aleather folder filled with dozens of sheets of good linen
paper. He shuffled through unsuspectedly good bits of artwork until he located the piece he wanted. |
glimpsed my own likenessin passing. “Now that was agood-looking young man.”

Paymate grunted. | think that was meant to be neutral but failed to sound like it when he observed,
“The operative word being ‘was.” ”

There were more portrait sketches. They were al good. | recognized severa people.

How many hidden taents did Playmate have? He surprised me every few months.

The portfolio contained more sketches of devicesthan of people. Some were redlly complicated,
highly unlikely mechanisms. And afew didn’t seem complicated at al. One of those was alittle
two-wheder cart with apair of long shafts sticking out in front. A man had been sketched in as pulling it,
conveying another seated in the cart.

Something like that, without the shafts, sat about ten feet from where | stood. “Y ou’ retrying to
build some of thesethings?’



“Unh?Oh. Yeah. All of them, eventudly. But there’ re problems. With that thing I’ m having trouble
finding long enough polesthat’ re il light. But wedid test it. 1t [l work.”

HWI,,Iy?l

“Because we have an extremely lazy complement of wealthy peoplein thistown. And alot of
unemployed young men who need something to keep them out of trouble. My notion isto build afleet of
those things and rent them out at nomina fees so some of those young men have away to makealiving.
Which will keep them out of trouble a the sametime.”

Having away to makealiving didn’t keep me out of trouble.

That was Playmate, though. Finding away to get rich doing good deeds. Except that then he would
end up giving away any wedth he acquired.

Next to the cart stood a second mechanism. | could not figureit out. It had three whedls. Two
were about afoot in diameter and were mounted at the ends of awooden axle. The other was about
two and ahdf feet in diameter, turning on a hardwood pin which passed through the ends of atwo-lined
wooden fork. That rose through the upper end of an arc of hardwood that curved down to the
two-whed axle. A curved crossbar above the hardwood arc alowed the larger whedl to be turned right
and |eft.

| did not see a sketch of that in Playmate’ sfolio. “What isthat?’

“Wejud cdl it athree-whed. Let mefinish showing you this. Then I’ let you see how it works.
Here. Check this. It’satwo-whed. I1t’samore complicated cousin of that.” He extracted adrawing.

This mechanism had two whedls of equa size, fore and aft, with arider perched amidships, as
though astride ahorse. “1’m not sure | get this”

“Oh, | don'’t, ether. Kip explains these things when he has me draw them but | seldom understand.
However, everything he finishes putting together does what he saysit will do. And sometimesit seems o
obvious afterward that | wonder why nobody ever thought of it before. So | take him on faith. This
engine—and that one there—gets around on power provided by therider’ slegs. If you want to know
much more than that you’ Il have to ask Kip. He'll turn human after awhile. Come here” Heled meto
the three-whedl.

“Climb up here and st down.”

The wooden arc part of the mechanism boasted a sort of saddle barely big enough for amouse.
When | sat onit my butt ached immediately. “ So what isit? Some kind of waker with wheds?’ If so,
my legsweretoo long. “1’ ve seen lots better wheelchairs.” Chodo Contague has onethat is so luxurious
it comeswith acrew of four footmen and has its own hegting system.

“Put your feet up on these things.” He used the toe of a boot to indicate an L-shaped bar that
protruded from the hub of the big whedl up front. “The one on the other side, too. Good. Now push.
With your right foot. Y our other right foot.”

The three-whedl moved. | zipped around in atight circle. “Hey! This'snest.” My foot dipped off.
Theend of theiron L clipped my anklebone. | iterated severd words that would have turned Mom red.
| reiterated them with considerable gusto.

“We'reworking on that. That can’t be much fun. We' re going to drill ahole down the center of a
flat piece of hardwood . . .”

| got the hang of the three-whedl quickly. But there wasn’t enough room to enjoy it properly in
there. “How about | take it out in the stireet”’

“I"d redly rather you didn’t. I’ m sure that’ swhy we’ ve had the trouble we’ ve had. Kip took it out



there, racing around, and before he got back he had severd peopletry to take it away from him. And
right afterward the strange people started coming around.”

| scooted around the stable for afew minutes more, then gave up because | couldn’t enjoy the
mechine’ sfull potential under such constrained circumstances. “Are you planning to make three-whedls,
too? Becauseif you are, | want one. If | can afford it.”

Paymate’ s eyeslighted up as he saw the possbility of paying my feeswithout having to part with
any actua money. “I might. But honesty compels me to admit that we’ re having problemswithiit.
Especidly with getting the whedl s and the Steering bar to move fredly. Lard doesn’t seem to betheided
lubricant.”

“Andit drawsflies” Plenty of those were around. But the place was a stable, after all.

“That, too. And the kinds of hardwoods we need to make the parts aren’t common. Not to
mention that we' d have to come up with whole teams of woodworking craftsmen if we were to build
even afraction of the number of them we think we’ d need to satisfy the demand there’ d be once people
darted seeing them in the Streets.”

“Hire some of those out-of-work veterans to make them.”
“How many of them, you figure, arelikely to be skilled joiners and cabinetmakers?’

“Uhn. Not to mention wheelwrights.” | walked around the three-whed!. “ That geekoid kid over
there actudly thought thisup?’

“Thisthing and awhole lot more, Garrett. 1t’ Il be amechanica revolution if we ever figure out how
to build dl of thethings he can imagine.”

| did down off the three-whedler. “What do you cdl this?’
“Likel told you. Just three-whed.”

There had to be something that sounded more dramatic. “Here’ sanotion. Y ou could train your
veterans just to do what it takes to manufacture three-wheels. That wouldn’t be like them having to learn
al about making cabinets and furniture.”

“Andthen|’d have guild trouble.”

| stared at the three-whedl, Sighed, told Playmate, “1 guarantee you, somebody’ s going to get rich
off thisthing.” My knack for prophecy islimited but that was a prediction | made with complete
conviction. | had no trouble picturing the streets of the better neighborhoods overrun with three-wheels.

“Someone with fewer ethica disadvantagesthan | have, you mean?’

“That wasn't what | was getting at, but it’safact. As soon as you get some of those things out
there you’ re going to have people trying to build knockoffs.” | had athought. Lest it get lonely | sent it
out into the world. *Y ou said Kip took this one out and somebody tried to take it away from him?’

Playmate nodded.

“Could it bethat Kip’s having problems because somebody wantsto stedl hisideas?’ I’ m surethat
I’ m not the only royal subject bright enough to see the potentia of Kip’sinventions.

Playmate nodded. “ That could be going on, too. But there’ s definitely something to the trouble with
theweird dves. And right now |’ m more worried about them. Stay here and keep an eye on Kip while |
make usdl apot of tea.”

Ever civilized, my friend Playmate. In the midst of chaoshe’ll taketimefor amenities, dl withthe
appropriate service.
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Kip tired of filing hismetd whed. He put it asde and started fiddling with something wooden. |
watched from the corner of one eye while | thumbed through Playmate’ s drawings and sketches. The
man redlly was good. More s0 than with portraits, he had ataent for trandating Kip’ sidessinto visud
images. Therewas alot of written information on some of the sheets, inscribed in ahand that was not
Paymate’s.

“How do you come up with this stuff?’ | asked Kip. | didn’t expect an answer. If he heard it at all
the question was suretto irritate him. Cregtive people get it al thetime. They get tired of questionsthat
imply thet the artist couldn’t possibly produce something out of the whole cloth of the mind. It wasa
question | wouldn’t have asked a painter or poet.

Kip surprised me by responding, “1 don’t know, Mr. Garrett. They just come to me. Sometimesin
my dreams. |’ ve always had ideas and a head full of stories. But lately those have been getting better
than they ever were before.” He did not look up from the piece of wood he was shaping.

He had become a different person now that he was settled in the sanctuary of hisworkshop. He
was calm and he was confident.

| wondered how much puberty had to do with his problems and crestivity.

Tucked into the back of Playmate’ sfalio, folded so | nearly overlooked them, were four smaller
sketches of strange “elves.”

“Would these be some of the people who’ re giving you ahard time?’

The boy looked up from hiswork. “ Those two are Noodiss and Lastyr. Left and right. They’rethe
good ones. | don’t know the other two. They may be some of the ones Play ran off.”

Playmate arrived with thetea. “ They are.”

“| told you your talent would be awonderful tool in the war againgt evil. See? We havetwo villains
identified dready.”

“Dowe, then?’

No, we doedn’t, doed we? We had sketches of a couple of likely baddies about whom we knew
nothing whatsoever. | wasn’t even sure they were the same kind of elves asthe other two. They didn’t
look like the same breed in the sketches.

| changed the subject. “1 have an idea, too.”
Man and boy looked at me skepticaly.

“It can happen!” | indsted. “Look. Y ou see how much work it was making the steering handles for
your three-whedl? Y ou could use ox hornsinstead. Y ou could get them from the daughterhouses.”
Though the two of them began to look aghast | warmed to greater possibilities. “Y ou could get them to
save you the whole skull with the horns till attached. Y ou could produce aspecia death’ s-head model
three-whed for customersfrom the Hill.”

Playmate shook his head. “ Drink your tea, Garrett. And plan to go to bed early tonight. Y ou need
theres.” | offered him ahard glower.

Guess | need to practice up. Hewasn’t impressed. He just smiled and told me, “ Y ou’ re garting to
hdlucinate.”

“And | should leave that to the experts. All right. Why don’t | do some work? What can you tell
me about these maybe elvesthat you haven’t told me dready?’



“They egt alot of ugly soup,” Playmate told me. “My drawingsdon’t do them justice.”

None of them appeared particularly repulsive to me. And | said 0. Those homely boysdidn’t
know it but | waslooking out for them.

“Cdl itaninner glow kind of thing. You’ll seewhat | mean when you meet one.” He sounded
confident that I’ d do so.

“Kip? Anything you can say to help out here? It’ sredly your assthat’ sontheline”

Playmate advised, “ Despite earlier events Kip gtill isn’t quite convinced that he’sin any trouble
himsdf.”

Most people are that way. They just can’t believethat dl this crap israining down on them. Not
even when somebody isusing ahammer to beat them over the head. And they particularly can’t believe
that it’ shecause of them.

We talked while we enjoyed our tea. | asked more questions. Lots of questions, most of them not
too pointed. | didn’t get many useful answers. Kip never said so, of course, but now that he was where
he felt safe himself his main concern was his friends with the absurd names. He had decided that not
telling me anything was the best way to shield them.

“It’ snot me you need to protect them from,” | grumbled. “It’ snot methat’ slooking for them.” He
might not know exactly where they were hiding but | waswilling to bet he had agood ideawhereto
dart looking.

Playmate offered nothing but a shrug when | sent him amute look of appeal. So he was going to be
no help.

Playmateisafirm believer inletting our young people learn from their mistakes. He had enlisted me
in thisthing because he wanted to keep Kip’ s educational process from turning lethal. Now he was
going to step back and let events unfold ingtructionally.

“Y ou do know that I’ m not real fond of bodyguard work?’ | told Playmate.

“I do know you’re not fond of any kind of work that doesn’t include the consumption of beer as
the main responghility of thejob.”

“Possibly. But asking meto bodyguard is like asking an operadivato sing on the corner with a
hurdy-gurdy man. | have more talent than that. If you just want the kid kept safe you should round up
Saucerhead Tharpe.” Tharpeisso big you can’t hurt him by whacking him with awagon tongue and so
dumb hewon’t back off from ajob aslong as he’ s ill awvake and bregathing.

“It was your remarkable talents that brought me to your door,” Playmate responded, his pinky
wagging in thewind as he plied histeacup. “ Saucerhead Tharpe resembles aforce of nature. Powerful
but unthinking. Rather like afdling boulder. Unlikdly to change courseif the moment requires aflexible
response. Unlikely to become proactive when innovation could be the best course.”

| think that was supposed to be complimentary. “Y ou’ re blowing smoke, aren’t you? Y ou can’t
afford Saucerhead.” 1’ d begun roaming through the junk and unfinished inventions, growing ever more
amazed. “He’ d want to get paid up front. Just in case your faith in him was misplaced.”

“Wdl, thereisthat, too.”

Therat. He'd counted on the Dead Man’ s curiosity to keep meinvolved with this nonsense,
whether or not | got paid.

Don’t you hate it when friends take advantage of you? | picked up the most unusua crossbow |'d
ever seen. | used to be pretty good with one of these things. What’ sthis one for? Shooting through
castlewd|s?’ Ingtead of the usud lever this crosshow was quipped with apair of hand cranksand a



whole array of gears. Cranking like mad barely drew the string back. Which was amisnomer. That was
acablethat looked tough enough for towing cand boats.

“We'retrying to develop arange of nonlethal weaponry, too,” Playmate told me. “ That’ s meant for
knocking down aman in heavy armor without doing any permanent injury.”

| didn’t ask why you’ d want to do that. Didn’t mention that, sooner or later, the guy was going to
get back up and get after you with renewed enthusiasm. | just hefted the crossbow. “ Supposed to bea
man-portable ballista, eh?’ It had some heft to it.

“The bolts are there in that thing that looks like a pipe rack.”

“Huh?’ | wouldn’t have recognized them otherwise. They looked more like miniature, deformed
jugdler’ sclubs. Two had padded ends. Again | refrained from telling Playmate what | thought.

| bedieve | understood what Morley fedseach time | shy off what | consider gratuitous
throat-cutting. Playmate’ s boundary of acceptable violence was as much gentler than mine as minewas
gentler than friend Morley’s.

| loaded one of the quarrels, looked around for atarget, shrugged when Playmate grumbled, “Not
insde, Garrett,” exactly as he no doubt had at Kip afew hundred times.

“All right,” | said. “Kip. You never did tell me why these eveswant to catch your friendswith the
drange names.”

“I don’t know.” Hedidn't look at me. Hewas alousy liar. It was obvious that he had some idea.
| looked at Playmate. He gave me alittle shrug and allittle headshake. He wasn't ready to pushit.
| asked, “ So where do we go from here?’

Playmate shrugged again. “1 waslooking at doing the trapdoor spider thing.”

“That’ll work.”

The trapdoor spider hunkers down in ahole, under a door she makes, and waits for somebody
edible to come prancing by. Then she jumps out and has lunch. Playmate’ s reference, though, wasto an
ambush tactic used by both sdesin the recent war in the Cantard, employing the same principle. He
meant he was going to sit down and wait for something to happen.
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Without going headlong | kept after Kip about his strange friends. He frustrated me with his
determined loydty. He could not fully grasp the notion that | wasthere to help.

| needed more time with the Dead Man. | needed to figure out what Old Bones knew aswell as
how to insart mysdlf into the fantasy worlds where Cypres Prose lived. Apparently hisfantasy life was so
rich that it influenced hiswhole attitude toward redl life.

After ahaf hour of mostly polite tea conversation during which my main discovery wasthat Cypres
Prose could avoid a subject dmost as dickly asmy partner, | was getting frustrated. | was prowling like
aca, poking at haf-finished engines and mysterious mechanisms again.

“Garrett!” Playmate exploded. He pointed. His eyes had grown huge.

A smdll hole had appeared in the stable wall. It glowed scarlet. A harsh beam of red light pushed
through. It swung left and right, dicing through the heavy wooden planks. Hardwood smoke flooded the
stable, overcoming the sweet rotted-grass odor of fresh horse manure. It made me think both of



smokehouses and of campfiresin the wild.

Campfires do not have aplacein any happy memories of mine. Campfiresin my past dl had avery
nasty war going on somewhere nearby. They adways attracted horrible, bloodsucking bugs and starving
vertebrates with teeth aslong as my fingers. Hardwood smoke gets my battle juices going lots more
often than it makes my mouth water.

| picked up the overweight crossbow and inserted the quarrel that had no padding.

Thewall cutout collapsed inward. Sunlight blazed through. An oddly shaped being stood
slhouetted againgt the bright.

| shot my bolt.

| used to be pretty good with a crossbow. Somebody found out that | till was. | got himright in
the breadbasket. With plenty of oomph!, because the recoil was enough to throw me back a step and
spin me hafway around.

The villain folded up around the blunt quarrdl, out of action. Unfortunately, he was not alone. His
friends did not give metimeto crank the crossbow back up to full tenson. A shortcoming of the
instrument that | would have to mention to Playmate, Its cycle time was much too long.

| snatched up asmith’ s hammer. It seemed the most convincing tool | waslikely to lay hands on.
Thethings | had hidden about my person wouldn’t have nearly as much impact.

Two shimmering forms came through the hole in the wall, unremarkabl e street people who flashed
slver each few seconds. The one | had shot lay folded up like ahairpin outside, entirely silver now.
Ancther slvery figure ministered to it, briefly flashing into the form of abum every ten seconds. Only the
fdlen onedidn’t shimmer like | was seeing it through alot of hot air. My bolt must have disrupted a
serious compound illusion sorcery.

Playmate stepped up and tried to talk to them. In Playmate’ s universe reason should be able to
solve anything.

I’ve got to admire his courage and convictions. My own response to those critters was the only
behavior | could imagine.

Oneinvader had something shiny in hisright hand. He extended it toward Playmate. The big man
folded into himself as though every musclein hisbody had turned to flab.

| let the hammer fly.

Ever sincel wasakid |’ ve had afascination with the hammer asamissile wegpon. | used to enjoy
playing at throwing hammers, when | could get my hands on one without anyone knowing that | was
risking damage to something so vauable. | knew that in olden times the hammer had been awarrior’s
weapon and the little bit of Cypres Prose resident within me had woven mighty legends around Garrett
the Hammer.

Garrett the Hammer was dead on with histhrow. But histarget saw it coming and shifted itsweight
dightly, just in time, S0 that the speeding hammer brushed its shimmer only obliquely, ricocheted off, and
continued on in arainbow arc that brought the metal end into contact with the back of the head of the
dlvery figuretrying to resurrect thevillain I’ d knocked down earlier.

That blow should’ ve busted aholein the thing’ s skull. No such luck, though. Theimpact just
caused it to fling forward and sprawl across the creature that was down aready.

These were Playmate’ s elves, it was obvious, but equally obvious was the truth of his contention
that his sketches did not capture their real nature.

The one who had downed Playmate closed in on me. The other one chased Kip. Kip



demongtrated the sort of character | expected. He had great faith in the patron saint of every man for
himsdf. He made avaiant effort to get the hdll out of there.

Kip’s pursuer extended something shiny in hisdirection. The kid followed Playmate’ s example. He
demongirated substantialy less stylein his collgpse.

| avoided the same fate for seconds on end by staying light on my feet and putting greet enthusiasm
into an effort to saturate the air with flying tools. But, too soon, | began fedling like | had been drinking a
whole lot of something more potent than beer. | dowed down.

Thedizzinessdidn’t last long.
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| do not recall the darkness coming. My next clear memory is of Morley Doteswith his pretty little
nose only inchesfrom mine. He' sreminding me that to say aive onemust remember to breathe. From
the corner of my eye | see Saucerhead Tharpetrying to sal the sameideato Playmate while the ratgirl
Pular Singe scutttles around nervoudy, sniffing and whining.

The disorientation faded faster than the effects of acohol ever do. Without leaving much hangover.
But none of those clownswere willing to believe that high-potency libations hadn’t been involved in my
destruction. When people go on anag they aren’t the least bit interested in evidence that might
contradict their prgjudices.

Pular Singe, ratgirl genius, was my principa advocate.

What can you do?*Y ou two are acouple of frigid old ladies,” | told Morley and Saucerhead.
“Thank you for your faith, Singe. Oh, my head!” | didn’t have ahangover from thisbut | did have one
from last night. The latest headache powder wasn’t helping.

“Andyou’d like usto believe that you don’t have ahangover,” Morley sneered. Weekly. One side
of hisface wasn’'t working so good.

Not alot of time had passed since the advent of the silvery people. Smoke till wisped off the cut
ends of some of thewall planks. | suppose it was anear miracle that no fire had gotten going. Perhaps,
less miraculoudly, that was due to the sudden appearance of Dotes, Tharpe, and Pular.

“Singel” | barked at theratgirl. “Where did you guys come from?’ Shewaslikely to givemea
draight answer. “Why' re you here?’ Bellowsthat Morley and Saucerhead would accept indifferently
could rattle Singe deeply. Ratfolk aretimid by nature and Singe was trying to make her own way outside
her native society. Ratfolk malesdon’t yell and thresten and promise massive bloodshed unlessthey
intend to deliver. They don’t banter.

When Singeisaround | usualy tread on larks’ eggs because | don’t want to upset her. It’slike
working with your mom wearing arat suit.

Shedidn’t get achanceto answer. Morley cracked, “ Thisone’sdl right. Hewoke up cranking.”
“What’ re you guys doing here, Morley?’

“Thank you, Mr. Dotes, for scaring off the baddies.”

“Thank you, Mr. Dotes, for scaring off the baddies.”

“See?You can learn if you put your mind to it.”

“I was doing pretty good there on my own.” The side of hisface that wasn’t working well had a
szable young bruise developing. “ That’ s gonna be a brute when it grows up. What happened?’ Morley’s



gylish clothing wastorn and filthy, too. Which would hurt him more than mere physical damage could.

“I had aspecia request from the Dead Man. Round up Singe and a squad of heavyweights, come
over here and keep an eye on you. Y ou’ reamgor trouble magnet, my friend. We're not even in place
yet and we find the excitement aready happening. What were those things?”

With more help from Singe than from Morley | made it to a standing position. “Where' sthe kid?’

“There was akid? Maybe that’ swho your slvery friends were hauling away. Who werethey,
Garrett?’

“I don’t know. Y ou didn’t stop them?’

“Let me see. No. | wastoo busy being bounced off walls and rolled through horse excrement. Y ou
couldn’t hurt those guys.” He looked as sour as he could manage with only half aface cooperating. “I
broke my swordcane on one of them.”

| couldn’t resist asnicker. Morley isalethdly handsome half-breed, partly human but mostly dark
ef. He sthe guy fathers of young women wake up screaming about in the wee hours of the night. His
vanity issubgtantia. His dressis dwaysimpeccable and at the forefront of fashion. He considers
disarray ahorror and dirt of any sort an abomination.

Dirt seemsto fed the same way about him. It avoidshim religioudly.
| snickered again.

“It must be the concussion,” Morley grumped. “1 know my good friend Garrett would never mock
meinmy misfortune.”

“Mockery.” | couldn’t resst another snicker. “Heh-heh. Misfortune.” | glanced around. “ Damn!
Where'd he go? | only looked away for a second. Too bad. Y ou’ re stuck with hisevil twin instead of a
friend.”

“I hateit when that happens.”

Singe had seen usin action often enough to discount most of what she heard but she till couldn’t
quite grasp what was going on. She watched us now, long fingers entwined so she could keep her hands
from flying around. Her myopic eyes squinted. Her snout twitched. Her whiskerswaggled. She drew
more information from the world through her sense of smdll than with any other.

She tended to be emotiona and excitable but now remained collected. If she had learned anything
from me it was better self-contral. | felt it to be a crue miscarriage of propriety that my companionship
hadn’t had asimilar impact on the rest of my friends.

Shetook advantage of alull to inquire, “What isthis situation, Garrett? | did not understand the
message | received from the Dead Man.”

And yet she had come out of hiding. Because she had achanceto help me.

Morley smirked. | would hear about that as soon as Singe wasn’t around to get her feelings hurt.
She had an adolescent crush on me. And Morley, known to have broken the bones of persons having
thrown ethnic durs hisway, thought it was grest fun to torment me about being mooned over by aratgirl.

He could commit every crime of pregjudice he hated when they were directed toward him, yet
would never, ever, recognize any inconsistency. Because ratpeople were a created race, products of the
malificent sorcerous investigations of some of our lords of the Hill during the heyday of the last century,
most people don’t even consider them people. Morley Dotes included.

| told her, “ Anything you heard from His Nibs makes you better informed than | am, Snge” Her
particular line of ratpeople place their persona names second. Just to confuse things, other linesdo the
opposite, inimitation of local humans. “He didn’t tell me anything. Not that he wasinterested inwhat’ s



happening here nor even that he was planning to make you apart of things.”

“What is happening here?” Morley asked. “ Can you handle that one, Playmate?’ Saucerhead hed
the big stablekeeper up on hishind legs now.

“I don’ t'ink,” Playmate mumbled.

| tried to tell everybody what | knew, not holding back anything, the way my partner would. Well,
somelittle details, maybe, like about how good the Dead Man was at sneaking peeksinto unprepared
minds. Nobody needs to know that but me.

“You sureyou ain’t been jobbed?’ Saucerhead wanted to know. “ That sure ain’t much. Play, you
runnin’ agame on my man Garrett?’

| waved him off. “It’ s not that.” Chances were good the Dead Man would’ ve clued meinif that
were the case. My concern was more that Kip and Playmate were being manipulated. “But | do wonder
if someoneisn’t running agame on Kip. Play, you ever met Lastyr or Noodiss?’

“Not formally. Not to talk to. |’ ve seen them afew times. Not so much recently, though. They used
to come around here alot. When they thought Kip would be here done.”

| grunted, irritated. Atop all the aches and painsit looked like the only way | was going to learn
anything of substance would beto catch me asilver df and squeeze him.

Which was aconcluson my partner must have reached before | |eft the house. Else how to explain
Snge's presence?

Besidesbeing my only friend from TunFaire’ slowest lower class, Pular Singe isthefinest tracker
amongst aspecies known for individuals able to follow atrail through the insane stew of foul odors that
complement the soul of thismad city.

“Singe? You find ascent yet?’ | knew she was sniffing. She couldn’t help herself. And shewas
clever enough to understand why she had been invited to the party.

She tried to shrug, then to shake her head. Ratfolk find both human gestures difficult. Singe wants
to be human so bad. Eachtime| seeit | hurt for her. | get embarrassed. Because most of the timewe
aren’t worthy of imitation.

Failing, she spoke: “No. Not the eves. Though there is a unique odor where the two fdll. But that
exigts only there. It does not go anywhere. And it does not smell like any odor from aliving thing.”

“Wow.” Her human speech had improved dramaticaly since last | had seen her. It was dmost free
of accent—except when she tried acontraction. Her improvement was miracul ous considering the voice
box she had to use. No other rat in my experience had come close to matching her. Y et shewas said to
suffer from ahearing deficiency. According to therat thug Reliance, who first brought her to my
attention. “Y ou’ ve even mastered the sihilants.” Determination can take you along way. Her sihilants il
had a strong serpentine quaity. But Singe needs alot of encouragement to keep going. She gets dmost
none of that from her own people.

“So what do we do now?’ Morley asked. He wasn't interested, really. Not much. He wastrying
to work out how he could get back to The Palms and get cleaned up and changed before anyone
noticed his disreputable condition. | had afedling that, any minute now, | would find my best pa missng.

Singesad, “I cannot follow the strange elves. But Garrett taught meto follow the horseswhen |
cannot follow atarget who becomes a passenger in avehicle that horses are pulling.”

What atalent, that Garrett guy. After amoment, | confessed, “ The student lost even the teacher on
that one, Singe.”

She looked at melike she knew | was just saying that so she’d fed good, getting to explain. “The



elvestook the boy. Him | cantrack. So | will follow him. Wherever he stops moving, there will wefind
your elves”

“Thegirl isagenius” | sad. “Let’sdl gorad Playmate’ s pantry before we go on the road.”

That ideawas acclaimed enthusiastically by everyone not named Playmate. Or Morley. Playmate
because his charity islimited when its wannabe beneficiaries are solvent. Morley because the weasdl
wan’t around to vote.

Ah, wdl. My even friend would be out there somewhere, a desperate fugitive fleeing the wrath of
the good-grooming gods.
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Saucerhead’ simpatient pacing took him across the narrow street and back threetimes as he tried
to establish a safe passage around a particularly irritable camel. No owner of the beast wasin evidence.
| was surprised to seeit. Camels are rare thisfar south. Possibly no one would have this one. Possibly it
had been abandoned. It was a beast asfoul as the Goddamn Parrot. It voided its bowels, then nipped at
Saucerhead. | muttered, “ That’ swhat | fed like right now.”

“Which end?’ Singe asked, testing her theory of humor. She giggled. So bold, thisratgirl who came
out in the daytime, then dared to make jokesin front of human beings.

“Takeyour pick. You know what that thing redlly is? A horse without its disguise on.”

Even Singe thought that was absurd. And she haslesslove for the four-legged terrorsthan | do.
Y ou could say a state of war, of low intensity, exists between her species and theirs. Horses didike
ratpeople more than most humans do.

Playmate said, “Oneday | fully expect to find you on the steps of the Chancery, between Barking
Dog Amato and Woodie Granger, foaming at the mouth as you rant at the King and the whole royal
family because they’ re pawns of the great equine conspiracy, Garrett.”

The Chancery isaprincipa government building where, traditionally, anyone with agrievance can
voiceit publicly on the outsde steps. Inevitably, the Chancery steps have acquired abevy of
professional complainersand outright lunatics. Most people consider them cheap entertainment.

| said, “You shouldn’t talk about it! They’ re going to get you now.” Singe started looking worried,
frowning. “All right. Maybe | exaggerate alittle. But they’ re still vicious, nagty critters. They’ll turnon
you in asecond.”

The resident nasty critter spit at Saucerhead. Saucerhead responded with ajab to the camel’s
nose. It wasacam, professona blow of the sort that earned him hisliving. But he put hisweight and
muscle behind it. The camel rocked back. Its eyes wobbled. Itsfront knees buckled.

Tharpe said, “Come on.” Once we were past the camel, he added, *“ Sometimes politeain’t
enough. Y ou just gotta show’ em who’ s boss.”

We walked another hundred feet. And stopped. The street didn’t go anywhere. It ended at awall.
Which wasimprobable.

“What the hdl?" Saucerhead demanded. “When did we start blocking off streets?’

He had apoint. TunFaire has thousands of dead-end aleys and breezeways but something that
happened in antiquity made our rulersissue regulations against blocking thoroughfares. Possibly because
they’ d wanted to be able to make arun for it in either direction. And while what we were following wasn
"t much of adtredt, it was adreet officiadly. Complete with symbols painted on wals a intersectionsto



indicate that its name was something like Stonebone. Exactly what wasimpossibleto tell. The paint hadn’
t been renewed in my lifetime.

Thewall ahead was old gray limestone. Exactly like the wall to our |eft. Needing the attention of a
mason just as badly. But something about it made al four of us nervous.

“It sure don’t ook like something somebody threw up over the weekend,” | said. Believeit or not,
some Karentine subjects are wicked enough to ignore established regulations and will construct
something illega whilethe city functionaries are off duty.

Nobody stepped up to thewall. Until Singe snorted the way only awoman can do when she’s
exagperated with men being men. She shuffled right up till her pointy big nose was hdf aninch fromthe
limestone. “Thetrack of the boy goes straight on, Garrett. And thiswall smellsamost the same asthe
odor | found where the two evesfell on one another.”

Playmate took afew steps backward, found abit of broken brick that hadn’t yet been scrounged
by the street children. (They sdll brick chips and chunks back to the brickyards, wherethey’re
powdered and added to the clay of new bricks.) He started to wind up, but paused and said, “ Garrett,
have you bothered to look up?’

| hadn’t. Why would 1?
None of the others had, ether.
Weadl looked now.

That wal wasn’t part of anything. It might not even be stone. It just went up aways, then turned
fuzzy and wiggly and lizard’ sbelly white. Then it turned misty. Then it turned into nothing.

“It' sanilluson.”
Paymate chucked his brickbat.

The missile proceeded to proceed despite the presence of awall that appeared completdy solid, if
improbably cold and damp when | extended a cautious finger to test it. Saucerhead Tharpeisn’t nearly
as careful as Mama Garrett’ sonly surviving son. He reached out to thump that wall. And hisfist went
right on through.

Weal stepped back. We exchanged troubled looks. | said, “ That’sanilluson of the highest order.”
Singesad, “1 hear someone caling from the other side.”

Playmate observed, “Anillusion that pergsts, that can be used as camouflage, requires the efforts
of amaster wizard.”

| grunted. In thistown that meant somebody off the Hill. It meant one of six dozen or so people
who arethe real mastersin Karenta.

Singesad, “Thereis somebody over there. Yeling a you, Garrett.”

| asked Playmate, “What do you think?’ | admit to being intimidated by Hill people. But I’ ve never
backed down just because they stuck afinger in somewhere. | wouldn’t back down now. Kip’s
kidnapping had meirked and interested. Of everyone | asked, “Anybody want to wak away?’

Nobody volunteered to leave, though Saucerhead gulped apail of air, Playmate seemedtogo a
little green and Singe started shaking like she was naked in ablizzard and didn’ t have aclue which way
to the warm. She made some kind of chalk sign on area wall, maybe to ward off evil.

“You'rethe Maring” Playmate said. “ Show us your stuff.”

Saucerhead pasted on a huge grin. He was ex-army, too. And he had heard my opinions
concerning the relative merits of the services more often than had Playmate. He refused to seethelight. It



'sadebate that seems doomed to persist forever because army types are too dim to recognize the truth
when it kicksthem in the teeth.

Saucerhead’ s whole face threatened to open up. | thought the top haf of his head was going to tip
over backward onto his shoulders. He gasped out, “Y eah, Garrett. Let’ s see some of that old Marine
Corps ‘Hey diddlediddle, straight up themiddle.” ”

Ominoudy, Singesad, “Thereisno ydling anymore.”

“I’m thinking about givingyou some of that good old, big boy.” | took a deep breath and squared
off with theillusory wall.

Saucerhead chuckled. He knows I’ d never come straight a himiif | did think | had to get after him.
Businessled usto butt heads briefly once upon atime, long ago. The results had been far from
satisfactory from my point of view.

| whooped like | was going in, back in my idand warfare days, straight up the middle indeed.
Something that we did not actualy do very often, as| recdl. Us and the Venageti both very much
preferred sneaking around, stabbing in the back, to any straightforward and persondly risky charging.

That wall was morethan just anillusion. It ressted me. Hitting it felt alittle like belly flopping,
though with more stretch and give to the surface. Which popped after amoment. And which felt as cold
asagod’sheart until it did.

My efforts evidently weekened the wall consderably because the big army typesfollowed me
through as though there wasn’t any resistance at dl. And the civilian followed them. But | wasn't redlly
keeping track.

We' d overtaken our quarry where they’ d holed up temporarily, either so they could interrogate
Kip or so their injured buddies could recuperate. There was another imaginary wall beyond them. That
one had a bricklike look even though it was semitransparent. From my point of view.

My heart jumped. Our approach had to have been noticed.

Inthat ingtant | sensed movement. The corner of the eye kind of movement you get when your
imagination isrunning wild. Only what | wasn’t imagining was happening right in front of me and | couldn’
t get asolid look at it. Then, for amoment, | saw silver eves and Kip with something clamped over his
mouth and | redlized that Singe’ s sharp ears must’ ve caught his criesfor help back when she’ d kept
talking and nobody had bothered to listen.

A shimmering Slver df extended ahand toward me.
| dodged.
| didn’t move soon enough.

Onceagain| didn’t fed the darkness arrive.
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Morley Doteswas right there in my face again when | woke up. “ Some kind of party you must
throw, Garrett. Blitzed into extinction again. And the sun still hasn’t gone down.” He looked around as |
tried to Sit up. My head pounded worse than before. “But in an dley? Eveniif it isapretty clean onefor
thisburg?’

“Gods! My head! | don’t know what they did to me but it’ s enough to make me consider giving up
liquor.”



“You give up your beer? Don’t try to kid akidder, kid.”

“I said liquor, nimrod. Beer isahaly dixir. One shuns beer only at the risk of one’simmorta soul. |
seeyou'redl freshly prettied up. How’ d you find us?’

Two of Morley’ shenchmen had accompanied him. | didn’t know them. They were clad inthe
outfitswaiters at The PAms usudly wear but they were much younger than Sarge and Puddle and Morley
'sother traditional associates. Maybe the old guys were getting too old.

“Your girlfriend left usatrall to follow. Standard rat chalk symbols. Y ou didn’t notice? A trained
detective likeyou?’

Pride made me consider fibbing. “No. | didn’t. Not redlly.” Ten yearsago | couldn’t have admitted
any failing. Which, at times, had |eft melooking just awhole lot stupider than asimple confession would’
ve done.

People are strange. And sometimes | think | might be the strangest people | know.

Morley’ sboysdidn’t lift afinger to help anybody. Dotes himself didn’t do anything but talk. Which
told me he thought none of us had been hurt badly. “What happened to theilluson?’

“What illuson?”

| explained. Morley wanted to disbelieve but dared not in the face of Saucerhead’ s confirmation.
Tharpe doesn’t have the imagination to dress himsdlf up with excuses as complex asthis.

“So you scared them into running when they’ re not really up to it. They have two casudtiesand a
prisoner to manage.”

“We don’t know that any of them were hurt.”

“Yes, we do, Garrett. Use that brain the Dead Man thinks you have. If they don’t have someone
injured they don’t have any reason not to just drag the kid straight off to wherever it isthey want to take
him. Let’ s get back on thetrail. They can’t have gonefar.”

Maybe he was right. Maybe the villains were just around the corner. But | didn’t have any way to
track them. Right now.

Singewas il out, stone cold.

“| wonder if they understand how we found them.” | was afraid the e ves might’ ve given Singean
extradose of darkness because of her nose.

“Me, I’'mwondering why they didn’t hurt you alot more than they did,” Morley countered. His
curefor mogt illsisto exterminate everybody involved. “For some reason they’ ve dapped you down
twice without doing any permanent harm.” He has difficulty comprehending that kind of thinking.

He emphasized “ permanent” because my expression reved ed the depth and breadth of the
temporary harm | was suffering.

“You dl right, Saucerhead?’

“Got amiserable headache.” Tharpe’ s voice was gravelly. Histemper would be extremely short.
Best nottodisturb himat al.

“How "bout you, Play?’
“What hesaid. And don’t ydl. Makesit hurt even more.”
Hedidn’t need to ydll back.

Maybe | waslucky. All the practice |’ ve had dealing with hangovers. | turned to Singe. “ Seemsa
shameto disturb her.” She did look rather peaceful.



“Kissher and let’sget onwithit,” Morley grumped. Without having been blessed by the elves.
“Wha?’

He opened his mouth to crack wise about the deegping beauty, thought better of it, beckoned me. |
followed him for asfar ashefelt was far enough to keep his remarks from being overhead by sharp rat
ears. “Sheisn’t redly out, Garrett. She’ s giving you a chance to show some specia concern.”

Thefact that hedidn’t make mock et me know that he was serious, that he was concerned about
bruisng Singe’ stender ego. Though the matives behind his concern were, probably, wholly sefish.

“Understood,” | told him, though that wasn’t entirely true.

| don’t like the respongihility that piles onto me when Singe givesway to these juvenile urgesto
manipulate me. That smacks of emotiona blackmail. In fact, itis emotiona blackmail. Shejust doesn’t
understand that it is. And I’'m not al that well equipped to ded with it. More than one lady of my
acquaintance would suggest that I’ m not far enough away from adolescence mysdif.

| went to the ratgirl, dropped to my knees beside her. “ Singe?’

Shedidn’t respond. | thought her breathing was too rapid for someone who was supposed to be
unconscious, though. How do you tell someone that their relationship fantasies can never become
anything more than that? Everything | could possibly say to Singe would be true but would sound so
stupidly clichéif said that | could do no good talking to her. She wasimportant to me, personaly and
professiondly. She had become one of the half dozen closest friends | had. | enjoyed teaching her how
to copein aworld where she was less than welcome. But she could never be anything but afriend, a
business associate, and astudent. And | have no ideahow to make her understand that without causing
her pain.

When shefirst broke away from the dominance of her own people, where females have fewer
rights than do horses amongst humans, | considered letting her moveinto my place. | thought of making
her part of the team. | il think well of that idea. But the Dead Man did assure methat, in her
desperation to be wanted and liked and loved, Pular Singe would give the offer far more weight than |
intended.

| touched her throat. Her pulse was rapid. | glanced around. There was no immediate salvation
gpparent. Morley was grinning, exposing about athousand bright white needle teeth in asilent taunt.

“You want | should carry her, Garrett?” Saucerhead asked. There went Tharpe, being thoughtful
despite his pain. Like most human beings, he can be amess of contradictions.

“That might be good. Any of you guys know anything about doctoring ratfolk? If we can’ t fix her
up ourselveswe’ Il have to take her back to Reliance.”

That ought to be the perfect medicine. The very philosopher’ s stone.

Relianceisasort of ratman godfather, ahighly respected and greetly feared leader of that
community who' sinvolved in alot of questionable and some outright illegd activities. Reliance believes
that Pular Singe belongsto him. There’ s a chance he’ sright within the rules of rat society. Thereis some
sort of indenture involved. But rat society isn’t paramount in TunFaire. And that guy Garrett don’t much
care about anybody’ s customs or rules when he makes up his mind what’ sright and what’ swrong.

“Shewouldn’t be real happy about the bossrat getting his paws on her again, Garrett,” Tharpe
assured me. With awink, showing he’d gotten it. “He tried to hire me once to bring her back.” He
grinned agrin filled with bad teeth.

Well. Maybe | was going to get some help with this after dl, from the least likely source.
Saucerhead redly can be asengtive kind of guy.



And Singe, wonder of wonders, was stirring suddenly.
“Sowhy didn’t you take thejob?’

“Old Reliance, he’ stoo damned cheap for onething. Hejust can’t get it through hishead thet it ain’t
just amatter of rounding up one dumb femae and dropping her off where he wants her delivered. He can
"t get it through his skull that she can actudly think for herself and that she can have made friendswho’d
be willing to look out for her. Hejust figures you’ retrying to hold him up on your fee when you try to
explanittohim.”

“You'dthink he’d havefigured it dl out from direct experience. Whoops! Look here. It’ sdive. Hi,
deepyhead. You' re the last one awake.”

Singe mumbled something.
“We'rejust waiting on you.”

Singe smiled aweek rat smile. She probably thought she heard rdlief in my voice. Possibly shedid.
| was relieved that her problem wasn’t redl.

Pular Singe’ s recovery was dramaticaly swift once she decided that she needed to get hedlthy.
Rdiance’ s name made a great whip.

Morley told one of hiswaitersto make abread and cheese run while the rest of us sat around
staking claims on being in worse shape than the other guy. Food was agreet idea, | thought, but when
the man came back with a basket filled with chow | didn’t fee much like edting.

A smilar lack of appetite afflicted Saucerhead, Playmate, and Singe. And none of those three liked
it even alittle, either. They loved their food. Singe, in particular, dways ate like astarved dley cat or one
of her ferd cousins. Everything in sight, steadily, gobbling so fast that the bugs never got ashare.

| grumbled, “1 think we’ ve got us an invention right here. A new weight loss program for thelords
and ladies.” Nobody esein this burg ever getsfat.

Soon enough, heads gtill aching and stomachs till empty, we proceeded as Singe picked up Kip’'s
trail. Though it had begun to get dark she had no trouble finding the way. Sight was never her master
sense. Though it did become more important after nightfall. She could seein the dark better than
Morley. And Morley has eyeslike an owl.

Thistimethe chasedidn’t last twenty minutes.

Thistimethe camouflage didn’t catch us unaware, ether, though it existed asan additionto a
building rather than as something thrown across a street. From the viewpoint of the sllver evesthe
trouble was that the building they’ d scabbed onto was one that Saucerhead and | knew. And had we
not known it ourselvesthere were at least twenty local Tenderloin folk hanging around in the gloaming
trying to figure out what was going on. That addition hadn’t been there haf an hour earlier.

Playmate observed, “ These people aren’t very good at what they’ re doing, arethey?’

“| get thefeding that thisisn’t anything they’ ve had to do before. What do you say we just charge
inthere and grab the kid back?’ | wasn’t eager to get mysalf another bout of deep because of my habit
of waking up afterward with aferocious hangover. | didn’t need another one of those. | wasworking on
acouple dready.

Still, they had the boy. Obnoxious though he was. Which didn’ t incline them to throw him back out,
gpparently. They wanted him pretty bad.

| suppose athrobbing headache can impair your judgement. And afriend like Morley Dotes can
have asmilar effect. Once he had winkled out the complete details of our last encounter he was ready to
go. “They aren’t going to kill anybody, Garrett. There are six of us.” Singe bristled, knowing she hadn’t



been included in the count. “They can’t get dl of us”
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They got dl of us, most of the bystanders, quite afew passersby, and even a handful of people
ingde neighboring buildingswho didn’t know what was going on and never knew what hit them.

| came out of it faster than before, my head pounding worse than last time. Thefirst thing | saw was
my eager beaver buddy Morley Dotes. Y et again. Only thistime he had histemples grasped tightly and
looked like he was working red hard on trying not to scream. Or was, possibly, contemplating the
delights of suicide.

| grumbled, “Now we know why they didn’t ask you to be agenerd during the recent scuffle with
Venageta.” Though considering the performances of some of the generdswe’ d had, who' d earned their
bells by picking the right venue as a place of birth, Morley might’ vefit rightin.

Dotes whined something irrelevant about the whole thing having been my ideaand registered aplea
for alot lessvocd volume.

“Pussy. | wake up feding like thisthree or four timesaweek. And | function. What the hell are
those people roaring about?’ Neighbors not struck down were rushing into the street. In norma times
their voices would have been considered restrained. Not so now.

They dl stared at the sky.

| looked up just in time to see something large and shiny and shaped like a discus disappear behind
nearby rooftops, heading north. “What the hell wasthat?’ | glanced a Morley. “Never mind. Don'’t tdl
me. Y our cousinsjust got avay in one of those flying lights that people keep seeing.”

“Cousns? Thosethingsweren’t elves, Garrett. Not elves of any kind. Their mouths and eyes were
al wrong. They didn’t have elven teeth. Maybe they’ re some kind of foreign, deformed humans. Y ou
might look into that. But they’ re definitely not elves”

Playmate came around. Between groans he asked, “ Did we get him back?’

“Kip?Wedidn't even get awink thistime. Let’s see what we did get. Maybe that whore Fate has
aheart of gold after dl.”

We managed to collect afew scraps of slvery cloth and nearly adozen other items of wildly
varying shape and no obvious utility. Thoseincluded severd small, torn bags made of asilvery,
somewhat paperlike materid. The rest resembled smooth gray rocks with avery unrocklike fed that
camein varying regular shapes. Most had markingsin green and red and yellow that looked like writing
but which werein no familiar aphabet.

One of Morley’s men came up with abag that hadn’t been opened. Its contents turned out to be
two thick biscuits the texture of oatmea cakes. They had a sorghum molasses odor.

“Food,” Playmate said. “We broke up amed.”

“I could use something to eat,” Saucerhead said by way of announcing hisrecovery. “We dtill got
that cheese basket?”’ He rubbed hisforehead as he looked around. He has an amazingly high threshhold
of pain but now he had begun to respond to it. “What happened?’ He reached out and helped himsdlf to
the elven oatmeal cakes. He wolfed them down before anybody could remind him of the legends about
fairy food.

Nobody answered his question. Because nobody had an answer.



“Lookit there!” somebody shrieked. In asecond half the crowd were pointing skyward again.

Theslver disk was back. And it wasin abig hurry. It left athunderclap behind asit streaked off
southward.

“Hey! There’sanother one!”

Oneturned into three in a matter of seconds. Only these weren't disks. They looked like giant
glowing gasbdls. Onasmaler scael’ d seen something Smilar in the will-0’ -the-wisps of the swamps
ontheidands|’d visted during thewar.

The glowing globes chased the silvery disk.

Morley murmured, “1’ ve been hearing about these things for weeks but |’ d about made up my
mind that they were pure popular hysteria.”

| looked around for an easily accessible high place. | wanted aclear line of sight to the west,
toward the heart of town. Toward the Hill. To discover if those lights ended up there. Because this
looked like the sort of thing those people would pull. Squabbling amongst themsalves using experimenta
sorcerieswhilethefolk of the city got run over.

Morley asked, “Y ou think your friends the unemployed gods might be back, Garrett?’

That hadn’t occurred to me. “I doubt it. They were more reserved. They didn’t show themselves
unlessthey wanted to be seen. Mainly because they couldn’t be seen by nonbelievers unless they made
ahugeeffort.”

“I don’t think that these people would attract attention if they were given an option. Something
intenseis going on with them, sufficient to make being noticed the lesser concern.”

“Probably.” | did think hewasright. Logicaly, if you were aforeigner running around in an dien
town you wouldn’t let yourself be noticed unlessit was unavoidable. *Y ou think Saucerhead isgoing to
croak on us?’

Tharpe had turned severd indescribable colors, near as| could tell by torchlight. Torches and
lanterns were turning up now that the curious felt safe enough to come out of their homes. Just aswell
that they hadn’t before, too. We’ d have awakened to find oursalves plucked of everything but our
toendls.

“I think he might want to die,” Morley said. “I think we ought to discover oursalvesin another
location sometime soon. This much activity isbound to attract lawmen.”

And hewouldn’t want the notice, however much he protests hisinnocence of theillegd of late.
Maybe old habits die hard.

These days, with the postwar economic depression becoming entrenched, the new secret police
arevery interested in any center of excitement. A minor bit no more scary than a street party can turn
into ariot at the bump of abelly between an unemployed human and dmaost any nonhuman he might
suspect of having moved into ahuman’ sjob while human soldiers were away risking their lives on beha
of the kingdom.

These are socia problemsthat aren’t going to go away anytime soon.
| said, “We do have everything we need for ablowup.”
Morley nodded. He understood. He shared my concern.

He has become very sengtivein these changing times. He doesn’t like the way things are headed.
Thoughitisn't the conflict that bothers him. That can be exploited to produce big profits. What he
abhorsisthe growing power of the Crown and its determined interference in our everyday lives.



An dventrait, to believe that that government governs best which doesn’t govern at dl. Chaosis
more fun. Anarchy istheided. And only the sirong survive,

Morley would admit that a sustained harsh dose of genuine anarchy most likely would result in the
extinction or expulsion of every species of df currently calling TunFaire home.

| told Morley, “That was an absolutely marvelous suggestion, old friend. Can | assumethat it’ Il be
you carrying Pular Singe.. . . ?What?’

Singewas gtill unconscious. But | wasn’t concerned about her. “Morley. | just saw Bic Gonlit. He
was watching us from across the street.”

“Solet’ sget Singe put back together and seeif she can get on histrail. He just might know where
to look for Playmate’ skid.”

“Y ou don’t think she can track Kip from here?’
“Not if he got carried away ingde agiant flying whed, | don’t.”

An excdlent point. Not one I’ d wanted to look at close up yet, though. Y ou hope you can catch an
occasiond bresk.

Singe was getting her feet under her now, with alittle help from Playmate.

“Let’ssee about traveling on, then,” | told Morley. “1 just spotted another familiar face. Thisonel
recollect seeing in the vicinity of Colond Block and Dedl Relway in anonetoo distant past.” | madea
big effort to remember such faces so | can exercise some sort of exit strategy when | seeoneagain. “I’ll
help with Singe”
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The secret police evidently didn’t have an interest strong enough to pursue us. At the moment. Buit |
waswilling to bet that I’ d hear from Westman Block if anyonein the Tenderloin had recognized me.

Colonel Westman Block, erstwhile acquaintance of that handsome Marine named Garrett, oversaw
al policeforces and functionsin TunFaire. That included the secret police. Theoretically. On paper.

We gathered in adark place, haf a mile from the excitement, and considered, “What now?’

Singesad, “1 cannot possibly follow aman who flew away through the air, insde aflying boat
made out of metal.” She then wondered aoud, “Why are you looking at me like that?’

“Because Morley said dmost exactly the same thing just before you woke up. We decided to
chase Bic Gonlit instead.” She knew the name from discussions of what was happening, back when we
were tracking Kip. “ As soon as we were sure we’ d shaken the police.”

“Y ou must tell me more about this Bic Gonlit.”

Playmate and | both tried to explain Bic Gonlit and his place in what was happening. A chalenging
task, of course, snce we had dmost no idea oursalves. | added, “Only, I’ m not sureif he’ sactudly part
of what happened this afternoon.”

“Y ou people like to think you are so much smarter than us but sometimesyou are redly dumb,
Garrett. Y ou start talking before you think. How do you expect me to follow someonewho isjust
another facein acrowd?’

“She’ sgot you there,” Morley said, content to leave al the blamewith me. “1 could use alittle
more information mysdlf. Bic Gonlitisonly anameto me.”



“He' sthislittle round fat guy who wears funny boots—"

“Therewasalittle round fat man with hugely thick-soled boots | saw severd times on the way
down here. | thought he might be doing something for you because your parrot was right there near him.”

“I didn’t seehim,” Playmate said. “Not the bird, ether.”
“Nor did1,” I confessed. My parrot. Following me around. And | never noticed.
It might be time to consider dternative careers.

“I noticed the bird,” Singe said. “I saw thefat man, too. But | did not know Mr. Big wasfollowing
him. | thought he was following you, Garrett. Heis till around. | saw him just aminute ago. Yes. Over
there. Where we came from. Up on that cornice thing where the pigeons are deeping.”

“I’ve made up my mind. I’ m going to see Weider and tell him I’ m taking the security job at the
brewery.” | felt completely blind and useless. It was so dark | couldn’t find the end of my arm.

“Thereisashort little fat man over therewatching us, too,” Singetold me. “Heishiding behind
those steps right under the parrot.”

Like anybody could see dl that if they just looked. Grrr! The only thing | could ssewasaglow in
the distance, about wherewe’d lost track of Kip.

| really wasinclined to tell Max Weider | was ready to come on board. Truly. At that moment.
But, beforel hung it up, | had to try another stunt or two. “1 have athought. We'redl tired. Why don’t
we head for my place? If Gonlit redlly isfollowing us, we can lead him to the Dead Man.”

| was past ready to go home. | was desperate for something to take the edge off my headache.
And | was hungry. And | wastired. Getting knocked unconscious regularly takesthe vinegar out of you
fadt, evenif you’ re not going out by getting bopped on the head.

My plan, as proposed, didn’t stir aword of protest. Much to my amazement. Morley isnaturdly
contentious. He'll get involved in argumentsjust to entertain himself. But dl he said was, “1’ m worn-out,
too. And The PAmsisheaded into itsbusiest time. And | |eft Puddlein charge.”

“I got athing going myself,” Saucerhead said. “I need to get back, too, unless something starts
happening.”

Even Playmate was willing to shut it down for the night. And to desert me when he did. “Nobody’s
been at the stable dl day. | need to get back there before the animalsget so upset they ... ” He
stopped. | think he was about to let dip something terrible about the conspiracy amongst horses but
redized that me finding out might turn out to be bad luck for him. He changed the subject. “ And
somebody’ sgoing to haveto tell Kip’sfamily what’ s happened.”

A whilelater, after aperiod of sllence, Playmate asked, “Y ou wouldn’t consider taking care of that
for me, would you, Garrett?’

“Not likely, old buddy. Not likely. After today’ s adventures you’ re not real high on my ‘please,
God, let medo himafavor’ lig.”

Thetiniest flicker of asmirk crossed Playmate’ s features before he settled on an expression of
gtolid resignation. | had thefeding that |’ d just gotten jobbed but couldn’t figure out how.

16

I never saw the Goddamn Parrot before he dropped onto my shoulder in Wizard' s Reach, two
blocks from home. Or one block through the dley to my back fence. By then the only companions | had



werethe bird and Pular Singe. None of us were inclined to lose any deep looking for Cypres Prose
anymore.

Maybe | was just telling mysdlf what | wanted to hear when | reasoned that Kip wasin no physical
danger because the silver eves had shown no inclination to do anyone any permanent harm. So far.

Kip’'s persondity might trigger the extraeffort. The bird said nothing. His presence wasthe
message. The Dead Man knew we were coming. And he knew that Bic Gonlit was on our trall.

Now we would see how wdll thelittle fat man had done his homework.

If he knew much about the Dead Man he wouldn’t get too close to the house. Not asclose ashe’d
gottenin the dley. Though how closeisredly too closeis something even | don’t know.

The Goddamn Parrot whispered, “He has stopped, Garrett. He has positioned himself behind the
Bailnoc stoop. From there he can see the front of our house while he stays far enough removed that |
cannot read much more than his moods.”

Hedidn’t seem to mind Singe finding out that he could chat with me through the ugly rooster. | didn’
t think he was dumb enough to believe that she was too dim to catch on. So he trusted her completely.

Handy to know just how trustworthy your associates are.

| looked back. | couldn’t see athing. | wondered how Gonlit could be watching me. | wondered
about his connections. He' d have to have some potent ones helping right now. Otherwise, hewouldn’t
be able to follow me around unnoticed.

That takes some advanced magic.

| think I’ m pretty good at this stuff | do. | don’t normally get tailed without noticing unlessthetal
comes armed with some pretty potent sorcerous tools.

AsSingeand | climbed the stoop adeepy-angry tittering broke out somewhere up under the
eaves. Something asfast as ahummingbird dropped down and circled us severa timestoo swiftly to be
seen clearly.

My front door opened. Dean must’ ve been derted by the Dead Man. He stood therein his
nightshirt, scowling, holding alamp above his head, disgpproving of birth, desth, and most everythingin
between.

“Early night?’ | asked. The nightshirt wasfor commentary only. It wasn’t yet timefor himto retire.
He doesn’t change until he’ s ready to dide into bed. Unless he wants to make some point that will
remain obscure to everyone but him.

He grunted and rewarded me with an even blacker scowl.

“What’ swith the gang of pixies up there?’ | expected their presence would keep us arguing like
pixiesfor weeks.

“Ask thething. He' s the one who decided to adopt them.”

Ah. Liveand learn. And discover thered root of Dean’ s bad temper. The Dead Man had done
something to offend his sense of rectitude.

Dean was aggrieved further because I’ d been al set to blame him. Because that’ sthe kind of thing
he' slikely to do. Every time| turn around he’ strying to take in another stray.

Thismight require some untangling.
“I'll talk to him,” | promised. | wasn't redlly happy, ether.
Living near pixiesislike setting up housekeeping insde a colony of sparrows. The squabbling never



stops. And this bunch was making themsalves at home right above my bedroom window.
None of that would bother Old Bones. He's dead. He doesn’t have to listen to the racket.

Darkly, | added, “Failing him seeing reason, | know where | can come up with anest of
bumblebees.” Bumblebees and the smallest of the little people were feuding before the appearance of
thefirst men. If you credit the legends of the weefolk.

Dean growled something about, “Then how do we get rid of the bumblebees?’
He grows ever more pessmistic as he ages.

“One gtep at atime, brother. One step at atime. Right now we’ ve got trouble on agrander scale. |
lost the boy who came here looking for help today. In circumstances surpassing strange. Make some
tea, dap together some sandwiches, bring everything in with His Nibs, and I’ Il fill youin.”

The old man headed for the kitchen. | d triggered his concern for the lost and the hopeless. Earlier
he' d been ready to stuff Kip into agunnysack with a couple boulders so the boy could have aclose-up
look at the lost treasures on the bottom of the river somewhere off the Landing.

Singe watched while | took the Goddamn Parrot to his perch in the smal front room. The Dead
Man had withdrawn his control and inhibiting influence. The feathered weasdl was returning to normal.
He muttered like a stevedore but his big interest at the moment was food, not obnoxious chatter meant
to get hisowner crucified. Helet Singe stroke hisfeathers aslong as she didn’ t interferewith hisdining.

Singewas pleased. Normally that jungle buzzard islesskind to her than heisto me. Shelooked up
a meandtried to smile.

“Wish you wouldn’t do that.”
“Am | doing it wrong?’

“No. But you' re not people. Be content to be the brightest and best ratwoman who ever lived. Be
trueto yoursdf.” | felt like somebody’ s dad, spouting clichés. Then, of course, | felt redly awful because
| was old enough to understand what the clichés were al about. Embarrassment followed that as|
remembered the cocksure boyswe’ d been when we were getting showered with the stupid stuff that
turned out to be Joe Everyman’ sway of trying to pass aong his accumulated wisdom.

Sheisyoung, Garrett. And she has only just escaped a state closely approximating slavery.
She will need time and numerous opportunities to shore up her belief in herself.

Old Bones has a soft spot for Singe, too. Though he’d never admit that if it were suggested aoud.
He' d never confessto any form of emotiona vulnerability or sentimental weakness.

| kept thinking about old men and clichés. And | kept trying to avoid considering how often the
Dean Man threw those things my way. Because | resented his advice amost asmuch as |’ d resented
advice from men of my father’ s generation when | wasfifteen. | guess neither the old men nor the young
men ever learn, but they keep on trying.

Dean nearly beat usto the Dead Man’ sroom with the refreshments. | got alamp going. Singe
dragged in aspecia chair I’ d had made that let her St without having to worry about her troublesome
tail. In moments she and | were hard at work. On the tea and sandwiches.

“Damn!” | woofed around aglob of bread and ham. “I didn’t redize how hungry | was. The effects
of that knockout spell must be dl the way worn off now.”

Singe grunted. She didn’t have time for anything else. Once she gulped down everything Dean didn’
t nibbleand | didn’t devour, she looked around like she hoped there was still awholeroast pig she’'d
overlooked. | knew areinforced battalion of young women who’ d gladly kill, and who’ d certainly hate
Singe, for her ability to eat and eat and never gain an ingppropriate ounce.



There are no fat ratpeople.
The Dead Man had metell my story first.

| have aknack for accurate recollection. | provided the details | believed were necessary for an
understanding of events while the Dead Man observed those events as memories drifting acrossthe
surface of my mind. He asked only ahandful of questions, waiting until | wasfinished taking to go to the
first. He seemed particularly interested in even the most minute details of the Slver elves’ sorceries.

At first blush | would have to agree with Mr. Dotes’ assessment that those people are not
elves, Garrett. Perhaps they belong to a single family of unusual breeding. A mixture of human
and kef sidhe sounds plausible, considering their descriptions. Though their apparel seems most
unusual. Let us examine the materials you managed to recover at your last contact site. All three
of you, please. So that | may have the benefit of three divergent viewpoints and minds and sets of
eyes.

Once scattered atop the little table that is one of the few pieces of furniturein the Dead Man’s
room my plunder did not appear especially exciting. Because he was able to see the insde of my head,
anyway, | admitted, “It seemsto be mostly trash.”

Having contemplated the take through our severa viewpoints, Old Bones responded, You are
correct, Garrett. The silver people did abandon what they considered to be waste.

How did he know?

Through exactly the same process you used to come to that identical conclusion,
supplemented by experience and unlimited intellect. It is a pity, however, that neither of you can
recall the exact circumstances of the kidnappers’ final escape.

“A huge pity,” 1 grumped. My headache remained on duty, totally devoted. Singe, though smitten
harder at the time, had recovered completely areedy.

The Dead Man mugt’ ve been more interested in events than he let on. When | started feding sorry
for mysdf and lusting after abeer heinterfered with nature. He reached insde my head and did
something that made the pain fade away. Some. Enough. Though areminder remained inthe
background, eager to come back.

What can we tell from the kidnappers’ trash?the Dead Man asked.
| couldn’t tell athing other than that they were no more fastidious than any other Karentine subject.

Singe sniffed each item yet again before carefully showing us her best imitation human shrug. From
itslook she’'d practiced alot. Ratpeople don’t move likethat normally.

Shesad, “Thisdl smdlsvery cold. Very serile. Thereisno soul init. Thereisno magic.”

That was an interesting observation, considering what we’' d seen and suffered. But | kept my
thoughts to mysdlf. Singe needed her confidence. And for dl | really knew, she wasright on the mark.

She might be indeed, Garrett.

| scowled hisway. He was not supposed to eavesdrop on theinside of my head when | wasn't
reporting.

| am not prying into your mind. | just know how you think. | believe that it is now time to
interview Mr. Bic Gonlit. His place in all this appears to be anomalous. Though | do have several
hypotheses about what could be transpiring. His testimony should tell me which of those | can
reasonably discard.

“Why do | get thefeding that I’ m going to do dl thework, inviting himin?’



Perhaps because you are irrationally pessmistic. Your part will require very little work,
Garrett. | will be the one forced to stretch himself to his limits after you have invested just a few
minutes in rounding him up and bringing him here. Be sure you take your convincing stick.

“Never leave homewithout one.” That’s my partner. Like some kind of priest or professor, his
vegetating is hard and honorable work. All my sweat and agony is barely worth amention because what
| doinvolves occasondly engaging amuscle.
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Bic Gonlit had no intention of cooperating. Bic Gonlit could pick hisdogs up and put them down
when he was scared. Who’ d have thought alittle round guy with chubby, stubby legs could lead me on
such along chase?

Not me. Not beforel lived it.

After severd blocks| was glad the Dead Man had insgsted on sending the Goddamn Parrot out to
scout for me. By then it was obvious that Bic Gonlit could seein the dark. And | could not, which wasn't
amgjor news flash. And the people of my neighborhood aren’t rich enough to maintain adequate
Sreetlamps.

The multicolored chicken did his part. He kept up arunning lot of howling and cursing, some
evidently adapted from the cant of old-time forma hunts. Highbrow and embarrassng. And, likely,
everybody he woke up would assumethat it was al my fault.

There’ d be complaints. There’ d be angry presentations. There’ d be intemperate talk about chasing
me out of the neighborhood. That would be followed by camer heads appeding for reason. The older
resdentsal know | share my place with acranky dead Loghyr. Anirritated cranky dead Loghyr can
make life alot more unpleasant for alot of peoplefor along time. Why go looking for trouble?

| needed to stop playing around. | needed to put on aburst of speed that would nail the fat man.
| should’ ve planned for this phase before | let everybody go home.

Just off the Arsend High Street, alittle my way from the brewery digtrict, isasmal remnant of
old-timeimperid TunFairethat wasn't consumed in the Grest Fire. It’ sknown as Prune Tadtity for
reasons nobody recalls anymore. Prune Tadtity isasort of museum of ancient times, all
cramped-together buildings and covered dleyways barely wide enough to let the air circulate. Following
thefirewider aleys and streets were mandated by law.

Thereisless disease in areas where the buildings are farther apart, too.

The wonder buzzard’ s shrieks told me my quarry was going to try to lose us both by ducking into
Prune Tadtity’ stangle of covered dleyways.

I’ve beenin there afew times. The placeisamaze, a timesrisng five stories high. What Gonlit
goparently didn’t redize wasthat | was familiar enough with Prune Tastity to know that there’reonly a
handful of entrancesto the maze. He' d gonein the far sde hoping I’ d follow and get logt. If he meant to
leave without running into me again he’ d have to come out not far from where | stood listening to the
Goddamn Parrot’ s progress report.

| got myself into position with minutesto spare. | used every second to get more wind back into my
lungs. | needed my bresathing under control if Gonlit wasn’t going to hear me puffing for ablock before
he arrived.

| needn’t have worried. Bic was puffing so hard himsdf that he couldn’t have heard the ringing of



the bell that’ s supposed to announce the end of the world. His head was down, hisarms and legs were
pumping, and he wasn’t even making afast walk anymore. But he was till moving. He sounded like he
was going to expireif hedidn’t take a break and concentrate on his breathing.

| timed my move, caught his collar as he shuffled past. He made one feeble attempt to get away,
then gave up. And | mean gave up completety. He just folded up on the street and refused to do

anything but gasp for arr.
Ten minutes later hewas il curled up like a pillbug, daring me to make him do anything he didn’t

want to do. He seemed confident he knew enough about meto be sure | wouldn’t kill him for being
uncooperative.

Morley isright. | need to become less predictable. And | need to develop a more savage
reputation.

Because of the Dead Man’ sreminder | had not |eft the house without my convincing stick, eighteen
inches of oak with apound of lead initsactive end. It proved useful on thisunfriendly night.

| tapped my new friend just below the kneecap on each leg, not hard enough to break anything.
Just hard enough to turn hislegsto water temporarily. | didn’t want him able to put up much of afight
when | took his precious boots.

He understood before | got the first boot off. He started yelping. He called for help. He begged for
mercy. The Goddamn Parrot came down and chimed in, carrying on loudly in severa obvioudy
nonhuman voices. Not that any witnesses were likely to drop their street sensein order to jump in and
rescue any of us. That was not the way of the city.

“Y ou sonofabitch, you want to keep your pretty boots, you’ d better get real cooperative rea
sudden.” | thumped Mr. Gonlit once atop each shoulder, briskly, not far from the sSides of his neck.

Ingtantly, Bic began to have troublelifting hisarms.

Thelittle man wastough in hisway. He never stopped struggling—until | dragged the second boot
off him. Then he went limp again. Without volunteering to make my life any eesier.

“Bic, I’m gonnatake your shoes home with me. Maybe give me agood shine.” It had been my
intention to drag him aong with me, too, but I’ d just heard atroubling sound, one |’ d honestly never
expected to hear. But rumors had been circulating for weeks so | recognized it in plenty of time.

The sound was awhistle. Rather like the shrill of aboat-swain’s pipe. Somebody from the guard’s
foot patrol wasn't far away and he’ d heard that there was trouble. He was summoning ass stance.

Changing times. Relway and Block just have way too many ideasfor advancing the case of law
and order. Not that | mind too much when they interfere in someone else’ sbusiness. But my businessis
mine

| said, “My friend and | haveto run. I’ll take good care of your boots. Y ou know whereto find
them. When the mood hits you, drop by the house. Y ou can pick them up.”

| was drawing to an insde straight, betting his boots were that important to him. | would’ ve talked
more but now whistles from several sources were sounding closer and closer.

| headed for home. | was hafway there before | redlized that the Goddamn Parrot wasn’t with me.
When | got home | went straight to the Dead Man to find out why.

The manner in which you dealt with the exigencies of your situation seems well chosen.
However, it did leave considerable leeway in the hands of Mr. Gonlit. It seemed prudent to keep
watching eyes and a nagging voice somewhere near him. Lest he surrender to a fit of common
sense and just abandon his boots.



You do have those still? Excellent. Would you summon Miss Pular? Sheisin the kitchen
helping herself to a snack. Dean hasretired for the night.

We will try to discover why the boots mean so much to our rotund nemesis.
Did you, by the by, discover how it was that he was able to seein the dark?
“"Fraid not. The question went right out of my head when | heard those whistles.”

Old Bones was wide-awake and in rare form, nothing escaping the notice of his severa minds. |
wasn't going to be alowed anything less than wide-awake mysdf until he sucked up al the outside
information he wanted.
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Singe sniffed Gonlit’ s boots. That wasn't atask | envied her. Their fragrance had been lessthan
gppeding while | wastoting them, even carried a the ends of their strings. But ratpeople don’t seemto
be repelled by odors the same way we humans are. Nor are they offended by the same scents.

Hard to credit in some cases but |’ ve been around Singe long enough to know that it’ strue.

The famous Gonlit boots had soles layered more than two inches thick. They had fake glass
emeralds and rubies and little brassrivet heads all over them. | thought they looked pretty shabby these
days. Maybe old Bic was farther down on hisluck than rumor suggested. He wasn't so big-time that
popular interest tracked his every step.

At one time the boots had been white. At one time, so the story went, Bic Gonlit had dressed dl in
white, even unto the extremity of an al-white, wide-brimmed verson of the Unorthodox missonary’ s hat.

That would have been years ago, though, when Bic would have been more prosperous because he
waslesswell known. That would have been during the days before he learned that having asignature
look was no advantage in the bounty-hunting business. Y our quarry would see you coming.

The boots themselves, by reputation, were enchanted. How so remained an open question. They
hedn’t added anything to his getaway speed. But, on the other hand, he’ d been able to seein the dark.

Maybe we’d winkle out dl the facts when Bic cameto reclam histreasures.
The Dead Man and Singe communed about those boots.

| jumped suddenly. My eyes had fallen shut. | don’t know for how long. Long enough for the lamp
to have gone out. Now just asingle candle burned on the top shelf of the Dead Man’ s memorabilia case.
He and Singe weren’t troubled by the shortage of light.

Garrett.
| heard aracket up front.
One of the two nuisances had awakened me.

The Dead Man wasn't going anywhere. | got up and stalked to the front door. The racket there
persisted. | began thinking that maybe Mr. Gonlit needed awhipping, just to remind him of his manners.

| used the peepholefor its dedicated purpose.

Surprise. That wasn’t Bic Gonlit trying to make my neighbors didike me even more. That wasthree
or four guyswho had no mannersto be reminded of. The loudest was none other than our beloved chief
of the city Guards, Colonel Westman Block himself.



It’ d been awhile since we two had crossed paths. He seemed to have grown in that time, both in
stature and in confidence.

| turned away on the theory that he could use allittle deflation.
Allow the colonel to enter, Garrett. That will serve us better in the long run.

“Took you long—" Block snarled as| swung the door inward. “Damn! Garrett!” he barked when |
swung it right back shut, bruising hisnose.

Garrett!
“Just alittle courtesy lesson.” | opened the door again.

Colond Block appeared more flustered than angry. And his goons—three gorillas damned near as
big as Saucerhead Tharpe—wore dazed |0oks, as though they were adeep on their feet, with their eyes

open.
“Good evening, Colond. How can | help you?’

Evidently the shock had been enough to startle Block into a case of the courtesies. That or some
light touch from the Dead Man. “Y es. We' ve had reports of some unusua events, Garrett.”

“This's TunFaire. We have wizards and priests enough here to supply the world with weird.”

| led Block into the Dead Man’ sroom while we talked. His goons remained outside, still as
memorid pillars. Hereplied, “But in thisinstance there’ s reason to believe that you might be involved.”

“What? Me? How come | get blamed for everything?’

“Because someone fitting your description, accompanied by persons fitting the descriptions of
known associates of yours, including acursing parrot, was seen near the Sites of severa unusua
incidents. I’ m disinclined to accept the explanation that your evil twin was out there trying to scuttle your
reputation. Y ou don’t have one.”

Go ahead and tell him the truth, Garrett.

I’ ve cooperated with the authorities on most occasions. It rankles but, to be honest, it’ s never been
that huge an inconvenience.

So | told him thewhole story. Sort of. Almost. In the young peoples’ abridged form.
Then hetold me astory. Hiswas alot shorter.

“Coming up herewe ran into a crowd of ratpeople. Twenty or thirty of them, trying to work up
their nervefor some villainy. When they recognized usthey scattered like roaches. A couple of my guys
mentioned seeing alittle fat man running with them. Either one of you want to say something about that?’

“I would if I could, boss. But | don’t have any idea.”
The Dead Man had no comment at dl.

Block asked, “ Any ideas about these lights in the sky, these flying helmets and whatnot? People
keep seeing them and getting upset about them so other people keep telling methat | haveto do
something about them. Nobody has any suggestions about whet the hell that might beand | don’t have
any brilliant ideas of my own.”

“You've garted to regress. Y ou had your language so cleaned up you could’ vefitin a court.”

“That’ swhat’ s causing it. Polite society. Those folks have more demands, and can make bigger
painsin the ass of themsaves, than any three norma human beings.”

“Who’ stelling you to do something about those things? Do they redly think you’ d interferein
wizards' experiments?’



“Get redl. It’ swizards doing the demanding, Garrett. They can’t figure out what’ sgoing on. So
they expect Colond Westman Block of HisMgesty’ s Roya TunFairen Civil Guardsto unravel the
mystery for them. Meantime, Wes Block can’t keep his own feet untangled. But they don’t need to
know that. How much does the Prose kid know?’

I’ d been afraid we’ d get to that as soon as he’ d mentioned the failed investigations of our lords of
the Hill. “I don’t know. Not much more than squat, but he’d like everybody to think he’sinonthe
secrets of the universe. He' saloon. Eighty percent of what he saysis complete * I-want-you-to-think-1°
m-specid’ hooey.”

“Does he know where to find those stray elves he picked up?’

“My guessis, he can get in touch somehow if it’ s critical. But we don’t know where heis”

“Yes That’sright, isn’t it? That other bunch snatched the boy up. So you say.” He gave me alook
filled with suspicion. He was succumbing to Relway’ s Disease. Trugting no civilian.

Sometimes | think Ded Relway divides the population into three categories. The smaller two
consgst of known criminas and of policemen, with avery fuzzy boundary in between. The other, largest
category includes al therest of us. And we’re dl just crooks who haven’t been found out yet. And we
should be treated accordingly.

Block eyed the Dead Man. “Is he adegp again?’ Old Chuckles had shown no sign of sentience
sncethecolond’sarivd.

“An excdlent question. Lately |’ m getting random moments of nonsense but nothing consistent. I’m
worried. He may be on that |ast level ground before he hits the dippery dope down.”

Block scowled, still suspicious. He had heard this one before.

| said, “Indulge my curiosity. How come you’ re out prowling the streets yoursdf? | thought you
guys had adivision of labor where the colonel stays back at the Al-Khar snoozing and harassing
prisonerswhile the rest of the guysdo al the real work.”

Block didn’t respond right away. He glanced a the Dead Man again, definitely wondering if he
could get away with telling me less than the whole truth. “When your name came up | knew it was bound
to get exciting. It made senseto get close to the center of the action right at the beginning.”

| didn’t need the Dead Man to tell me that Block was dealing me a steaming hot load. The Hill
might not be behind the flying lights and pots but somebody up there wanted to be involved. And when
the Hill wants something even its biggest detractors put on a show of flashing heds and flying elbows.
Not many people reish the notion of spending therest of their lives dead and being tortured.

Which is no contradiction where the top-ranked sorcerers are involved.

Y ou might, by astretch, be able to say that Colond Block and | are friends. Not thick and thin, hell
and high water, blood brother friends but guys who like and respect one another, who are willing to lend
aheping hand to one another, whereit’ s possible to do so.

It was concelvable that Block was doing so at the moment, so that | wouldn’t walk into something
entirdy blind. And so that, in return, he could tap mefor alittle information that would kegp himin good
odor with the people prodding him from behind.

| can do that for him. It’sworked out for usin the past. Thetricky part is keeping outsidersfrom
forming the idea that we can get dong.

Block observed, “ Y ou redly are abig old barrdl of nothing, aren’tyou. . . ? What the hell isthat?’
The pixies out front had declared war. Possibly on themsalves, they were so raucous.
They’ d been silent snce my return. So much so that |’ d begun to suspect an evil influence at work.



“Pixies,” | told Block. “I seem to have adopted amob. Against my will. I’ d better see what’ sgot
them excited.” Inasmuch asthe Dead Man didn’t seem inclined to inform me.

| heaved out of my chair and headed up front. In the smal front room the Goddamn Parrot was
adeep dready, muttering in hisdiabolical dreams. No doubt he had protested his recent utilization by
making amess Dean would nag me about for weeks.

Block followed me. Through the peephole | watched one of his escorts fling something upward. |
sad, “Your boys aretormenting my pixies.”

“I"d better get them out of here before it gets out of hand, then. Don’t hesitate to let me know if
you learn anything useful.”

“Youwouldn’t accidentally let dip which sorcerer types are interested in my problem, would you?”

“Not hardly. Not even if | knew. But | think you can safely assume that just about anybody up
there would be interested in gaining the secrets of flight.” He opened the door, went out growling. “What
the devil do you men think you’ re doing?’

“They sarted it. They werethrowing...”
Chunk! The door cut it off.
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| returned to the Dead Man’ s room. * So how come we needed to chase Block and his pals away?
And how the hdll did the Goddamn Parrot get back in the house?’

Mr. Bic Gonlit is out there awaiting an opportunity to reclaim his magical boots. Colonel
Block was unable to add anything more to our meager knowledge.

Miss Pular opened the door for Mister Big while you were napping.

“DidBlock add anything to our meager knowledge?’ | didn’t like that business about Singe opening
the door with nobody to back her up. Old Bonesisn’t dways attentive to detail.

Only internal confirmation of most of what he told you. The people on the Hill have become
exceptionally interested in unusual celestial events of late. In Block’s mind they’re convinced the
flying objects represent a threat from foreign sorcerers. Although a minority believe that a rogue
cabal of Karentine wizards are behind what has been happening, hoping to elbow the rest out of
theinner circles of power. Whatever the truth, the root concern is those people’s fear for their
positions.

“Oh, they wouldn’t like to lose their power, would they? Do | need to go out and catch Bic
Gonlit?’ Because| was bone-tired. | was ready to hit the sack, skipping the evening’slast five or Sx
mugs of beer.

Judging by your stunning success in that direction before, perhaps your ideal course would
be to wait for himto come to you. He does seem to be extremely super stitious about his boots.
They are a controlling factor in hislife.

Singe camein from the kitchen carrying atray. She’ d hidden out there while Block wasin the
house. And she hadn’t wasted her time. She’ d made more sandwiches. And had drawn me amug off
the keg in the cold well.

| gave her alook at my raised eyebrow trick as | went to work on a sandwich. Her whiskers
twitched and pulled back in the ratkind equivaent of turning pink.



“It’sdl right, Singe. Y ou’ re welcome. Old Bones. I’ m not going to be able to keep my eyes open
much longer. If | get himin here can you handle theinterview?”

His exasperation with morta weakness became papable.Get himin here. That isthe key first
step. Then you two can run off to bed whilst | 1abor . . .

Singe squeaked. Her whiskers went back so far it looked like they were about to pop out.

“He doesn’t meanthat , Singe. He just means deep. Y ou take the guest room on the third floor.”
Shewasfamiliar withit. She’d used it before. “1’1l seeif Block’ sgone.”

Heis. Though an observer remained behind and is seated on Mrs. Cardonlos’ stoop,
pretending to be drunk. He is about to fall asleep at his post.

| went to the front door certain that any deepiness being experienced by Colonel Block’ s man had
an atificd origin. Unlike my own.

Singefollowed me. She carried alamp. Itslight silhouetted me when | opened the door.
Bic Gonlit arrived five minutes | ater. He was about as hangdog asit’ s possible for aman to look.

“Bic, old buddy,” | said, “why’d you want to go and bring abunch of ratpeople around to my
place?’

“Y ou il got my boots?’

“They’rein aplace of honor. But I’ m going to burn them and scatter their asheson theriver if | don
't hear some explanations.”

“Y ou don’t have areputation for being that hard, Garrett.”

“You'vegot arep asabring them in aive kind of bounty hunter, Bic. So besdes the answer to my
ratpeople question—which | want to hear real soon now—I’d sure like to know why you’ re hanging
around me. But where are my manners? Come on in. We don’t want to do business out here. The
Guard keeps awatch on me.”

Gonlit jJumped. He looked back nervoudy. He sure was aworried little man. And barefoot, too.
He dipped past me, taking onefinal troubled look back as he did so.
“Tell me about therats, Bic.”

He stared a Pular Singe. “ Because there’ sahuge reward out for her. Reliance wants her bad. |
thought 1" d get my boots back during the confusion when Reliance’ s gang were grabbing her.”

“Flusyou’ d’'ve made afew marks,” | said. “1 appreciate your honesty. So I’ m not going to hold a
very big grudge. All you need to do is explain why you were hanging around in the dley out back and
just had to dug me. We'regoing in here.” | held the door to the Dead Man’sroom. Bic’ s bootswerein
there, sitting on the table next to Singe’ s sandwiches. But | had afeding it would be awhile before they
enjoyed aloving reunion with Bic’ sfeet. “Take a sedt, brother.”

“I just want my boots, Garrett.”

“Wedl have dreams, Bic. Sometimes we have to give alittle something to attain them. What about
thedley?

“What dley?’

“Now we’re going to play tough?’ Exasperated, | snapped, “ The goddamn aley behind my house.
Where you bushwhacked me and pounded me over the head with asap.”

Gonlit looked at melikel’ d just sprouted antlers.
Garrett.



| jumped. So did Bic and Singe.
“Yesh?’

Bizarre as it may seem, the man really does have no idea what you are talking about. | now
find myself examining the hypothesis that the Bic Gonlit you encountered in the alley was not the
man who is here with us now. Either this manhas a twin or what you ran into was the creature |
sensed and set you to collect, somehow projecting an illusion based upon the expectations of
Cypres Prose.

| now agree that it is time you went to bed. Have the man sit down.Bic hadn’t yet accepted
my invitation. Then go. | will see that he dozes off, too.

Pular Singe made an offer that was difficult to refuse because she was S0 fragile emotionaly. “Not
tonight, Singe. I'm so tired I d fall adegp in the middle of things. And you’ d get your fedlings hurt. While
you kept telling methat it was dl your fault.” She was getting used to hearing me yell at her about
embracing blame for what other peopledid.

That wasn’t as honest as | should’ ve been. But it did buy me time to think about an answer that
would leave Singe with her tender dignity intact, feding good about hersdif.

Themore | considered it the more | suspected that I’ d need the Dead Man’ s help to work thisone
out. Singe was at an age and stage where she wasn’t going to hear much from me that she didn’t want to
heear.

Though I must say my “not tonight, another time”’ response certainly seemed to ease her anxieties
for the moment.

Maybe shewouldn’t find the nerveto bring it up again.
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Those damned pixies woke me up twice during the night. And both times | got atouch from the
Dead Man indicating that we had a prowler outsde. He didn’t trouble himsalf enough to report what
kind of prowler. And | wastoo groggy to care.

The pixies made good watchdogs. Y et if that waswhat | wanted |’ d just as soon get something big
but quiet that would eet the prowlers without waking me up or disturbing my neighbors.

It was near the crack of noon when | sumbled downgtairs and found a sullen Dean sharing his
kitchen with Pular Singe. Singe was at the table eating. She had dragged her custom chair in from the
Dead Man’ sroom.

Dean was doing dishes and wrestling with his prejudices. Not many folks have much usefor
ratpeople. |’ ve dways belonged to the mgority mysaf. But | do try my best to contain my didike. That’s
been alot easier snce Singe came dong.

| mumbled, “Y ou’ re going to get fatter than the Dead Man, Singe.” | flopped into my own chair.
“My head il hurts.”” Though alot lessthan it had.

Dean sad, “I’ ve warned you and warned you to ease up on the beer, Garrett.”

“It waan't beer thistime.”

Dean rattled some dishes and snorted, not believing me.

“It’ snot. Singe can tell you. | got knocked out by some kind of wizardry afew times yesterday.



And every time | woke up | had aworse headache than before.”

“Then explain why | had to send out for anew keg thismorning. It hasn’t been ten days since you
finished thelast one.”

“New keg?But theold oneshouldn’tbe. . .”

Singe had developed afierceinterest in afly doing acrobatics from the celling.
“And you don’t have abit of ahangover from dl that, either. Do you, girl?’
She shook her head, tried one of her want-to-be human smiles,

“Gah! This'sthe cruelest of dl crud worlds.” | would’ ve teased her about sdlling her back to
Reiance or something but she’ d probably have taken me serioudly.

Dean took his hands out of the water long enough to pour amug of teaand set abreakfast platter
infront of me. That was mostly seasond fruit, accompanied by small chunks of cold ham.

A typica med, redlly. Which left me wondering how Dean managed to produce so many dirty
dishes, pots, and pans.

| downed along dug of tea. There was something in that cup besdesplain tea. It [eft abitter taste
underneath the honey. So Dean had counted on me showing up with aheadache. Since he doesn’t
coddle my hangovers he must’ ve been forewarned. So hisfusswasadl for form.

So the Dead Man was good for something after al.
Though hewouldn’t have coddled a hangover, ether.

Singetried to fuss over me. Dean looked disgusted. | showed him my evil eye. Of dl thefemalesto
pass through my kitchen the one he’ d pick to didike actively would be the only one who waswilling to
treat me specid.

Hewas plenty willing to climb dl over me when it came to me not treating every girl asif shewas
uniquely specid.

| tossed back some more teawhile thinking my house was turning into anest of cranky old
bachelors.

The pixies started acting up out front. Dean ignored them. He had his cutting board out and was
getting ready to mutilate vegetables.

“Y ou going to check that out?’ | asked.

“No. Happens every fifteen minutes. If it means anything the thing in the other room will let us
know.”

If hewasn't adeep. The Dead Man has a habit of falling adeep, sometimesfor months, usudly at
the most inconvenient times, businesswise.

| finished feeding. The medication in the tea had begun itswork. The world seemed alessdark and
cruel place dready. “Singe, let’s go see old Chuckles.” Got to keep that premature optimism under
control. And hewasjust the boy toreinitin.

“Hey, Old Bones. What' s on the table today? Bic Gonlit. How you doing this morning, man? Dean
get you something to eat?’

Whatever Dean put into the tea, maybe he used alittle too much.

| got no response from the Dead Man. Gonlit did respond with abig scowl. “1 want my boots,
Garrett.”

“I’m sure you do. They say you’ ve got your whole persondity tied up in those things. So why do



you want to get them dl filthy, romping around in the aley behind my house?’

Bicrolled hiseyes “Not again!”

| have exhausted that line of inquiry, Garrett. Mr. Gonlit sincerely believes that he has never
been in that alley. Thereis no shaking his conviction on that count. Therefore, | aminclined to

believe him. However, he cannot account for his whereabouts at the time of the alley event. Heis
mor e troubled about that than we are.

| wasn't troubled at all. “Maybe it was him being used by one of the Silver guysthe way you use
the Goddamn Parrot.”

That possibility occurred to me. Thereisno residue in Mr. Gonlit’s mind of the sort | would
expect to find if he had been manipulated. What is there consists of hints that he may have been
adeep. Inasmuch as he does not recall sleeping, we might reasonably suspect that the sleep was
induced. Perhaps by the same means as wer e used on you yesterday.

“All right. And?’
The boy, Cyprus Prose, brought Mr. Gonlit’s name into play first.

I’d just been thinking that. Had Kip set us up somehow? Could the Dead Man have missed that
while the kid was here?

No.

“Bic, did anybody hire you to hunt down a couple eves name of —"

“Lastyr and Noodiss. I'm tired of that one, too. Give me my damned boots.”
He believes he never heard those names before he came in here last night.

| growled. The excitement and optimism were beginning to fade. “ Then how come hewas
following me and you were following him with the Goddamn Parrot?’

Are you genuinely certain you want Mr. Gonlit to hear more about my abilities than you
have given away already?

“All right. | wasn’t thinking.”
Not a first, | might note.
“Y ou might. Y ou might also answer me.”

He was following Miss Pular, Garrett. Mr. Big was following you. Insofar as| have been
able to determine, their appearance of being together was caused by the proximities of yourself
and Miss Pular.

“There’ ve been too damned many coincidences already, Old Bones. Y ou know | believein them
but | don’t likethem. Next thing you’ re going to tell meisthat good buddy Bic just happened to ssumble
over Singe as she and Saucerhead were coming to help me out. And being the ingenious fellow that he
is, Bicjust latched right on. Seizing the day, asit were”

That is quite close to the truth. As Mr. Gonlit knows it. Except for the fact that he was
hunting Miss Pular long before we became involved in events. He had traced her to the area
where we had her hidden. My call for assistance, unfortunately, brought her out just in timeto be
spotted.

| generated harrumphing old man noises. | didn’t like the way things were going.

You never do. But you have a knack for blundering around, knocking things over, until
everything works out.



| harrumphed some more. Practicing. | have plansfor an extremely extended old age.

| was profoundly embarrassed by the fact that it took me so long to discover Mr. Gonlit’s
presence on your backtrail.

“Oh-oh.” The Dead Man seldom admits lacks, flaws, or shortcomings. Heis, after al, the most
perfect of that perfect race, the Loghyr. Just ask him.

When he messes up it’ saways someone e se’ sfaullt.
Behold! Then | began to understand. The description | had was entirely inadequate.

“Soyou didn’t figureit was unusud for aguy to be turning up everywhere Sngeand | did?’ It
redly is pointlessto indicate the holesin his excuse-making. At best he just ignores you.

| should like to engage in a much deeper look into your encounter with the false Bic Gonlit
of the alleyway. It is entirely possible that you may have noticed something we passed over as
trivial when we were confident that we knew who your conqueror was.

Thered Bic Gonlit had grown very restless. “Let me give the man his soles back so he can go on
hisway.” Charged up with uncertain ideas about his place in the grander scheme, his head anest of
confused, fase memories.

Turn the bird loose once Mr. Gonlit is a block down the street.

“Of course. There’sadways hope he’ll runinto a parrot-eating eagle. Bic, here’re your boots. Get
going. Stay away from me and stay away from Pular Singe. | guarantee you, Reliance’ sreward isn’t
worth it. Belinda Contague used to be my girlfriend.”

Bic went pale. He'd heard that rumor. | was il dive. So maybe | could conjure the hel pmate of
desth.

Foolish, Garrett.

Hewasright. That was astupid threst. If word got back to Belinda | could end up on crutches. If
she happened to be in a generous mood.

| waved bye-bye from the stoop. Then | flung our lowlife, low-profile spy into theair. Then |
rejoined Singe and the Dead Man.
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Returning to life after having the Dead Man dig around in the muck in the cellars of my mind was
lesspainful than getting whomped unconscious by asiver ef’sspdl but it did leave mefeding just as
lousy emationdly. It left me wanting nothing more than to go back to bed, wherel could curl upin aball
and suck my thumb.

That kind of invasion doesn’t happen often. And never happens without my permission. But each
timeit does| swear I'll never let it happen again, no matter how desperate the crisis. But when thetime
comes | dways go ahead, trusting him and knowing I’ Il get through it. And maybeit’ s even good for me
inthe long run. That dark, unhappy memories aways seem to settle alittle deeper and alittle more
comfortably, like abucket full of gravel when you shake and best it.

| took some cleansing breaths. Some of that martia arts stuff of Morley’ sredly doeswork if you
let yoursdlf believeinit. | found aplace removed from my center by just afew miles. “ Did we learn
anything that makesit worth al my misery?’



| believe we did. Though it isindeed a small thing at first glimpse.

Hedidn’t go on. He wanted meto ask him to show off hisbrilliance. | wasn’t feding patient
enough to get involved in the usua games. “And that was?’

The Bic Gonlit in our alleyway was not wearing the signature boots. You had mentioned
missing seeing them earlier but at that time | overlooked the chance that you had notseen them
because they were not there. At that time there was no reason to look beyond the obvious. Also,
the Gonlit you met out back was several inches taller than this specimen, even without the
leather lifts.

“So where does that leave us?’

Essentially still lost but now forearmed with the knowl edge that the opposition might appear
to usin the guise of someone we know. But not in the form of a perfect replica.

Grumble. “Don’t tell meit’ s shapeshiftersagain.”

| promise. There are no shapeshifters here. There does seem to be some remarkable illusory
sorcery, however.

“You said therewasn’t any sorcery inthealey.”
| did. | do not believe there was. It is a conundrum, isit not?

“Great. So good old Bic isinnocent of everything more sinister than trying to score the bounty on
Singe. Stipulating that, | want to know how come Kip knew the name and thought Gonlit was after his
grange friends. And " d like to know how that elf got to know Bic well enough to masquerade ashim
without Bic knowing there was anything going on.”

All excellent questions, Garrett. You are learning to think. Unfortunately, Mr. Gonlit does
not have any of the answers. We will have to flush those out somewhere else. Inasmuch as we
have no hope of uncovering a direct trail to the boy | suspect a visit to the mother has some
chance of being productive.

“Y ou think shemight know . . . ?1 see. Anything she can give us could be athread to pull or a
pointer to a path that might lead to somebody who does have an idea where to look for the boy.”

Indeed. Which iswhy | suggest the mother. She may even have an idea where to find the
mysterious Noodiss and his associate.

A possibility that, no doubt, must’ ve occurred to the people dready in that hunt.

“| get thefeding these others are readl amateurs.” How much less gentle would have been the hunt
hed the Ouitfit been seeking the missing elves?

True. Miss Pular should remain here. It is a certainty that Reliance has people watching the
house.

“Relway, too, probably.”
Just so.

“Then maybe | shouldn’t go out there, either.” A career in the home-based beer-tasting industry
sounded good at the moment.

You are too concerned about your reputation. | will ensure that any spies remain ignorant of
your departure.

Once again, ahint that he had greater abilities than those to which he admitted. Though thiswasa
trick he had used before, severd times. I’ ve never been sure how it works. It might blind everyonein the
neighborhood to my movements.



Which would be handy if | had to raise some cash red fast.
| had been considering a career change. Why not become an invisible pickpocket?

Theair seemed to crackle. Like the sharp whispering of river ice just sarting to break up. My
partner didn’t gpprove of my thoughts. Not even with those being entirely in jest.

When this day was done | was going to get away from dl these people. Maybe |’ d get me off to
one of the tavernswhere old Marines gather to dough off the dust of lesser mortas. Or possibly
somewherewhere | might glimpse ashapdy ankle.

Garrett, there will be no diversions, neither of the heart nor of the mind nor of the flesh, if
you do not get out and try to find some threads that | can unravel while you are reviving your
reputation as a rogue, a rake, and a wastrel.

Hedid have apoint.
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| went to Playmate’ s stablefirst. He' d have to show me whereto find Kip’ sfamily.

“I don’t know if that’ Il do any good,” Playmate said when | explained what | wanted. | guarantee
you hismother doesn’t know anything useful. If she did she’ d aready have been out there wherever
yanking those dves’ earstill they talked.”

“Thought they didn’t have ears.”
“Maybe they ran into Kayne Prose dready.”
“Hardcase, eh?’

“A very determined mom. Y ou don’t messwith her kids. Otherwise, she’sjust ahardworking
widow looking for enough work to get by.”

There'realot of thosein TunFaire, though in the fina few, most desperate years of the war the
Crown tried taking younger conscripts so there wouldn’t be as many widows created.

“Uh...” I said. “I must be confused. Y ou didn’t say anything about her being awidow yesterday.”

Paymate looked at me like hewondered if | wasredly that dumb. Widow isaeuphemism asold
as mothers without husbands. “ She wouldn’t brag about having three out-of-wedlock children by three
different fathers, one of them maybe off the Hill. Though two of the fathersredly are dead. And the
maybe wizard probably is. He hasn’t been seen since the supply boat he was aboard |eft the TunFaire
waterfront. When Kip was till abun in the oven. TheLeitmark never madeit to Full Harbor.”

“Pirates?’

Playmate shrugged. “ At thisdate it doesn’t matter. Kayne has bad luck with men. They die on her.
Or they go away. But she’ san unswerving optimist. She keeps on trying. After Kip camedong | findly
managed to convince her she should invest in avoiding any more pregnancies. She owed that to the kids
she dready had.”

“Y ou sound like you might have alittle emation invested in the Prose family yoursef.”

“I like the kids. They turned out pretty good, consdering. And Kayne is agood woman who doesn
"t redly deserve everything she’ s suffered. But she does bring it on hersdlf.”

“Sdf-degtructive, en?’ | might know alittle about that mysdlf.



“Definitey. But mainly in the area of men. She keegps rgecting everybody who might be good for
her and welcoming the villanswho’ re sureto treat her badly.”

There might’ ve been adight hint of disgppointment there. If so, it was so faint that | didn’t think it
was worth pursuing.

Time would tell me about Playmate and Kayne Prose. | was about to see how they acted around
each other.
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Leaving Playmate’ s stable, we walked about amile toward theriver, skirting Prune Tadtity, to reach
the southwestern-most fringe of the garment district. Which actually takes up lessland areathan Prune
Tadtity. It was on the fringe that we found Kip’smom.

Kayne Prose was doing seamstress work in asmall coop operated round the clock by teams of
women whose situations were al much the same. They were dl dirt-poor, with children, without
husbands, without other salable skills, and most with too many miles on them to compete as progtitutes
or taxi dancers. | found the atmosphere insde that place oppressive. The walls had become impregnated
with despair.

But every woman there had an air of grim determination. They were survivors, those women, doing
what they had to do. Same as me, back when it was crocodiles on the one hand, Venageti rangerson
the other, and poisonous bugs, snakes, spiders, and bats everywhere else. Neither we, then, nor these
women, now, would let the despair work its seduction. These ladies would battle on until doom sounded
itsfind bell.

Give them the supreme compliment. They would’ ve made good Marines.

There were eight women sewing when we arrived. | picked Kayne Prose out immediately. There
wasalot of her inKip. Only . ..

“Damn, Play. She’salooker. You sure. . . ? That woman’ s got three kids, one of them nineteen
yearsold?’ No doubt the weak light did her afavor but she didn’t look much older than me. If that old.
Shecould have competed in the flesh markets. And would’ ve done pretty well, I”d guess.

Maybe it was the long blond hair that shone like that of agirl haf her age. Maybe it was her skin,
which seemed far too smooth for awoman of mature years. Maybe it was her face, which the hardships
of poverty hadn’t etched nearly as deeply as| would’ ve expected. Maybe it was some sort of inner fire.
There are those one-in-a-thousand people who just never seem to get old.

| guess| stood there stunned, maybe dribbling from the corner of my mouth, for awhile, because |
heard thiswhigper: “That’ s exactly how everyone reacts when they meet her for thefirst time.”

Everyonemde, | figured.

Kayne Prose’ s sparkling baby blues met mine. The twinkle there told me she could read my mind
assurely asthe Dead Man could. A tiny smile told me shedidn’t mind my sort of thinking, ether.

Oh, the gods had been generous when they’ d shaped Kayne Prose. And somered artists had
gonein on the architecture. Nor had childbearing been unkind. There would be plenty of women ten,
even fifteen years younger who'’ d just plain hate Kayne Prose for existing.

Seven of that sort were planted right there in that room.

“Hédlo, Play,” shesaid. And, oh my, her voice was as deep and husky and sensud asKatie's. It
turned my spineto water. And | was there on business. Fedling guilty because |’ d let her son get spirited



away. And shewasfully aware of the effect she was having. It was an effect she’ d been having on men
for twenty-five years, probably.

| waswilling to bet there was elven blood in her, no further than agrandparent away.

Shesad, “I can’t get up. | fell behind yesterday. Who' syour friend?’ She looked me over like she
was checking out vegetables at the market, yet from her it was flattering rather than offensive,

And the same from me right back.
She definitdly liked being looked at. Which was probably a symptom of her problem.

Playmate’ s expression soured. Proof that there was substance to my earlier suspicion. | tried to
reinin my boyish charm.

Playmate said, “Kayne, this's Garrett. The man who was going to help Kip. Now he’sgoing to
help usfind Kip.”

For amoment Kayne Prose turned entirely into aworried mother. She turned up alook |
remembered from childhood. Which left me nose to nose with the scary speculation that my mother
might have been capable of that other, nonmotherly behavior, too.

No. Never. She was Mom.

“Whatever | can do to contribute, | will, Mr. Garrett,” she said. All business now, I'm afraid. Wel,
amog al business. Kayne Prose wasincgpable of tifling her sensud sde.

Man.

| said, “1’m here because | don’t know where else to sart. Can you talk while you work?’ The
place wasn’t a sweatshop, it was a co-op, but none of the women were pleased to have Playmate and
me upsetting their routine. Though a couple of them eyed Playmate like they were measuring him for a
wedding suit.

It being a co-op there wouldn't be killer piecework quotas but, till, for the women to make much
incomethey’ d have to put in fourteen-hour days. They’ d have someformulafor afair divison of the
COo-0p’sincome.

“Tak away. But thereain’t much | cantell you. If | knew anything | probably wouldn’t velost my
kid. Those two goofbals don’t mean anything to me.”

“Noodissand Lastyr?’
“We know any other goofbdlsin thismess?’

“Thefour who weren’t those two, that took your son. And the three who tried and failed earlier.” |
didn’t think the two crews were the same. But | hadn’t seen Playmate’ sfemale elves. Then, ingpired, |
sad, “Tell meabout Bic Gonlit.” If Kip knew the guy, then so might she.

Pay dirt.

Her needle dowed for amoment, possibly snagging somehow. She studied her last stitch for hdf a
second. Then she glanced up a Playmate. Her stitching fell back into rhythm. “What do you want to
know?’

“Everything.” There was something here. Maybe nothing I” d find useful but definitely a connection.

Again she glanced at Playmate. So | did the same, only to have him shrug in response, then ask,
“Will you be more comfortableif | go outsde, Kayne?’

Kayne Prose winced.
| doubted that the woman was long on sensitivity. Life wouldn’t have afforded her the luxury. But



she had something on her mind. She thought Playmate would be disappointed or hurt. She cherished his
good opinion. Or maybe needed it as an emotional foundation stone. Whatever, she could see some
vaue in aman who was too good to become an active accomplice in her game of salf-destruction.

Playmateis one of those guyswho isjust too damned nice for his own good. And everyonein the
place recognized that Playmate felt that his good could be the woman who looked like she had made a
pact with the agents of darkness. Except for Kayne Prose hersdlf, of course.

Kayne Prose told Playmate, “Y ou don’t need to go, Play. If I'm embarrassed by something | tell
Mr. Garrett, then | deserve the full impact. Mr. Garrett, | enjoyed—for want of amore appropriate
description—abrief relationship with Bic Gonlit not long ago.” Her fingersflew, sewing adeeve onto
something for achild maybe six years old. Something for alittle girl who would never suffer the miseries
and indignities so intimately known to the woman who had assembled her dress. “I don’t believe he saw
itinthesamelight as| did, though.” With an intonation implying that they never do.

“Interesting.” The Dead Man hadn’t mentioned thistantalizing tidbit. Did he want meto find out for
mysdlf? Or wasn’t there anything interesting there? Or maybe Bic hadn’t remembered because it wasn’t
important to him. “Wasthis anytime recently?’

Kayne nodded. “1 ended it three days ago. When | redized he wasusing me.” Damn! The woman
made the act of breathing a sensua promise. No wonder old Bic took her wrong.

Therest of the women adjusted their positions as Kayne finished, each commenting without saying
aword. Possbly unfairly. | didn’t get the feding that Kayne Prose made hersdlf apublic utility, only that
sheredlly enjoyed men but aways conspired with her own inner devilsto make sure she picked the ones
who would be bad for her.

“l see. Thiswasagood idea, Play. |’ velearned morein the last three minutesthan | did up till then.
Kayne, did it get physical? Did he ever take his boots off?" Rumor suggested that Bic might not.

Kayne Prose turned bright red, something her co-op pals probably found amazing. | wondered if
that would have happened had Playmate not been with me.

“He...Hehad aproblem. Hesaid . . . What do you mean about boots?’

“Bic Gonlit’ s big legend revolves around his custom-made, hugely ugly, possibly magica boots.
They’ re boots aratman wouldn'’t sted. They’ re white with fake gemsal over them. They have thick
elevator soles. Y ou're probably agood four inchestaller than Bic in hisbare feet.”

“He'sastadl asme. And | never noticed any specid boots. Or shoes. Or anything dse.”
| exchanged glances with Playmate.
“What?" Kayne demanded.

| told her, “That wasn’t the real Bic Gonlit, then. That was one of the elveswho’ relooking for Kip’
sfriends. He uses some kind of sorcery to make people think they’ re seeing Bic Gonlit. But theilluson
doesn’t include the boots. Or enough of the short.”

“Y ou know, you'reright. | never thought about it before. When we were kids Bic always had a
thing about his shoes.”

“You’' ve known him along time?’

“Not wdll. But sncel was Kip’sage. We grew up on the same street. | saw him around
sometimes. We said “Hi.’ | never paid him much attention. And he never paid me any. | thought that was
because he might bealittle. . . fey. Like maybe he didn’t know what he wanted to be. And he was
awayskind of ajerk. But amonth ago he started coming around and acting like he was redlly interested.
He' d gotten a case of the manners and he could talk a pretty good game. But he never did nothing else.



Sooner or later, and mostly sooner, the conversation got around to Kip and hisfriends. He was dways
asking questions. A man who never does nothing but talk about your kids don’t stay redl interesting and
an’'t much fun.”

Y ou hear that, Play?| thought. Thisonehasa®me” streak. And it’ swhat keeps causing her
problems. Clever men would play to it. And would think less of her because they were ableto.

“| stand cautioned. But | do haveto bring the brats up somein order to get my job done.”
One of the women groaned dramatically.

Playmate blessed the lot with arighteous glower. He drew himself up siffly erect, like he was about
to go on arant about hdlfire and sin and chucking first rocks.

| asked, “Kip did know this Bic, too?’

“Better than | did. He figured out right away that Bic just wanted to get next to the two spooky
critters”

“Lastyr and Noodiss.”
“Stll the ones, buddy.” The furnace wasn't burning nearly as hot asit had.
I’d managed to work myself down off the A ligt.

“Y ou have any ideahow | could find this Bic Gonlit? Could you get ahold of him somehow if you
wanted?’

She thought about her answer for awhile. I’ d begun to suspect that her lights didn’t burn too bright
and that the woman was something of aflake besides. More factors contributing to her string of failed
relationships.

The substance behind the beauty and the intense sensuaity wasthin. Which | wouldn’t find al thet
big ahandicap most of thetime. But, businesswise, it makes for endless problems.

From the corners of my eyes| noted the other women watching to see how long it would take me
to catch on—and if it would matter. Maybe with atouch more malice toward me than toward Kayne
Prose. In some waysthey might live vicarioudy through Kayne. Kayne wasn’t afraid to indulge hersdlf.

Shelet melook and think for awhile, probably so | could reflect on what | was talking mysdlf out
of, before she said, “ Y eah. Play, take Mr. Garrett over to my place. Rhafi can show you guys where Bic
used to hole up. And if the creep is il there, bresk acouplelimbsfor me. All of them if hedon’t give
Kip back.”

| was about to explain that it wasn’t likely the false Bic Gonlit had the boy. Playmate nudged me.
That wasirrdevant. It wastimeto go.

Good ides, too. Because, atop everything else, Kayne Prose had akind of narcotic quality to her. |
could seemysdlf diding into addiction. Just like my dusky pd.

| kept thinking that, if she hadn’t had so many incompatible persondity quirks, she could’ ve set
hersdf up for life by getting into the mistress racket. In a prime position.

That she was where she was, looking as good as she did, never having done better, was one more
warning flag about the woman insde that marvelloudy attractive shell.

A long time ago, dmost awhole day now, Playmate had told me that Cypres Prose’ smom was
different and had pointed to histemple. Based on information gleaned, |’ d say the man was right. But
that didn’t stop me from wanting to turn right around and go back and try to score some pointsfor the
future.
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Playmate asked, “What did you think of Kayne?’

“Honest answer, Play? | never saw her beforein my life. But | wanted to trip her and begat her to
thefloor. And ten seconds after that | just wanted to beat her. And ten seconds after that | was
completely confused about what | wanted. And right now the anima side of my soul is screaming a me
not to walk away from thiswonderful chance. There’ s aperverse, sdf-destructive urgein there
somewhere that shejust shrieks out to.”

Hewasn't offended. “That’ show alot of men react. Y ou alittle faster than mogt, but that’ sjust
you being you. And after years of studying Kayne Prose| think it’sall because of what’ sgoing onindgde
her. She doesn’t just hurt hersdlf in these doomed relationships. And the harder it ison the guys, the
harder they try to makeit work.”

We were gtrolling. Playmate needed to air out some thoughts. It was clear that he was a Kayne
Prose addict and willing to risk destruction. And maybe Kayne Prose thought too much of Playmate to
give himabhit of poison.

People are the strangest creatures.
“What’sit dl mean?’ | asked, just to keep open the windows of his mental house.

“I think it meansthat Kayne has alow-grade form of what the Dead Man has. The mind thing.”
Which could meananother wizard in the woodpile, a generation further back. “ Just enough to read you
faintly and to touch you just asweekly. Without knowing it on aconsciousleve. But usngit dl thetime
when men are around. In such away that whatever is going on inside her will be reflected right back at
her from outsde. And maybeit’ll feed onitsdf if it Sarts running into something dark.”

| considered. “ Y ou could beright.” | started trying to compare, in my head, Kayne Prose’ simpact
with the jolt my friend Katie could ddliver. Katie can reduce thisman to jely with just alook. When
Katie getsinterested there are no distractions. Katieisthe closest |’ ve ever cometo having had a

religious epiphany.

I’d just considered that to be amatter of focus. But maybe it was something more. Maybe there
was awesk, crude mental connection involved.

Playmate said, “It’ sjust ahypothesis.” With atone so defensive that an gpology was implied.

“A damned good hypothesis, I”d say. Y ou ought to get completely aone with her sometime, no
distractions whatsoever, and test it out.”

He sputtered.
“Pay?You’'re embarrassed?”’
“I’m not that kind of guy, Garrett.”

“Maybe you ought to be. Tell me about Kayne’ s other kids. Arethey problem folkslike their
mother and brother?”

“Not like their mother and brother. But problems enough. You'll like Casse”

Hedidn’t tell me much more. But he was right about Cassie. Cassie was avery likeable child
indeed.
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Cassie Doap was nineteen. Physically, Cassie was her mother adecade and ahaf younger, with
the overpowering sensudlity less controlled. Cassie Dogp would break hearts just by going out where
men could see her and understand that they would live out their years never having gotten any closer
than they were at the moment when first they spotted her. Cassie Doap filled up aroom with her
presence but didn’t spark the confusion that came with being around her mother.

Cassie Doap was smarter than Kayne, too. She understood the impact she had on men but had no
intention of |etting that define who and what she was. If Kayne Prose had done one useful thing for her
daughter it wasto set an example of how not to live her life.

All that | understood before Cassie Doap and | exchanged aword. Because Cassie Doap was an
easy read. She wanted it that way.

| wondered what hidden, horrible flaw had a poor woman as gorgeous as this il living with her
mother a her age. A hyperactive sense of sdf-worth?

Paymate performed the introductions. | managed to shake hands while avoiding stepping on my
tongue, distracting mysdlf by concentrating on business. I’ m able to do that occasiondly, though there’re
some who would have the world believe otherwise. It’ sjust that the Kaynes and Cassies of theworld
makeit so hard.

With Cassethere | dmost overlooked her brother Rhafi. He wasn’t the sort to attract much
atention.

| told Cassie, “We'retrying to find Kip. Wethink . . .”

“If Play hadn’t guaranteed it wasthe redl thing | would’ ve bet the little twerp staged the whole
damned thing.”

“Why would you think that?” | noted that, unlike her mother, Cassie did nothing to make sure |
understood just how much woman she was.

“Because that’ sthe way hisevil little peabrain works.” Brother Rhafi nodded his head vigoroudly.
“Helivesingde hisown imagination. Everything in thereis high drama. Perilous chases, deadly dudls,
narrow escapes, beautiful princesses, and monstrous villains.”

Playmate chuckled. “ Soundslike your life, Garrett,” he quipped.

“Except for a severe shortage of princesses, beautiful or otherwise. Y ou wouldn’t be along-lost
princess, left in abasket on your mother’ s doorstep, would you, Cassie?’

“Long-logt, anyway. If that was intended to be a compliment you get pointsfor being alittle more
subtle than the usud, * Gods, you’ re beautiful. Lie down because | think | loveyou.” ”

“Mud’ ve been army type guys. Marines are dll smooth and crafty.” Had we just gotten a hint of
why Cassie Doap hadn’t wriggled her way into the sweet life? Everybody knowsthat’ sagirl’s easest
way out of the poor side of town. Or was she in a constant rage because Fate had decreed she should
be so beautiful that everybody wanted her? 1 don’t recall ever having run into awoman who resented
her own gppedl, only women who hated their sstersfor having more of it than they did. But | could
understand the notion, in principle. In someone who could, genuingly, separate salf from body.

Possibly Kayne's past behavior had loaded Cassie up with outside expectations aswell. Perhaps
the whole neighborhood figured like mother, like daughter. That’ sthe sort of ignorant thinking you can
expect from human type beings. And the sort that would park abig old chip on somebody’ s shoulder.

Playmate said, “Kaynetold us you could show uswhere Bic Gonlit stayed when he was coming
around here.” Histone was strained, neutral. And Cassie heard that. And she understood.



“I can’t. | stayed away from that creep. He was dways trying to get me to go somewhere with him
when Kaynewasn'’t around.”

But Kayne had told usthat Bic hadn’t shown any physicd interest in her. If he hadn’t gonefor the
mom why would he take arun &t the daughter?

Make the assumption he wasn’t a good, red-blooded Karentine boy and you might think he could
want something else. Maybe he’ d had anotion that snatching Cassie would give him alever he could use
to get Kip to tel him what he wanted to know.

Hard to imagine just wanting Cassie as a hostage. She wasthe kind of girl you have to keep avay
from the old men. Or you’ Il have them dropping like fliesfrom strokes and heart attacks. Hell, | was
having pal pitations mysdlf and | wasjust therelooking for her nimrod brother.

| had trouble seeing anything e se. Especidly not brother Rhafi, who vanished in Cassie’ sglare.
That poor kid didn’t even have Kip’ s unpleasant character traits. He was just there, agangly six-footer
with unkempt dark hair, brown eyes, aghost of amustache, the beginnings of aset of bad teeth, and no
meat on hisbones. | got the impression that he’ d rather be somewhere else. That, like his brother, he
had a preference for the habitués of worlds of hisown devising.

Physicaly, it was obviousthat Rhafi did not share afather with Kip. Cassie. . . Shemight passas
Kip’sfull agter if anybody wanted to pretend. But she did have that different last name.

No matter. As pleasant atask asit was staring at Cassie and drooling, | was in the business of
rescuing obnoxious teenagers. “ Rhafi, I'm Garrett.” Like maybe he’ d forgotten. But I’ d decided to deal
with him theway | dedlt with Singe. Carefully. He seemed of an ageto bevolatile. “I specidizein finding
thingsthat get logt.” Or about anything else that needs doing, that clients don’t want to do for
themsdlves, and that | don’t think iswrong.

“LikeBic Gonlit.”

“Wadll, sure. Though the reason | want to find him is because he may know where to find your
brother.”

Petulantly, “1 mean, Bic Gonlit findsthingsthat’ re missing. He said 0.”

“Thered Bic Gonlit specidizesin finding peoplefor other people. People who' rewilling to pay
well to have them found.”

Playmatetold me, “Let’ sdon’t complicate things, Garrett. Rhafi, please show uswhere Bic Gonlit
Stayed.”

“Hetried to get me up there, too, you know. Like hedid Cassie”

“And you found out where he stayed. Good job.” Playmate’ s approach was the same as mine but
the boy responded better. Probably because he knew and trusted Playmate.

Playmate does exude trustworthiness. I’ ve seen total strangers entrust him with everything but their
souls

Playmate kept talking. And Rhafi responded.

The boy did not enjoy Kip’sone redeeming quaity. Hewasn’t bright. And he was spoiled. As
much as a near-destitute child can be spoiled.

| stepped back and let the master work.

“Shdl we?’ | asked Casse, offering her my arm and aglimpse of my raised eyebrow. Thetrick
that kills them dead.

“I think I’ll just stay here.”



Whimpering, every bone crushed, | dragged my battered carcass out of the Proseflat, following
Playmate and Rhéfi.
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Playmate sad, “I told you you' d like Cassie”
“Hell, | love her. But I’ m not so hot for the thing that’ sinside of her, wearing her likeasuit.”

Rhafi sarted laughing. | mean, he got one of those cases of the giggleswhere you just can’t shut it
off, no matter how hard you try.

“I didn’t think it wasthat funny,” | said.
Paymate agreed. “ It wasn't funny a dl.”

Rhafi gagped, “But you don’t know Cassie. Y ou don’t haveto livewith her. You don’t haveto
auffer through it when shetries on different persondities like somerich bitch trying on different clothes.”
He hacked and gasped all the way through that. “1 know it isn’t that funny. But it wasjust so perfect for
the bitch that she’ strying to be thisweek.”

“She’ sadways been an actress,” Playmate said, demongtratively not using the word in its pgorative
form, which meanswhore. “That’ s her way of coping.”

“Ever get theideathat the dysfunctiona folks outnumber those who aren’t? Every damned day I’'m
more of the opinion that everybody’ s knot istied too loose or too tight. And somejust cover it up better
than others. It’ sonly amatter of time. Except for me and thee, of course.”

“ And sometimes we wonder about thee, Garrett. I’ m sorry you fed that way. Y ou might consider
surrounding yoursdlf with different people. Excluding mysdlf, naturdly. Or you might find adifferent line
of work. Onelesslikdy to turn you cynical.”

“Me? Cynicd? That’ simpossible. | am one with the universe. | have the perfect life. Except for the
fact that | do haveto work onceinawhile.”

“Y ou should’ ve picked amother who lived on the Hill.”
“That was alittle shortsghted of me, wasn'’tit?’

Rhafi, in amoment when the giggles were under control, observed, “Y ou guys must be getting
older than you look.” Outside of the Proseflat, out of the shadow of hisintimidating sister, he developed
some substance.

“Y eah? How come do you say that?’ That was a bitter draught, even from akid as strange as he.
“Y ou both think too much.”

Thelittle philosopher. “Damn!” | said. “There’ s an accusation that hasn’t been flung in my face for
alongtime”

“Possbly never,” Playmate opined. “1 recall the oppodte fault getting mentioned with some
frequency, however . . . Hello. What do we have here?’

Clumps of people occupied the street ahead, staring down a cross lane and pointing at the sky.
“I have an uncomfortable feding. Rhafi, how far to Bic Gonlit’ s place?’
“Next block. | bet they’re looking at one of those. . . Oh, yeah!”

The crowd al made awed noises. Everyone pointed, reminding me of crowd scenesin paintings of



theimperid circus, the people saluting as the emperor arrived.

A dslvery discus, that | guessed to be pretty high up in the air, had gppeared from behind atile
rooftop. It drifted our way for afew seconds, then moved back out of sight again. Some of the watchers
complained bitterly becauseit hadn’t come closer. | supposed similar groups of gawkers could be found
al over town.

| overheard several people claiming to have had contact with creatureswho lived insde the silver
disk. Oneinssted that he had been a captive of creastureswho lived insde the balls of light | had seen
last night. That turned into a contest: who could concoct the tall est tale about the outrages done them by
theslver eves

The human imagination isvery fertile. And exceedingly grotesque.

“Did | say something about them outnumbering us?’ | asked. “Play, you heard of those sllver things
coming out in the daytime before?’ Sightings had been going on for at least amonth but | hadn’t paid
much attention. There’saways something weird going onin TunFaire. Like most of HisMgesty’s
subjects, if the something weird ain’t happening to me | don’t worry about it.

“Oh, sure. Just as often as at night. As| recollect, dl of the earliest Sghtings, over ayear ago now,
came during the daytime.”

“I do remember. It was one of those one-day wonders. Nothing happened so | forgot about it.
These people are getting alittle thick here,” | grumbled. | eased into Playmate’ swake. He had little
trouble pushing through the crowd. Many of them probably recognized him. He was dways out here
doing the charitable Sde of the ministry thing.

Always something weird happening. These flying things. The slver eves. People catching onfire
and burning up, up on the north sde. The other day news that another juvenile male mammoth had
wandered in through an un-watched gate and was creating havoc, aso on the north side. If one of Block’
S people was supposed to have been on duty there he’ d better be prepared to eat the mammoth.
Derdiction of duty was closeto acapital crimein the eyes of Colond Westman Block and Ded Relway.

It might behoove me to keep better track Snce so much of theweird stuff pullsmein eventualy.
“|s something the matter, Mr. Garrett?’” Rhafi asked from behind me. “Y ou jumped.”

I’ d thought about voluntarily creating work for mysalf, that was what was the matter. No need to
sharethat with the kid, though. “Aren’t we there yet?’

“Theydlow brick dump.”

And dump it was. The tenement in question, easily more than ahundred years old, was ahideous
four-story memorid to the disdain lavished on housing for the poor during the last century. When they
actualy still built tenements with the idea that poor people needed housing. | knew the insde perfectly
before we ever passed through the doorless entry, stepping over and around sguatters, trying not to
inhale too deeply. The nearest public baths would be miles away.

Cooking smdlls, heavy on rancid grease, did help suppress the body odors somewhat.

Every room in the structure would be overcrowded. Entire extended families would occupy a
gpace a most ten feet by eight, some members possibly deeping standing up, leaning on arope.
Certainly degping in shifts, the mgority aways on the Street trying to score an honest or dishonest
copper. When you' re that poor that distinction istoo fine to notice.

It’ sthe way of much of the world. And once you’ ve looked into a place like that tenement you
tend to appreciate your own better fortune agood deal more.

That tenement made Kayne Prose’ s Situation appear consderably less awful.



| asked Rhafi, “Y ou know where he stayed here?’
The boy shrugged. “Updtairs. | think he said the top floor.”
“Oh, my aching knees.”

“Not exactly the digs you’ d expect of the Bic Gonlit who enjoys gourmet dining and fine wines”
Playmate observed.

“Definitely not. Y ou think Bic maybe used this place as asafe house?’ | stepped over and past
severd big-eyed ragamuffins, the eldest possibly four, dl huddling on the bottom steps of the airs.

| knew the answer to my question. The Bic Gonlit who had come to see mein search of magica
boots knew nothing about the other Bic. The Dead Man would have winkled that out right away.

The opposite, of course, could not be true.

Possibly the red Bic had aréationship of some sort with the artificid Bic and didn’t know it.
Puffing, | asked Playmate, “Bic have any brothers or cousins?’

“Only child of anonly child, far as1 know. Top floor. How come you’ re having so much trouble
breathing? Which room, Rhafi?’

Rhefi didn’t know. Rhafi wasn't bright but Rhafi was cunning enough not to let himself be lured into
something by someone weird. Unless that someone happened to be flashing coin.

There were eight doorways on that fourth floor. The one farthest back on the right had an actua
door initsframe. Severa othershad rag curtains hung up. A couple had nothing. And the doorway on
theright, next forward from the one with areal door, had been boarded up. So well that no entrepreneur
had been able to pry the boards off and return them to the local economy.

| said, “Hasto be the one with the door, Play.”

Curious faces poked out of neighboring doorways, most of them low to the floor and dirty. Only a
couple of older people had the nerve to be nosy.

In TunFaire nosiness can be adeadly disease.

Playmate said, “Look at that. A key lock.” He knocked. There was no response. “Looks like the
oneyou have over at your place.”

“That’ s because it was made by the same crooked locksmith.” After having suffered Dean to
spend ayoung fortune to buy and ingtall alock I’ d learned that the machine could be picked eesily. |
knew how mysdlf, having had to develop the skill because, once he got the lock ingtalled, Dean used it.
Without regard to my location in relation to my front door, or whether I’ d remembered to take my key
when | went out.

| knocked, too. There was no response to my magic knuckles, either.

| felt the door. Like maybe that would clue me in to what was going on behind it. It wasn’t hot or
cold or wet so the westher wasfine. The door did rattlein its frame, which was no surprisein that dump.
It was areplacement door, likely to vanish as soon as some entrepreneur could get on the other side and
reschitshinges

| tried the knob.
It turned. “What the hd|?’

The door wasn't locked. It wasn't barred or chained on theinside. It creaked inward at the
dightest shove.

With our backsto the wall either sde of the doorway, Playmate and | exchanged looks of surprise.



There were whispers down the hall, tenants kicking themselves for not having noticed and seized the day.

If you want to live dlonein aplacethislow you’ d better have a pet thunder lizard or be ableto
leave some really nasty booby traps behind when you go ouit.

Nothing with lots of teeth and bad bregth came to see who was calling.
| produced my oaken headknocker. | used it to push the door open alittle wider.

The room behind it appeared clean and neat, amost Sterile. Its plaster wasin perfect repair and
had been painted gray. The wooden floor had been sanded and polished. Overal, the place appeared to
be in better shape than it had been the day it first accepted atenant.

There were rugs on the floor. The furnitureincluded a smdll table and two wooden chairs. One of
those sat in front of afine cherrywood writing desk cluttered with paper and both quill and metal-tipped
pens. There was an overstuffed chair that faced the one small window. That window had redl, clear glass
init. A little table beside the chair supported atop-quality brass-and-glass oil lamp.

| whispered, “Looks like our man doesalot of reading.” There were shelves beside the
cherrywood desk. Those held at |east thirty books, a veritable fortune. The bindings on the bound
volumes suggested old and expengive and rare, which almost certainly meant stolen.

Paymate grunted. “ Thisfdlow isn’t poor.”
“Makes you wonder, don’tit?’
“Becareful goinginthere”

“What’ sthis, army telling Marines how to play the game? Here’ san idea. Why don’t | just toss
Rhafi in? We can wander on in after the smoke clearsaway.” | was beginning to suspect sorcery. |
couldn’t think of any other reason for anybody to have so many books.

“Do that and you’ll ruin your chances forever with Kayne and Cassie both.”

“Right now I’ m not sure that’ d bother me awholelot, Play. | must be getting old. I’ mtaking
Morley serioudy. I’ mlosing my taste for women who’ re crazier than me.” | dropped down, reached
ingde with my stick, felt around. Slowly and carefully. The setters of trgpslike to put their triplines down
whereyou’relesslikdly to notice them. | didn’t find the threads | expected. Which iswhat |’ d have used
if | wasrigging asetup likethis. “I can’t find anything here, Play. But it till don’t smdl right.”

Thistimearmy didn’t have any advice. Thistime army awaited Marine Corps’ professond
assessment.

The Marine chose to use his magic wand some more. There was avery smal throw rug lying right
insde the doorway. | started to push it away, to see what was undernegth it.

| heard the sound of water fdling into avat of boiling grease. Then came ablinding flash of light
accompanied by ababy thunderclap. | flung myself sdeways, dragged me upward until | was Stting with
my back againgt thewall.

When my vison cleared and my hearing returned | saw Rhafi swatting at a smoking patch of wall
acrossthe narrow halway. A couple of tenants were yelling for water. The precursors of ahuman
stampede were taking shape.

| smelled the stench of burnt hair.
Playmate told me, “My man, you’ re going to have to wear ahat for awhile.”

| felt the top of my head. | spoke afew syllablesthat my mom wouldn’t have approved even on
thisoccason. “1’ll just have Dean give me ahaircut. I’ m sure hethinks 1’ m overdue, anyway.” | got
back down on my belly and poked that little rug again.



Crackle. Flash. Clap. But dl much less energetic than before.

| dithered into Bic’ s place, disturbing thet little rug as | went. The booby trap barely popped. And
that was the end of that.
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“Thisguy had awholelot of timeon hishands,” | said. We’ d been over the place three times. We
hedn’t found anything to help ustrace Kip. But we knew this Bic Gonlit liked to read books about
TunFaire and Karenta, modern and past, and we knew he must enjoy rehabilitating rundown property
because he’ d completely redone this room and the sea ed-up place next door, which he reached through
adoorway he’d cut through the separating wall.

“Not to mention having enough spare change to afford severd expensive hobbies.” Those had to
include paying someoneto sted dl those innocuoustexts.

“We need to interview the neighbors.”
“They aren’t going to say anything. None of their business.”

“You just haveto know how to ask, Play. They’ll sing like aherd of canariesif you happen to have
some changein your hand whileyou' retaking.”

“Don’t look at me.”

“All right. Tdl me something, then. Who' sthe client in thiscase? | didn’t cometo you and Kip. Am
| getting my head shaved by somekind of lightning just for the exercise?1 don’t like exercise. Am | short
the most focused and talented girlfriend I’ ve had in awhile because I’ d rather be out rolling around in the
dumswith thelowest of the low-lifes, pending my own money so that they’ Il maybe give me aclue how
to find akid who probably should’ ve been sewn into a sack with some bricks and thrown in theriver ten
yearsago?’

“Don’t go getting cranky on me, Garrett. | need sometime. | honestly didn’t think it was going to
get thiscomplicated.”

“Youdidn'tthink. You'reanidedist, Play. And like every damned idedlist |’ ve ever met you redly
think that things should happen, and will happen, because they’ re the right things to happen. Never mind
the fact that people are involved and people are the most perverse and blackheartedly uncooperative
creatures the gods ever invented.”

“Garrett! That’senough logson thefire”
“I’m just getting going.”
“Never mind. Y ou’ ve made your point.”

“Sowe'll gart talking to people out inthe hal. Youwill.” 1 didn’t want anyone el se getting into our
quarry’ srooms. There’ d be too much temptation to make off with inexplicable trinkets.

There were unknown items everywhere that resembled the little oblongs and soap bar-size boxes
that had been left behind when Kip was snatched. They had foreign writing on them. Whichinitsdf isa
big so what in TunFaire, where dmost everyone speaks severd languages and maybe onein ten people
can even read one or more. They had little colored arrows and dots. | assumed they were some sort of
sorcerer’ stools and left them aone.

Therewasn’t much elseto seein the first room. The second was used as a bedroom and was set
up pretty much like my own, with the wall where the hallway door used to be conceded behind a



curtain, which made a closet. That contained clothing in abroader range of stylesthan you’ dfind
anywhere ese, and arack of sxteen wigs. The diversity amongst those told me our boy enjoyed going
out in disguise. But nothing | uncovered ever moved us one step closer to finding Cypres Prose.

| gave Playmate what coins | had. After acareful count. “Don’t be generous. These peoplewon’t
expect it.”

“What should | tel them when they ask me why we want to know?’

“Don’t tell them anything. We're collecting information, not passing it out. Just let them seethe

money. If somebody tells you something interesting, give him alittle extra. If he soundslike he’ smaking
it up to impressyou, kick his ass and talk to somebody ese. I'll lisen in from back here”

Rhafi wanted to know, “How come you want Play to do all the asking?’

“On account of helooks morelike aguy they can trust.” It wasthat preacher man look he
cultivates. “I look like aguy who' d send for the Guard if | heard anything interesting. If 1" m not
underground Guard mysdlf.”

The smple existence of Ded Relway’ s secret police gang was making life more difficult aready.
People were paranoid about those in authority. No doubt with good reason in most cases.

| continued to potter around the place while Playmate and Rhafi held court in the hdlway. |
invested afair amount of time examining the door lock.

It exhibited no scratchesto indicate that it had been picked. There was no damage to show that the
door had been jimmied. There was nothing € se to make me think anything but that our man had gone
out without locking his door.

| found that hard to credit. Thisis TunFaire. Despite having heard a thousand times from country
folk how they never had to lock their doors a home, | couldn’t believe that anyone would do it here.
But there was no evidence whatsoever to indicate otherwise. Unless the man who lived herewanted
somebody to walk in. And maybe get blasted.

| cled Rhafi in from the hallway. “Isthere any way you know of that Bic Gonlit could’ ve been
warned that we were coming?’

“Huh?How could anybody know that?’
How indeed?
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I’d caught awhiff of ared herring. Andin lesstimethan it takesto yel, “1’madope!” | sold myself
aduffd bag full of wrong idess.

Lucky for me somebody came dong before | invested awholelot of time and anger intrying to
figure out how Kayne or Cassie or somebody had gotten word over intime for atrap to be set.

Firgt hint came when the fourth floor halway suffered acase of illuminated roaches effect. Inless
than aminute, without explanation to anyone whatsoever, the entire population of the ugly yellow
tenement took cover in their home rooms.

| beckoned Rhafi and Playmate into Bic’sroom. “Go hide out in the bedroom. And stay quiet.” |
pushed the door shut behind them, locked it, then recalled that it hadn’t been locked and undid that.
Then | nudged the little throw rug into place just behind the door.

Wewaited.



| wasn't yet sure what for. When awhole crowd of people suddenly do something all together, like
aflock of birdsturning, and you don’t get it, you’ d better lie low and keep your eyes open.

That was my master plan for the moment.

The door handle jiggled as akey probed the lock. | tensed. The tenant was home? Was that why
everybody had scattered? Playmate’ sinterviews hadn’t achieved much but to reved that the denizens of
the tenement were scared of him. Though nobody had produced a concrete reason.

How would he respond to finding his door unlocked?
Probably with extreme caution. Unless he’d left it unlocked.
| continued to nurse a paranoid stresk on that matter.

The door opened. Nobody camein right away. | held my breath. | wasthinking that only ablind
man could’ ve overlooked the scorching on the wall across the halway. Only aman with no sense of
amel would missthe stink of burnt hair.

But then somebody did alittle hop forward, over the throw rug.
| shoved the door shut. “Play.”

Playmate popped out of the other room before the man finished turning toward me. He consdered
his options and el ected to do nothing immediately. He was trapped in a confined space, between two
men much bigger than he.

Hewasjust alittle scrub, maybe five-foot-seven, and skinny. He was much too well dressed for
the neighborhood.

| asked Playmate, “'Y ou know thisguy?’
Playmate shook his head.

“Rhafi? How about you?’

“I seen him around. | don’t know him.”

“Sit, friend,” | directed. “Hands on top of thetable.” Playmate moved the chair for the df, then
positioned himsdlf behind it. Mindful of what we’ d found in the other room, | said, “Pull hishair.”

His hair came off. And when it did bits of flesh began to ped back aong the former boundary
between hair and naked skin. The part of the head that had been covered by the wig was hairless and
paegray.

| tugged at the peeling edges of the face. It came off. What lay beneath was aringer for one of

Paymate’ s elf sketches. The gray face betrayed no more emotion than had the motionless human mask
when that had beenin place.

“Holy shit!” Rhafi burst out. “It redlly is one of them things Kip was dwaystaking about. | never
believed him, even when he got Mom to say she’ d seen them, too. He was always making up stories.”

“I’ve seen them, too,” Playmate said. “ So has Mr. Garrett. But never quitethisclose”
“Which oneisthis?’ | knew it wasn't any of the ones|’d seen before. 1t had more meat onit.

“I don’t know. Not one of Kip’sfriends, though. It might be the first one who came looking for
them.”

| considered the elf. So-called because we didn’t know what heredly was. The Dead Man’s
suggestion of kef sdhe half-breeding didn’t seem more likely than true elven origins. Maybe it hailed
from the far north or from the heart of the Cantard. Some strange beings have been coming out of that
desert sincethe end of the war with Venageta.



The df seemed calm. Even rdaxed. Without a concern.

| said alittle something to Playmate in the pidgin dwarfish | could manage. Playmate nodded. He
thought the elf was too confident, too.

| told the critter, “I owe you one for bopping mein that aley, guy. But I’ m going to try not to
remember that whilewe’ retaking.”

My words had no effect. In fact, | got the distinct impression that the ef fdt that he wasin control
of the Stuation, that he was playing dong just to see how much he could find ouit.

| said, “Rhafi, go into the other room and seeif you can find something we can use for abag. A
pillowcase, for ingance. Anything will do.”

Rhafi was back in seconds with an actud bag. It was made of that slvery stuff we had found right
after Kip was taken.

| said, “ Just start throwing in al thelittle odds and ends and knicknacks. Keep your back to us
when you do. And stay between whatever you’ re bagging and our friend.” | wasn’t quite surewhy | was
giving him those ingtructions but it sure seemed like the right thing to do. And Rhafi was agood boy who
did exactly what he wastold.

| told Playmate, “ Kayne maybe did her best job with thisone.”

“Don’t befooled,” hewhispered. “You’re on him a agood time. He can be more trouble than the
other two put together.”

| jerked my head toward our captive. “Doesthisguy talk?’

“I expect so. He' s been getting by by pretending to be human. Can’t manage that without saying
something sometime.”

A touch of tenson seemed to have developed in the df. He wasn't pleased with Rhafi’ sactivities.

“Good job, Rhafi,” | said. “When that bag isfull | want you to take it downstairsand leaveit in the
sreet.” 1t shouldn’t take more than afew minutes for the contents to disappear forever, whether or not
anyone could figure out any usefor the trinkets.

| watched the df closdly. So did Playmate. Thiswould be the time when hewould try something. If
he was going to do so.

Thegray df’sstrange Y -shaped nogtril opened wide. Air whistled insde. The nostril closed. The
ef sskinny little mouth began to work, though no sounds came forth.

The df exhaled, then drew a second deep bregth. | got the notion he’ d tried something he hadn’t
expected to work and had been disappointed by the results.

The df spoke. “Mr. Garrett. Mr. Whedler.”
Who the hell was Mr. Whedler?

Oh. I’d never known Playmate by any other name, except once upon atimewhen I’d told
everybody his name was Sweetheart, just to confuse thingsif they decided to go looking for him.

Paymate shook his head and pointed at Rhafi. Three different fathers. Well. | hadn’t thought about
thekid’ s patronymic. Or even that Kayne might have used it if shewasn’t married to the man. But she
had been, hadn’t she? As| recdled Playmate explaining it.

Meantime, my new pseudoel ven buddy was going on, “I believe that we may be ableto help one
another.” His Karentine was flawless, upper-class, but morelike aloud, metallic whisper than anormal
voice. It took me amoment to redlize that that was because he wasn't redly usng avoice.



Morelegson the millipedd mystery. Every intelligent creature I’ ve ever met had avoice. Eventhe
Dead Man did, back when hewas ill dive.

“Who areyou?’ | asked. “What are you?’

“Policeman? One who tracks and captures evildoers and ddlivers them to thejusticiars? Do you
have that concept?’

“Sure. Only inthese partsit’ strack and catch lawbregkers, not evildoers. Big difference, herein
TunFaire. Where are you from?’

Heignored my question, more or less. “ The distinction, perhaps, is not always observed in my
country, ether, though there are those of uswho refuse to bend in thewind.”

Damn! | got me agray-skinned Relway?

He continued, “Bethat asit may, | have cometo your country in search of two criminas. They
have proven extremey eusive. And lately my search has been complicated by the arrival of other
hunters, newly aerted to approximately where these two now can be found.”

Damn. Wouldn’t it be great to have the Dead Man listening in here? The guy’ s story was good, so
far, though hard to follow becauseit was delivered in six- or eight-word puffs separated by long
inhdaions

| wasinclined to suspect that the creature normaly communicated mind to mind, like the Dead
Man.

| asked, “How can we help each other?’

“Y ou wish to recover the boy, Cypres Prose, who has been taken captive by the recently arrived
Masker elements. | wish to capture the two villains | was sent to apprehend. My superiors are growing
impatient. | believe | may be ableto locate the boy by locating the criminas holding him. | do not have
the power to wrest him from the hands of his captors alone, however. Join mein doing that. Then get the
boy to tel uswhere my criminas are hidden. Once | have themin hand I’1l go away. Life here can return
to normd.”

“That’ sjust about good enough to gobble up. Evenif life hereis never any normaer thanitisright
now. What do you think, Play? Are Lastyr and Noodiss desperate criminas?’

“I don’t think they’ re any danger to Chodo Contague, based on the little | saw, but they never
really acted like innocent men. Sounds like aworkable swap. What are those two wanted for?’

“They are Brotherhood of Light. Their exact crimes are unknown to me. | do not need to know
those to do my job.”

| said, “If we're going to be partners we’ re going to haveto cal you something besides, ‘Hey, You!
" Y ou got aname of your own?’

He had to think about it. “ As1f, Unum Y dnik, Waterborn. Which | cannot explain so that you
would understand. Cal me Casey. | heard that name recently. | like the sound. And it will be easier for
you.”

Inwords my friend Winger might have used had she been around, this old boy was dicker than
greased owl shit. He dways had agood answer ready to go. Though | got no sense of insincerity from
him. | was dmost certainly less sincere than he was.

All the time we were talking Rhafi kept maneuvering back and forth, trying to reach the door with
his sack of plunder. While trying to keep facing away from Casey and keeping me or Playmatein
between.

| told him, “Y ou can forget what | said, Rh&fi. | think we'redl going to work the same side.”



The boy stayed behind Playmate while he said, “Kip won’t give those guysup.”

“Then maybewe’ Il just toss him back to the bad guys.” | hadn’t fallen inlove with Cypres Prose
during my brief exposureto thekid. | kept wondering what | was doing, not just dropping the whole
thing. Doing afavor for afriend? | did owefor dl those times when Playmate had doneredlly big favors
forme.

“Just leave the bag on the table, please,” Casey told Rhafi. “1 will return everything to its proper
place. Mr. Garrett, when would you like to pursue this matter?’

“I’m going to take it as stipul ated that you’ re the expert on the people holding Kip. How dangerous
isthat dtuation?” Therewasatimewhen | did alot of work related to kidnappings and hostage
holdings. Unlessthevillains belong to one of just ahandful of professond gangsthevictim’s chances are
dim. And they deteriorate with time.

“By the standards of your city those scoundrels are awaste of flesh. Y ou people are more casualy
cruel to your own families and friends, without thought, than Maskers can be under full force of maice.
The dangers enveloping Cypres Prose are dmost entirdly emotiona and spiritual, perils of the soul your
people dmost entirdly discount asirrelevant at best.”

| could buy that. | didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. Which was, probably, his point.
“They aren’t breaking histeeth or shoving hot needles under hisnails?’

Casey managed to project an aura of horror so strong that it got me thinking about some of the
other fedings|’ d experienced since he’ d shown up. “No. Nothing like that.”

“Then, if he’sin noimmediate physical danger, I’ m going home and getting something to est. And
maybe’ll take anap.” And then maybe | could dash over to Katie’sand see what | could do to patch
things up. Hoping her father wasn’t home. Katie’ sfather doesn’t redizethat sheian’t twelve yearsold
anymore. “And |'m sure Playmate isworried sick about his stable.” Down degp Playmate has to know
what mongters he’ s harboring.

Casey shuddered. He projected quietly controlled terror. He knew the truth.

| might likethisguy after dl. Evenif | didn’t trust him farther than | could throw the proverbia bull
mammoth.

| suggested, “Why don’t we dl wrap up al our other business, then meet a my placeinthe
morning. We can go find Kip from there.”

“Y our morning or real morning?’ Playmate asked. “\We need to get that established.” He couldn’t
conced hissneer.

In addition to his completely saf-delusory regard for the equine race Playmate is adevoted
adherent of that perverse doctrine which suggeststhat it’sagood thing to be up and working ere ever the
sun peeps over the horizon. Which goesto show just how broad-minded aguy | am. | ill consider him
afriend.

“Solar morning. But no before the crack of dawn stuff. Moderation in al things, that’s my motto.”

“Eveninteling uswhat your motto is, evidently,” Playmate cracked. “Because |’ ve never been
thereto hear you state it. Before now.”

“After sunrise” | grumped. “Rhafi, we' releaving now. Y ou go out first. Playmate, you follow.
Casey, | know you're astranger here. But you’ ve been here awhile and those books tell me you’ ve
been trying to learn your way around. Here’satip. Don’t ever leave your door unlocked again. |
guarantee you, next time you do these people here, your neighbors, will stedl everything but your middle
name before you get down the stairsto the Street.”



| backed out of the room mysdlf. | retreated cautioudy until | reached the head of the airs.
Needlesdy. Casey never stuck hishead out of hisroom.
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“That was clever, Garrett,” Playmate said after we hit the Street.

“I thought so mysdlf. But, knowing my luck, the Dead Man will be sound adeep when Casey
shows up tomorrow.”

Playmate chuckled.
| stopped the parade haf ablock from the yellow tenement. “ Rhafi. What did you take?’
“Take? What do you mean?| didn’t take. . .”

| had been fishing because it seemed in character. His response betrayed him. 1 saw you. | want it.
Right now. And no holding back.”

“Aw...”
Playmate explained, “L ook, if you make Casey mad he might not help us get Kip back.”

Therefollowed an exchange during which Playmate almost lost histemper because he couldn’t
make the kid understand how Casey could guess thathe had taken anything that turned up missing.

Rhafi hadn’t gotten the brains or the looks.

Rhafi began to look like he wanted to cry. But he held it in. He produced three small gray objects,
two dark and one light, in varying shapes and sizes, though none had amajor dimension exceeding four
inches. Except for colored markings on their surfaces al three items looked like they had been cast from
some materia that resembled ivory or bone when it hardened. All three items had dightly roughened
surfaces.

Wegtood in atriangle, facing inward, examining Rhafi’ sloot. | handled everything with extreme
care. Therewas amost certainly some kind of sorcery involved with thosethingsand | had no desireto
wake it up. | concealed them about my person carefully. “Good. Now | have ajob assignment for you,
Rhafi. | want you to stay right here and watch that yellow brick tenement. Seeif anybody who might be
our friend Casey ever leaves. Keegping in mind that he’ll be wearing some kind of disguise. Y ou saw the
clothes and stuff he had.”

“Y ou want me to see where he goes?” As|’d hoped, hewasdl excited.

“No. No. Don’t do that. | don’t want you to end up like Kip. Y ou just stay heretill aman named
Saucerhead Tharpe shows up. You'll know him by how big heis and because he has bad teeth. If
Casey does leave, make sure you can give Saucerhead agood description of his disguise. Whatever,
once Saucerhead shows up, you go home. | want you to tell your mom that we don’t think Kipisin any
physica danger, that we're on thetrall, and that it looks like we might get them back asearly as
tomorrow. Got al that?”’

“Sure, Mr. Garrett.”
“Excdlent. Y ou make agood operative.”

As soon aswe were out of earshot, Playmate asked, “ Do you believe that? That Kip’snot in any
red danger?’

“I think our new pal Casey believesthat. I’ m not sure how come but | could tell what he was



feding. Maybeit’ s because of adl thetime | spend around the Dead Man. Then | get close to somebody
who probably communicates the sameway and | just kind of cuein. I’ll ask HisNibs.”

“Uhm. Darn. I’ ve got to find somebody to watch the stable. | can’t keep walking away likethis.
The horses need attention. Somebody has to be there to deal with customers.”

“Not to mention thieves.”

“That’ s not aproblem in my neighborhood.” He stated that with complete conviction. | hoped his
optimism wasn’t misplaced.

“Y ou ought to get yoursdf awife.”

“I"'m reminded of an old saw about talking pots and black kettles.”

He would be. “I’ m doing something withmy bachelorhood. I’ mlaying in memoriesfor thoselong,
cool years down the road. Look, |’ ve got to send Saucerhead down to relieve Rhafi. Saucerhead will
know whereto find Winger. | can have him tell her to come over and cover for you.”

Playmate made growlie noises. He grumbled. He whined. Winger hasamillion faults but her
country origins quaified her to baby-9t astable. And she’ d probably do a decent job aslong as she was
getting paid. Assuming Playmate had sense enough not to leave any valuableslying around. Winger hasa
red hard time resisting temptation.

It was the getting paid part that had been giving my large friend problems throughout this mess. He'
d made commitments without first cons dering the fact that somebody would have to part with some
money to seethem met.

Winger would expect to be paid. Saucerhead would expect to be paid. Garrett the professional
snoop might be gouged for afavor or two but you couldn’t expect him to pay his own expenses. And he
was out of pocket aready for help from severd people, including Mr. Tharpe, Pular Singe the tracker,
and the generous assistance of the Morley Dotes glee club and bone-breaking society.

Héll, even my partner, who didn’t have much else to do and didn’t require much upkeep, might
ingst on some sort of compensation, just so the forms of commerce were observed.

He can be agtickler for form and propriety.
Sometimes | suspect heisn’'t aging dl that well.
Paymatesad, “Thereisn’t any money in this, Garrett! Y ou saw Kayne and her kids.”

“We could dways auction off afew horses. They’ re begging for them down at Kansasand Love's,
way | hear.”

Playmate was so aghast he couldn’t even sputter. From his point of view my smple mention of a
daughterhouse was so far beyond the pale that he found it impossible to believe that such words could
haveissued from a human mouth.

And | just couldn’t resst needling him. “Which ishard to understand, what with dl the surplus
horses there ought to be these days.”

“Garrett!” he gasped. “Don’t. Enough. Not funny, man.”

“All right. All right. You’ll wake up someday. And I’ [l Sing athirty-seven-verse serenade of ‘1 Told
You So,” outsde your window.”

Hejust shook his head.

“I’ll get Winger headed your way. Maybe we can work out adeal wherewe'll dl teakea
percentage of the profits from Kip’ sinventions.”



That actualy began to sound like agood idea onceit got away. | might talk to the Dead Man. And
to Max Weider at the Weider brewery, where I’ m on retainer, next time | ran asurprise check on floor
lossesfor him. Max Weider has agood eye for what people might want to buy and plenty of practical
knowledge about how to get them together with your product so they have an opportunity to redize just
how much they can’t livewithout it.

Moments after Playmate and | parted my head was awash in grand schemes that would make me
oneof TunFare’ sgreat commercia magnates.
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The Dead Man was dill awake. And till intrigued. Which left me vaguely uncomfortable. Usudly a
magor part of thework | do consists of getting him to wake up, then getting him interested enough to
participate, then keeping him awake until we finish. Any prolonged period of self-stimulated interest and
cooperation generdly congtitutes a harbinger of an equaly prolonged period where neither cataclysm nor
cdamity will ir him.

| described my day and refused to rise to the bait when he chided me for having knocked off work
0 early.

It might be interesting to interview the mother and sister. Arrange to bring them
around. .. You areincorrigible, sir.

“So don’tincorrigeme.”

A weakness for punning is one of the onset signatures of senility, Garrett. | would suggest
that a hands-off approach might be the safest policy with these women, if indeed your
characterization captures the reality.

“| probably can’t argue with you there. But, oh, are they scrumdidlyiciousto look at.”

A status you appear to accord almost any female you encounter if she is able to stand up on
her hind legs.

“Unlessshe’srelated to Dean. It’ samarve how many homely women that family can pull together
inoneplace.”

The Casey creature. You did indeed feel that he was honest?

“Y eah. Wdll, he thought he was. We need to talk more about how | was sensing him. If that was
for red, and | think it was, | want to be ableto useit. Aslong as| have agood fed for what he’s
thinking | can keep him from putting one over on us primitives.”

Primitives?He knew what | was getting at but wanted meto articulateit better so 1'd be clearer
about it in my own mind.

“Possbly ‘primitive’ isthe wrong word. He had an aura of superiority about him. It had astrong
mora edgetoit. A saf-righteousness. Like Dean, only much more carefully concedled.”

Dean doesn’t hide much. Heisn’t concerned about getting along with anybody. He knows he’s
right. When you' re right other people have to worry about getting dong with you.

Wereviewed my day again, me underscoring events that had attracted my attention. “'Y ou see how
| cameto that conclusion? Even the criminads are too civilized to hurt somebody. If they’ re actudly
criminas”

Intriguing. It might be interesting to explore a system of thought that is, indeed, that alien.



“I set it up sowe'll dl get together herein the morning.”
Hewill not come.

| didn’t think hewould, either. But | could hope.
“Where' sthe Goddamn Parrot?’

In transit here as we conver se. The watch on the genuine Bic Gonlit has not been
particularly productive. However, Mr. Gonlit did meet with Reliance’s people. He has not given
up on collecting the bounty on Miss Pular. He did have a prolonged argument with the ratmen
concerning his fee. He took the not unreasonable position that he ought to be paid because what
he had been hired to do was to find her. Which he did. But now they insist that he has to get her
out of this house, away from you, and deliver her to them. Mr. Gonlit then argued that they were
destroying their own credibility by changing the terms of a contract while that contract wasin
force and that that could not help but come back to haunt them. They would not listen. They
seem to have an exaggerated and irrational fear of your prowess as a street fighter. | suppose it
is possible that they have confused you with someone else.

“That must beit. | sure never worried anybody before. Now what’ sgoing on? The pixies out front
were acting up.

Mr. Big has arrived. But take your time letting himin. There are watchers. They do not need
to know that we are aware of the bird when it is out of our sight.

“Watchers? Reliance’ s people or Relway’ s?’

Both of those and possibly more.

“More? Who?’

| believe Colonel Block mentioned a strong interest on the Hill.
He had, hadn’t he?

Singe suddenly bustled in with atray of food and drinks suitable for aparty of ten. She offered me
one of her forced amiles. “Dean isteaching me how to prepare medls.”

“Tdl him he hasto let up on the spices alittle when he’ sworking with you. Y ou have adelicate and
precious nose.”

“And hdlo to you, too, Mr. Garrett. How was your day?’

“Evidently sarcasm is on the training schedule, too. My day was pretty much like every working
day. | walked a couple thousand miles. | interviewed alot of people who were either crazy or
born-again liars. Tomorrow 1’1l round up some of them and go check out something that might sort out
the liarsfrom theloons.”

“I will gowithyou.”

| barely got my mouth open.

She will go with you.

“Well, that’ snice of you. | hope Relianceisn’t in too black a mood when he catches us.”

“I do not fear Reliance. Reliance fearsme.” Singe spoke around amouthful of roll. The
already-depleted state of the tray she’ d brought warned methat |’ d better grab fast if | wanted my share.

What she said was at least half-true. Getting Pular Singe back must, by now, be as much afear of
consequences matter asit was a bruised ego thing for Reliance. Strongmen, and even strongrats, have to
keep on demondtrating their strength. The moment they show a hint of weakness some younger, hungrier



srongarm is going to reach up and pull them down.

| glanced at Singe—she waved afried chicken wing and nodded to let me know it was some good
egting—then at the Dead Man. Old Boneswasn’t sending it out but | could sense that he was
entertained. He knew | was eager to run off and find Katie. I’ d been rehearsing my most abject excuses
and humble apologiesal day long. | wanted to get cleaned up and get going, to take my persond life
back.

| wondered how much Singe knew. | wondered if Dean’ s sudden interest in Singe might not be
anything but another triumph of the old man’ s basic decency. He didn’t approve of Katie, though you’'d
never guess it from overhearing one of their conversations. Katie wastoo much likeme. And I’ ve
mentioned his attitude toward my approach to life.

Ain’t none of usgoing to get out of it dive so we might aswell get al the enjoyment out of it we
canwhilewe'vegot it.

| said, “I need to get cleaned up.”

First you need to let Mr. Big into the house. He is becoming impatient. | believe heis hungry.
In any event, he is about to denounce your taste for—

“I’'monmy way.” That damned wonder buzzard wasinvincible.

Somebody, once upon atime, said you surround yourself with the friends that you deserve. | need
to take some time to lean back and think about that.
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Katie’ sdad wouldn’t let mein. Katie was home but he refused to tell her | wanted to see her. He
didn’t like anyone male, liked anyone interested in his daughter even less, and meleast of dl. I’ ve never
been redl good on any musica instrument so | couldn’t get her atention with aserenade. Grumping, |
stood around in the street wondering, “What now?” | could wander over to the Tate compound and see
if Tinniewastalking to methisweek. | could try acouple of other young and incredibly attractive
women of my acquaintance, though it was getting late of aworkday evening to be turning up on anybody’
sdoorstep. Or | could go somewhere and hang out with other guys like me—dateless and not wanting
to say home—and pay fivetimesretail price per mug of Weider beer not bought at home by the keg.

Lazinessand along lack of the companionship of men who remembered drew me toward Grubb
Gruber’s Leatherneck Heaven. Which is asfat a misnomer as the one that used to hang on Morley’s
place back when he called it The Joy House. Grubb’sjoint isn’t exactly apit of despair wherelost souls
go to drink in solitude, perhapsin search of oblivion, certainly nurturing a sad pretense that camaraderie
might break out at any moment. But you don’t hear awhole lot of laughter in there. Asthe evening
progresses the reminiscing turnsinward, private, and maudlin, to memoriesthat asindividuaswe cannot
easly share. And I’ m dways surprised when thereisn’t any of the whimpering and screaming that had so
often come around in the darkest hours of the night, down in the killing zone.

When those memories come, and somebody in Gruber’ s place starts wrestling with them,
somebody elsewill hoist amug and summon aghost. “Banner-sergeant Hamond Barbidon, the meanest
mortarforker what ever . . .”

And the cupswill rise up. And ten thousand ghosts will rise with them.
“Corpora Savlind Knaab.”
“Lance Fanta Pantaza.”



“Andro Pat.”
“Jdlybdly Ibles”
13 M ms Coope..”

And each name will remind somebody of another. “Cooper Away, the best damned platoon
sergeant in the Corps.”

Penty of men would be prepared to dispute that because everybody remembered a particular
sergeant who brought him aong. The sergeants are the backbone of the Corps. And if you lived very
long out there you grew up to become one.

Chances are you never heard of any of the toastees because they’ d fdlen in different placesand
different times. But they were Corps, so you honored them. Y ou remembered them and you wanted to
weep because those people out there in the street didn’t know, didn’t have any idea, and aready, just
months after thelong war’ s end, were beginning not to care.

Sometimesit ign’t that difficult to understand why the redly ugly, militant, racist veterans’
organizations have so much gpped for men who survived the Cantard.

Nobody who wasn’t down there will ever really understand. Not even those who shook our hands
when we left. Not even those who welcomed us back with mighty hugs and no conception whatsoever
what it wasliketo St there watching the life bleed out of aman whose throat you’ d cut so you could go
on, undetected, to murder some other poor boy whose bad luck had placed him in your path at the
wrongest time possible in the entire history of the human species. So that someday, somewhere far
away, some woman would cry because she no longer had a son.

| decided that what | wanted was to spend an evening at Grubb Gruber’ s place. But, apparently, |
never arrived.
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Eventualy amoment came when | wasrationa enough to redlize whereit wasthat | wasregaining
consciousness. Guess who was looking down at me with an unhappy glint in hiseye?| croaked, “We
godda stadis romance, Morley. Whadamy doin’ here?’

“I"ve been hoping you could explain that to me, friend. The evening isjust getting Sarted. I’ ve got
some swanks from the high ground down here dumming, carpeting the floorswith slver. Then you burst
in, obvioudy not part of the entertainment. You'real torn up. Y ou have blood al over you. Y ou have a
snarling ratman hanging on your back. Y ou crash through three tables before you collapse. Five minutes
later I’ m standing here watching you lesk dl over aMolnar rug because dl my customers have
abandoned me and | don’t have anything dseto do.”

| tried to get up. My body wouldn’t respond. |’ d used up my reservestalking, evidently.

Morley looked up as his man Puddle entered my field of vision. Puddle was about eighty pounds
overweight and appeared to be about as out of shape as aman could be and till stay upright. Hehad a
lot of miles on him, too. But looks are deceiving. He was strong. He was hard and he was tough and he
had alot more staminathan was credible for aman his size. He was dressed as a cook. He needed a
shave.

“Need to shave, Puddle,” | crooned.
| thought about going back to deep. But | thought | probably ought to hear what Puddie had to say



fird.
Morley asked, “What did you find?’
“A long trail, abroken ratman and puddles a blood, boss. Daskink was areglur one-man army.”
“Corps,” | said, not loud enough to be heard.
“And the ones who were after him when he staggered in here?’
“Split. Hauled ass out’ n here da second we come out a da door.”
“Reiance’ sgang, you think?’

“Not sure, boss. But dis’shispart arat city.” TunFaire can be consdered as many citieswhich
occupy the same site. In some casesthisfact is acknowledged publicly but in most the pretenseis
strongly in the other direction.

“No matter. We'll get the redl story when Sleeping Beauty over there wakes up.”

| managed to roll my head a short way. A ratman in worse shape than | found myself was sort of
strewn around the floor ten feet closer to the front door, being stepped over and around by people
cleaning up the mess.

Morley said, “ Sarge, come give Puddie ahand. Get Garrett Sitting up in achair. Then we'll find out
what happened.”

Good. Good. Because | really wanted to know.

A second very large man, who could’ ve passed as Puddle’ s tattooed big brother, appeared beside
Puddle. Straining for breath, both men bent toward me. Each grabbed ahand. Up | floated. | tried to
say something. What crawled out of my mouth didn’t make sense even to me.

They dropped meinto acomfortable chair. At leadt, it was comfortable under the circumstances. |
wasn't yet quite certain what the circumstances were.

| had the uncomfortable feding that 1" d been on thelosing sdein amajor brawl.

Morley said, “ Somebody bring the medica box.” The existence of which | noted. A fact that would
weigh in on the other side the next time my good friend inssted he was completely out of hisformer
underworld life. Which he might want me to believe because he thought | was thick with Colonel Block
and Ded Relway. “ Sarge, Sart checking him out.”

Sargeis Sarge for the obvious and traditiona reason. And, some think, for histattoos, which let the
whole world know that here’ saman who made something of himsdf in thearmy. Here’ saman who
was tough enough and ferocious enough to have survived years of leading men in the witch’s cauldron
that was in the Cantard.

What that name and tattoos don’t tell iswhat kind of soldier Sarge was.

Not many know, Sarge never brags. He doesn’t ook the type. But if he wanted he could stay
drunk the rest of hislife on drinks bought for him by other guyswho’ d been to and come back from the
land beyond the far wals of Hell.

Sarge was a field medic down there. Which means he spent more time with his neck under the
blade than did most of us.And during most of that time he couldn’t have enjoyed the luxury of fighting
back againgt the Venageti trying to kill him because he was too damned busy trying to do something to
sdvage something from amongst an overabundance of freshly muitilated bodies.

| tried to tell Sarge hewas dl right for agroundpounder. Almost an honorary Marine. Maybe he
understood some of what | wastrying to say because a sudden, horrible pain shot from my neck down
my spine, through my hipsand into my legs, al the way to my toenails. | believe | squealed in protest.



“He’ s been worked over rea good,” Sarge said. “But not by nobody who was abletado
whatever he wanted. What he’ sgot isdakin’ awounds and bruises ya see when awhole bunch a

clumsy guys gang up on somebody what’ sfightin’ back.”

So | put up afight. Good for me.

If 1I’d been worked over like a plowed field, then how comel didn’t achein places| didn’t even
know | had?

“Anything broken?” Morley asked.

“Nah. He'll hed.”

“Damn!” Puddle observed. “An’ here | wastinking we could findly grab us abresk, assuming we
could acaught disole boy . . . Oh, my stars! Daman hisown sdlf isawake.”

Puddleisfull of it. | consder him afriend even though he’ saways saying things like thet. Because
he doesn’t just say them about me. Y ou could get the idea that he wants to drown Morley and Sarge. In
fact, he’ sawaysrooting for everybody to get out of hislife and leave it awholelot less complicated.

Morley leaned closer. “ So what wasit, Garrett? To what do | owe the pleasure of your presence
thistime?’

| croaked, “I don’ know. Can’ remember. Goin’ to Katie’'s”

Morley gave me adark, unforgiving look. He' Il never forgive mefor having found Katiefirst. Her
impact on himisjust asferocious asit ison me. Which ishard to believe, considering how | start
drooling and ssammering whenever she comes around me and how much more practiced and dick
Morley iswhen dedling with the obstinate sex.

“Maybe you got there.”

Puddle got it and laughed his goofy laugh. Sarge asked, “ Den how come dem ratmen was al over
himwhen—" Puddle nudged him with an e bow, hard enough to loosen alever or two somewhereinside
his bean-size brain. “Oh. He caught dawildcat. Dat’ s pretty funny, boss.”

“And maybe hedidn’t. That cat would’ ve scared those mice away. So what’ syour game with the
ratpeople. Garrett?’”

| couldn’t remember. But if ratmen did thisto me there could be only one answer. “Singe. | guess.”

“Reiance. The old boy does seem to be getting alittle fixated on that particular subject. Don’t you
think?’

“I'dot’ink.” | had astrong fedling that Singe was becoming amagjor issue insde the world of ratfolk
organized crime. Reliance was ancient for one of hiskind. The up-and-coming youngsters must be
getting impatient.

| tried explaining that to Morley. | faded in and out afew times before he got it.

“Bet you'reright, Garrett. Itisn’t about Singe at al. Not redly. And | think | know how to settle
the whole mess. And turn Reliance into your best buddy whilewe're at it. Sarge, therat’ s breathing just
picked up. He'll beready to Sng in afew minutes.”

“What’re you gonnado?’ With stalwart assstance from Puddle | was having cons derable success
a staying in my chair. My speech was clearing up some, too.

“I'll just remind Bdlinda that a broken-down ex-Marine named Garrett, with help from hisratgirl
honey and a certain suave and incredibly handsome restaurateur, saved her sweet dim behind not al that
long ago. I’ [l include some suggested topics for discussion with Reliance and histroops. Like the troops
should leave the genera done. And the genera should remember that he’ s indebted to you now, not the



other way around.”
“I don’ likeit.”

“Of courseyou don’t. You're Garrett. Y ou have to do everything the hard way. Marshal. Curry.
Help Mr. Garrett to aseeat at the table in the back corner. And whichever one of you hesthens has alittle
brandy squirreled away, 1’ d like to see adram turn up in front of my friend.”

Guys gtarted looking for the gpocryphd friend. The usua uncomplimentary remarks passed
between Puddle and Sarge. | didn’t think | liked the guy they were talking about very much mysdlf. We
needed to track him down and spank him.

Marshall and Curry turned out to be the young thugs Morley had brought aong for the Cypres
Prose chase.

Somehow, while Morley was away consulting his two weightiest henchmen, abeer stein brimming
with spirits gppeared before me. The smirk on the mug of the cook who delivered it told me it had been
donated involuntarily from someone e se’s stash. Probably that of faux cooks Sarge and Puddle.

| am amused by the fact that none of Morley’ s guys share histastesfor vegetarianism and
teetotaling. They respected him enough not to bring their dabs of dead cow to work with them, but a
few can't, or don’t want to, get by without alittle nip of firewater now and again.

A few spsgot my brain clanking along. Just well enough to make me wonder why | wasn’t hurting
asmuch as| ought to be. Those ratmen must’ ve tried to get some kind of drug into me. And they must’
ve had some success.

| didn’t fed well but | didn’t fed nearly asbadly as| knew | would when whatever it was wore off.

Morley dropped into the chair opposite me, showing alot of pointy teeth. His place was ready for
business again. And, naturaly, customers began to drift in.

Dotes said, “Bring me up to date on your adventures.”

| could talk in fitsand starts now, dmost clearly, so | did. But | still couldn’t tel him anything about
what’ d happened in the last few hours.

| noted that my cohort in ddlivering disaster, the ratman, had indeed been swept up and taken
away. Some of Morley’ sless skilled waitstaff and kitchen help were not in evidence, ether.

I’d say it wasn’t agood evening to be aratman foot soldier.

Of course, sofar, it wasn't that great an evening to be me, ether.

33

| wasn’t seeing double from drugs or concussion anymore. | was doing that from the bite of a pretty
good brandy. Suddenly, | spotted a couple of Katie Shavers coming in the front door, dressed to stop
the hearts of celibate clerics and to start those of guyswho’ d taken up layabout duty in the morgue.

| gawked. And muttered, “ One for each of us.”
Morley sad, “Excuse me?’
“Wha's she doing here?’

“Wadl . .. | believe she received amessage explaining that you’ d been badly mugged on your way
over to her place. So make like you’ ve got one foot over the line and she’ sthe only thing holding you
back.”



“Not toworry. Sheain’t theonly thing but aslong as she’ s here on thisside, I’ m staying, too.
Hello, darling.”

Katiejust kind of smiled and ate me dive with her eyes. Which is part of what Katie does so well.
She doesn’t say much, most of the time, but she’ s great to be with when she does. She hasred hair, an
all-time crop of freckles, and eyesthat are a sort of gray-blue date instead of the green you might
expect. Nor isthered hair that brilliant shade that dways comeswith adifficult nature.

Conversations stopped while Katie walked the length of The PAms. Women punched or gouged
their men. Yet for dl that, Katie is not a great beauty—though not even amadman would try to make
the clam that she’ sthe least little bit unattractive.

Whét she has mogt is tremendous presence and animd intensity. Every minute with Katieislikea
minute spent in acage with arestless panther.

“You arein bad shape,” shetold me, like she was surprised to encounter the truth. Her voice
husked, of course, yet managed to sound like she was going to bust out laughing any second.

| tried to tell her she ought to see the other guys. My mouth wouldn’t form the words. The effects
of the drug kept coming back.

Katie scooted achair around beside me, sat down next to me, took my hand, and leaned against
me. “Curefor most anything,” | croaked in Morley’ sdirection. And dl was right with theworld.

Morley nodded and drifted away.

After along time purring | managed to get out wordsto the effect, “| tried to see you to gpologize
for getting tied up with my work but your dad wouldn’t even tell you | wasthere.”

“That’sdl right. | tried to see you, too. But Dean said you were out and he wouldn’t let meinto

wait.
And never mentioned the fact that she’ d come around, either. “What time was that?’
“Midmorning.”

Ah. Iwas out. But shewouldn’t believe that if | told her because she knows my habits. If |
defended Dean at dl she’ d decide that | must’ ve been with somebody el se. Sometimes her mind works
in nonsequentia directions, disdaining cause and effect. “We need to get those two together.”

“Who?’
“Dean and your father.”

“That’ s probably not agood idea. The only thing they’ d agree about is that they should keep us
away from each other.”

“You'reright.”
“I'm dwaysright, darling. Y ou need to remember that.”

“You'reright.” They dl are. All thetime. Which meansthat there’ re redlly tens of thousands of
reditiesall around us, happening al at the sametime. Hasto be, on the face of the evidence.

Which bringsto mind ajokefirst told me by Winger, of al people, and by just about everyone ese
| know since. If aman speaksin the heart of aforest and no woman isthereto hear him, is he ill
wrong?

Katie asked, “Have you been drinking?’

“Yes| have. A little bit. Medicina brandy. But the reason |’ m goofy is because the ratmen tried to
drug me.”



Morley returned now, accompanied by Marshall and Curry. The whole gang dragged me upstairs
and put me away in aguest room, where Katie did her best to keep me awvake while | was suffering a
threat of concussion.
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The PAmsby daylight isadifferent world. Asasoft light will flatter some women, so night and
candlelight do wondersfor Morley’ s nightclub. By day the cheap wall coverings and decorations that
had upgraded the place from its former status as The Joy House revealed their shabbiness.

The Joy House hadn’t been what it sounds like. It used to be the same thing it was now, just
patronized by adifferent clientde. Lowlifes. Grifters and pickpockets and low-leved professional
criminas. Ticks on the underbelly of society. The PAms, on the other hand, catersto parasites ableto
afford new clothes. But the upscal e appurtenances have begun to show wear.

| sat at that same back corner table sucking down herba teaand trying to figure out if my head hurt
because of the ratmen’ s drug, the brandy |’ d consumed, or because various blunt instruments had
thumped my skull in passing. It was avauable exercise, in theory. If | could figureit out | could shun the
causssinfuture. All I’d haveto do isgive up drinking or get ared job.

Morley bent down to look mein the eye. He couldn’t restrain asmirk.

| grumped, “This placeis starting to look tacky, buddy. Maybe you ought to start setting yourself
up for another format change. Try sdlling granite wine to dwarves and trollsfor awhile, maybe.”

“Those kinds of people are much too hard on the furniture. The overhead would be too high. You
started to remember anything about what happened?’

He knew blows to the head sometimes work that way. Chunks of memory from right before the
trauma disappear.

“Some. | was headed for Grubb Gruber’s place. Katie’s dad had just told meto get lost. | hadn’t
seen the guys down there since before that businesswith The Call. It seemed like agood timeto drop
in”

Morley offered meathinly veiled ook of despair. He asked, “Why would you want to hang
around with that tribe of has-beens?’

Because what they hasbeen iswhat | hasbeen, | didn’t say. Morley would never understand.
Guys down at Gruber’ s know what everybody el se went through. Not many others do. And less than
anyone those who stayed home to comfort the londly soldiers’ wives. Some of usdon’t needto goin
there as often as others. “Because | learn more from them about what’ s going on around town than | can
anywhere ese. None of those guysfedslike he’ sgot anything to hide or anything to hold back.”

“Ouch! How the bee doth sting.”

| asked, “Did you perchance send word out about what happened? | was supposed to meet some
people thismorning.”

“I informed your partner. At hisrequest | passed the word aong to Playmeate, too.” Morley
grinned. “He had a huge row with Winger. About whether or not she ought to get paid. Until he decided
he had to relay the newsto someone ese.”

Morley seemed more curiousthan | found comfortable. Naturally suspicious, | examined that from
acouple of angleswhile dso wondering if it wasn't natura to want to know what was going on when
you wereinvolved. Hell, | wanted to know what was going on mysdif.



Some of Morley’ s guys were sweeping, mopping, otherwise hafheartedly getting ready for the
coming evening’ s business. Of a sudden, with no perceptible changein attitude or speed, they al headed
for the kitchen. In moments the place was empty except for mysdf and the owner. And the owner no
longer looked happy.

| muttered, “Maybe | should head for the kitchen, too.” Because | had afedling | wasn’t going to
like what was about to happen.

Imminence became actudity.

The approaching coach, the rattle of which had cued the troops to vanish, wasn’t gpproaching
anymore. It had arrived.

Morley said, “1 do wish she’d take alittle less of apersond interest in her business. It’ syour faullt,
you know. Nobody ever sees her till your name comes up.”

Two thugs pushed into The Palms. Once they stepped out of the bright sunlight they looked like
miniaturetrolls, ugly and hard asjasper. | don’t know where they find them. Maybe there’samine
where they dig them up. One held the door for Belinda Contague.

Despite being who and what sheis, Belinda persistsin dressing hersdlf asthe Slut of Doom, the
Vampire Whore in Black. She wore black today but with the light behind her not much of her shape
remained amystery.

That ended when the door closed. Her dresswas black and unusua but not particularly reveding
without the backlighting.

She said something to her henchmen. Both nodded. One went back outside. The other assumed a
relaxed stance watching Morley and me.

Belinda approached, perfectly aware of the impact she had because she worked hard at cregting it.
Shewastdl, with a shape well-favored by nature. She had a particularly attractive face, which,
unfortunately, she ingsted on covering with makeup as pale as paper. Her lips were painted bright red
and dightly exaggerated by the color.

We have been lovers. We might be again if sheredly ingsts.
Very few thingsfrighten me. Bdinda Contagueis one of them.

Bdindaign't sane. But she has her madness under control and usesit as awesgpon. Sheis deadlier
and scarier than her father ever was because she’ s so much more unpredictable.

She bent and kissed me on the cheek, lingering in case | cared to turn for something with alittle
more bite. | had to fight it.

Bdindahas her postive attributes.

She sensed my temptation and was satisfied. She dropped into the seat beside me. The one Katie
had occupied just last night. Luckily, Katie had gone home.

Sometimesit’s a curse being ared-blooded Karentine boy. Especially when the red-blooded
Karentinegirlswon’t leave you aone.

| asked, “How’ d you get here so fast?’ | did know that Morley had sent her a message about the
Rdiance stuation.

“I wasin town aready. There was amatter | had to see to persondly. I’ m making arrangements
for my father’ sbirthday. Thisoneisthe big six-zero. | want to give him aparty. I’ Il want you guysto be
there. | wouldn’t bearound if it wasn’t for you.”

Morley and | exchanged the looks of men suddenly and unexpectedly condemned.



Bdindasad, “Tel me about your problem with Reliance.”

| did so.

“Why’ sthis Pular Singe so important to you?’

“She’smy friend.”

“Do you make her squed ?’

“She’gust afriend, Belinda”

“I’must afriend but you’ ve made me squed afew times.”

“Itign’t likethat, Beinda. 1’ ve dso helped you out afew times because you' reafriend.”

She showed me some teeth and a flash of tongue. She was pleased with hersdlf. “I owe you for
Crask and Sadler. So I’ ll send out word, theway you suggested. That’ Il set you up. Andit’ Il close out
my debt to him for his part in saving me from those two.”

“You dl over that now?You al right?” She’d been tortured and brutalized during the incident she’d
mentioned.

“Back to my old sdf. Ableto best aMarinetwo falls out of three. Know where | could find a
Marine who wantsto wrestle?’

“You'returning into aforward little sveetmest.”
Morley made aface but kept his groan to himself.

“Sometimesyou’ ve got to be direct. When al anyone does isworry about whether you’ replanning
to cut their throat. I’ m no black widow, Garrett.”

So she said. | had no trouble picturing her with ascarlet hourglass on the front of that dress,
accentuating her aready-enticing shape. She had no reputation for that sort of thing but there was ample
precedent in her own father’ streatment of her mother.

“I don’t think you are. What | wish you weren’t is somebody who twists my head into knots every
time | see you because that redly getsin the way when | try to do businesswith you.”

She leaned against me. “Poor baby.”

Morley sat therein absolute silence, showing no inclination to draw attention to himself. He had no
persona relationship with Belindato help shield him from her unpredictable wrath. He preferred by far
to do business at agrand remove.

Bdindatold me, “ Tell mealittle more about this case you’ re working.” So | did. | could see no
way that it would hurt. And there was always a chance she’ d get awild hair and do something that
would hdlp.

“How doesthat tiein with your rat girlfriend?’
“It doesn't, far as| can see”
“I’ll look around.”

In TunFaireit’ sfar harder to hide from the Outfit than it is to hide from me or Colond Block. The
Outfit commands far vaster resources.

“This have anything to do with al those flying lights everybody’ s been seeing?’ she asked.

“It might,” 1 conceded, grudgingly, not redly having considered the possibility before. Therewasno
evidenceto suggest it.

Beinda popped up, in abright good mood suddenly. Her mercurial mood swings are another thing



that makes her ascary thing. She’ s much more changeabl e than most women.
She planted another kiss, thistime at the corner of my mouth. “Give my best to Tinnie”
“We're on the outs. Thisweek.”
“Alyx, then.”
“Nothing going on there, ether.”

“There’ shope for meyet. I'll definitely want you to cometo Daddy’ s party.” Out the door she
went, bouncing like she’ d shed a decade of life and a century of conscience.

Morley exhded like he’ d been holding his breath the wholetime. “Y ou know what that means?’
“Bdindahaving aparty for the kingpin?’

“Yes. He'snot going to be sixty. Not yet. And | think hisbirthday redlly isn’t for acouple of
months yet, elther.”

“It means she’ s confident enough of her hold on the Outfit to roll Chodo out and let everybody see
what hisconditionredly is”

The purported overlord of organized crimein TunFaireisastroke victim, dive till but acomplete
vegetable. Bdinda has been hiding that fact and ruling in his name for some time now. Questions have
arisen but the combination of Chodo’ s past propengty for bizarre behavior, alittle truth, and Beinda's
utterly ferocious, ruthless suppression of chalengers have kept the kingpin position safely a Contague
prerogative.

Morley said, “ There' re some old underbosses who' Il revolt. They won't take ordersfrom a
woman, no matter who sheis”

| Sighed, too.

Chances were good Belinda knew that better than we did. Chances were good that Belindawas
ready to retire those old boys, and might do it at this marvellous party.

| could figure that but they couldn’t because they didn’t know what | knew about Chodo.
“How many times have you saved her life?” Morley asked. “Severd, right?’
“Uhm.” He' d been there afew times.

“I think she’ s gotten superstitious about you. | think she’s decided you' re her guardian angdl. That
no matter how bad it gets, if she’sin trouble good old Garrett will bail her out.”

“That’snot true.”

“But she bdievesit. Which meansyou don’t redly have anything to fear from her.”

“Except for her expectations.”

A dy look flicked across Morley’ sfeatures. “Y ou think she bought your story about Singe?’
It took me amoment to get it. “Y ou butthead.”
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| sad, “I wasafraid of something likethis.”

Another woman had just ssamped into The Palms. She headed toward me and Morley, e bowing
Morley’smen aside.



Winger definitely survives more by luck than by any good sense.

“Winger.” Morley’ s greeting was | ess than enthusiastic. | suspect he’ d had a bad personal
experience there, once upon atime. Which would teach him to pay attention to his own rule about not
getting involved with women who' re crazier than heis.

“Thevery one,” sheretorted.

Winger isabig old gal, morethan six feet tdl, and solidly built, though she’ sactudly quite atractive
when she bothersto clean hersdlf up. If shewasafoot shorter and knew how to smper she’d be
breaking hearts wholesde just by looking the wrong way.

“Hey, Garrett,” sheroared. “What the hdll are you doing stting on your assin this nancy dump?
Y ou was supposed to—"

“You don't listen too well, do you? Word went out that | got the snot beat out of me last night. To
you, too. The man who told you is standing right over there. Meantime, 1’ ve got bruiseson my bruises. I’
m Siff dl over.”

“Yeah?How ’bout where it counts? Didn’t think so. Y ou’ re another onethat’sjust dl talk.” She
glared a Morley. “ Get up and walk it off.”

Winger is something like a thunderstorm and something like afema e Saucerhead. Except with
better teeth. And she’salot more stubborn than Tharpe. It may take Saucerhead awhile to work
something out but he’ll change his mind. Winger has never been wrong in her life. Unlessit wasthat time
she thought she waswrong but it turned out that she wasn't.

Big, blond, mesty, goofy, completely dangerous where your valuables are concerned, she’ slikdy
to be part of or taken in by the most outrageous scams imaginable. And yet she’sone of my friends.
One of theinner circle. One of those who' d take stepsif something happened to me. And I’ ve never
figured out why we like each other.

“Come on, Garrett. Get up off that fat ass. Don’t you figure you done left Saucerhead twisting in
the wind about long enough?’

| did think that. But Saucerhead was getting paid. And he, too, had been told of my misfortune.
| asked, “Where’ s Playmate? Y ou’ re supposed to be covering for Playmate.”

“Oh, he went off somewhere this morning, before your messenger came. When | got bored |
decided .. .”

| Sghed. Morley shook his head.
“What?’

| said, “I’msureyou’ ve heard the word * respongibility’ afew times. Y ou have any ideawhat it
means?’

Chanceswere shedid but just didn’t care.
“What?" Winger demanded again.

“If you came over here because you’ re bored, who’ sminding Playmate’ s stable so the other
crooks don’t walk off with everything in sight?” 1t wasreally stupid of usto haveleft al of Kip's
inventions unguarded. But the gods of fools had been with us. Word had come that Playmate hadn’t
suffered any losses. He had wonderful neighbors. “Who’ s getting paid to make sure that doesn’t
happen?’

“Other crooks? What do you mean, other crooks? Wiseass. Look, |'m actualy here because|’'m
kind of worried about Play. | thought he was going off to meet you. | figured he’ d come back when he



heard you wimped out on account of you got a couple of bruises and ascrape.”
| sad, “Wdll, I’ ve had dl the fun herethat | can take. I’ m going home.”

It took me nearly aminuteto get out of my chair. Then | couldn’t stand up straight. “Guess |’ Il have
to look on the bright side.” I looked Ieft. | looked right. “So wherethe hdll isit?

“Winger, for heaven’ s sake, go take care of that damned stable.” | had visions of footpads
absconding with my own persond three-whed . “And don’t give me any of that crap about I’ m picking
on you because you’ re awoman. I’ m picking on you because somebody hired you to do ajob and you’
rejus letting it dide. Again.”

“Gods. Somebody get thisman adrink. He’ sgonetotaly cranky.”
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Singe and Dean both awaited me on the stoop. The old man came down the steps to help me make
theclimb.

Winger had beenright. A little exercise had loosened me up. But hardly enough. | still moved like
somebody twice my age, suffering from rheumatism. 1’ d begun to worry that the ratmen might have done
me someinterna damage.

Once I’ d eaten and downed aquart of Dean’smedicina teg, though, | no longer fdlt likewe
needed to send for awitch doctor.

With Singe’ s help Dean moved a padded chair from the small front room into the Dead Man’s
room. | occupied it, prepared to discuss business. Instead, | went to deep. | stayed that way along
time. When | awakened Dean was there with more food and fresh tea. Singe fluttered about nervoudly.

We find ourselves facing a disquieting development. Mr. Playmate has disappear ed.

“No. | didn’t want to hear that.” | don’t likelosing aclient. That means| have to work threetimes
as hard. Usudly for no pay.

Miss Winger sent word to the effect that he has not yet surfaced. | took the liberty of sending
Dean to Mr. Dotes with an appeal that he send a few men to support Miss Winger. This would
seem an opportune time for raidersto try scooping up Cypres Prose’s inventions.

“It would, wouldn’t it? And it’ s Mrs. Winger. She’ s got a husband and a couple of kids she
abandoned, somewhere out in the country.”

The good news is, an hour ago a messenger delivered a letter from Reliance. It was a bit
formal, stiff, and strained, but he renounced all further interest in Miss Pular.

“Hear that, Singe? Y ou can go outside without worrying about the bad guys. . . ”

Reliance cannot, and does not, guarantee the good behavior of all ratmen, Garrett. Call it a
weasel clauseif you like, but he did advise us that he is not able to control the actions of some of
the younger ratmen. He denounced a certain John Stretch in particular.

“To be expected, | guess. We're dtill better off than we were. | can’t imagine too many of those
youngsters being crazy enough to want to get the Ouitfit after therr tails.”

The young often cannot connect cause and effect, Garrett. You see stupid behavior on the
street every day. It will take only one fool who believes he can outwit Reliance and the Ouitfit to
ruin Miss Pular’ s prospects.



“I'm pretty sure Miss Pular is bright enough to outwit any of her kind who might be stupid enough
to come after her.”

Indeed.
Singe preened.

But she will have to remain alert and ready for trouble for some time to come. Until the rat
tribes acclimate themselves to the new situation. Reliance’s letter is there before you. | asked
Dean to leave it when he finished reading it to me.

His mention of the letter was ahint that | should read it. | did so, wondering who had writteniit. 1’ d
never heard of aratman who could read or write.

“I’d sy thisislessthan atota victory for Snge.”
That is correct.
Singe asked, “What iswrong?’

“Theway Reiance statesthis, heisn’t just giving up hisclamson you, he’ stdlling usyou don’t
have any more claims on the community of the ratpeople. Hewon't let you.”

Singe thought for awhile. Then, “Please explain more. In case | do not understand correctly.”

“He’ sexiled you from your people. Y ou know exile?” She nodded. “He’ sbadcdly saying that
snceyouwon't play by hisrulesheisn’t going to let you have anything to do with your own people. |
guessyou’ |l haveto decideif that’ saprice you’ rewilling to pay.”

“| have decided aready.”
“Areyou...?

“Reiance does not have much longer. And while he doeslast he cannot be everywhere, keeping
me from making contacts | might want. Heistoo old and too dow. And an enforced exile will compel
me to learn my way around the rest of the city more quickly.”

“Wow!” | said.
Yes. Perhaps you should marry her after all. In five years you might be a king.

Old Boneslet Singein on the part where he showed that he wasimpressed. The rest he sent only
to me. One of his poor excusesfor ajoke.

Garrett. Miss Pular. You will have to pick up Mr. Playmate’strail at his stable. Track himto
wherever his hidden demons have taken him. You might search the boy’s workshop. Itis
conceivable that Mr. Playmate found something there that led him to believe he could find the
boy on his own.

Actualy anation that had occurred to mewhen first I’ d heard that he was till missing.

| said, “Excdlent thinking, Old Bones. | see only one problem with the scheme. I’ m so begt-up |
can hardly move. At my best speed today | can grow afoot-long beard faster than | can makeit to the
river.”

A difficulty anticipated and overcome. In my communications with Mr. Dotes | arranged for
you to be transported wherever Miss Pular’s nose leads her.

“Who'’ sgoing to pay for dl of this? We' ve got Saucerhead out there somewhere getting gray. We’
ve got Singe and Winger working. We've got who knows how many of Morley’ s gang backing up
Winger. Where’ sthe money coming from? Kayne Prose don’t have apot to peein. Her kidsdon't
seem to be producing. Playmate isn’t much better off than Kayne. Anytime he gets two extra coppersto



rub together he gives one of them away.”

You are going to pay for it. As an advance cut out of your share of that |ake of gold you see
yourself tapping in the future.

“What? Areyou digging around in my head again?’ There was entirely too much of that stuff going
on around here lately.

The outbreak of warfare amongst the pixies prevented me from going off on arant.

The Goddamn Parrot wanted a part of this action. He started hooting and hollering and cursing the
pixies.
| believe your help has arrived.
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Somebody knocked on the door with a battering ram. Plaster dust fell al over the house. The
pounding didn’t stop. Dean came roaring out of the kitchen armed with a cleaver, ready to offer
somebody some advanced training in etiquette. He beat me to the door. He wasin such an evil temper
that he opened the door without first using the peephole.

“Geh!”

Who would’ ve thought aman that old could jump that far? And backward at that, while inscribing
sagas on the air with the edge of hislightning cleaver.

| caught him “Hey! Maybe you want to settle down. Before you damage the woodwork. It can’t
beal that bad.”

“I'madl right,” Dean ingsted right away. “They just caught me by surprise.”

An odor wafted in through the open doorway, like the southern extremity of anorthbound skunk
or, morelikely, thelast thing you smell when you meet up with one of the big flesh-eating thunder lizards
out in the woods. It was bad breath on an epic scale. | hadn’t encountered it in along time but | knew it
of old. Its provenance was just coming back to me when | got up to the door and leaned out just in time
to get the full benefit of the exhdations of apair of humongous creatures who’ d bent down to peer into
my house.

These boys both fell out of the ugly tree at ayoung age, hitting every damned branch on the way
down. Then their mommas whupped them with an ugly stick and fed them ugly soup every day of their
lives. They wereUh-glee, with a couple of capita double-ugs.

“Doris. Marsha. How’ reyou fdlas doing?’

Doris and Marsha Rose were two of three brothers who insisted they were triplets born of different
mothers. Doris and Marsha have agreenish cast and stand twenty feet tall. They have teeth that stick out
al which way. Oneiscrosseyed and oneiswalleyed but | can’t keep that Sraight. Sometimesthey trade
off. They’re grolls, a seldom-seen result of what can happen when giantsand trollsfall in love. Dorisand
Marshaaren’t very bright. But they don’t have to be. They’re so big hardly anything else matters.

“We'redl doing marvelloudy, actudly,” asmdl voice piped. Of course. The grolls seldom went
anywhere without the third triplet, Dojango, who, being a hdf-wit, wasthe brains of the family.

Dojango Roseisn’t much over fivefeet tdl. Well, taler than Bic Gonlit, so maybe he’ sfiveand a
haf. He' sindistinguishable from athousand other weasdl-eyed, furtive little grifters on the streets of
TunFaire. He' d have no trouble passing for human if he wanted, though he can’t be more than



one-eighth human in redlity. In somefashion he’ s distantly related to Morley Dotes. Morley tosses
snippets of work hisway when finesse and alow profile aren’t critica componentsin the grand scheme.

| descended the front steps amidst booming greetings from the larger brethren and the worst
carrying-on by the pixies snce their own arrival. | barely noticed. Already their hell-raising was
becoming acommonplace, part of the background noise of the city. Seldom is TunFaire completely
quiet.

Dojango Rose had himself in harness between the shafts of Kip Prose’ stwo-wheder man-hauling
cart. He grinned. “Bet this’ s something you never thought you'’ d see, actualy.”

“Actudly. You redly think you can haul that thing around town with somebody init?’ Dojango
seemed to have gone afew rounds with consumption since last I d seen him. Helooked lucky to be able
to shift himsdf.

Based on prior experience chances were good he had his brothers carrying him most of thetime.

“I am kind of counting on my brothersto help, actudly,” Rose admitted. “ But there’s more to me
than you think, actudly.”

“Actudly.” Dojango Rose had some annoying verbal tics. “ There just about hasto be. Hey! Knock
it off! Let her go.”

Doris unpinched thumb and forefinger. A pixie buzzed away in dazed, staggering flight.
Amazing. Some peoplewill respond automatically to any loud, commanding voice.
“Ah, Garrett, | was just—"

“I know what you wasjust.” | climbed into the cart, every muscle arguing back. “ Saveit for the
villains. We'religble to run into some. Godsdammit!”

Therel wasin the street about a thousand steps downhill from my front door and | hadn’t brought
anything out with me. . . Dean and Singe materialized, each with armsfilled. They clattered down the
seps. Singe dumped her load into my lap. That consisted of enough instruments of mayhem for meto
gart up my own smdl army.

Singe and Dean stayed busy around the back of the cart for awhile, with tripsinto the house and
outside again. Then the old man headed back up the steps. Eventuadly, Singe came up beside me. “We
areready to travel.” She tossed Dean a cheerful wave. Dean returned the gesture.

She had outstubborned him and overcome his prejudice by force of personality. Singe was, indeed,
awonder girl.

“What were you doing back there?’

“Storing provisions. Y ou do not plan your travels properly. Especidly in the area of food. So Dean
and | fixed us something to take dong.”

While | was digesting that Dojango suddenly called out, “Whereto, boss?’
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There were subtle Signsthat some parts of Playmate’ s place had been searched. | asked Winger,
“Has anybody been in here since you took over? Since Playmate wandered of f?”

1] NO-”

“You'resure?’



“Absolutely.” Shewasirked. | was daring to question her faithfulnessto her commisson.

“I didn’t think so. Soyou haveto quit going through Playmate’ s stuff.” While she sputtered | took a
lamp into Kip’ sworkshop. At first glance the only change there was the absence of the cart I’ d ridden
over here. Behind one or another of the grolls, mostly. As|’d anticipated.

Three blocks from my house Dojango was aready trying to mooch aride.

With Doris or Marsha pulling the cart, though, there were problems. Problems which sprang from
their sze. Neither could fit between the cart’ slong shafts. So whichever one was on the job dragged the
cart long one-handed. The ride became a series of wild jerks asthe groll swung hisarms.

Then there was the problem of height. The grolls’ hands were eight feet off the ground when they
stood up straight. When they pulled the cart | ended up lying on my back.

But we had arrived at Playmate’ s stable. Marsha had volunteered to carry me around in hisarms
when he saw how much trouble | had levering my stiff old bones out of the cart. “1’ d take you up on it,
too,” | told him. *“ Except for the fact that you' retoo tall to go anywhereinsde here.”

That was one big problem with being those two guys. Hardly any structurein TunFaire wastal
enough to accommodate them.

So | limped alot and leaned on things. | was crabby. | snarled at people for no good reason. And |
didn’t find asingle clue as to where Playmate had gone. But | did have Singe. She’d located Playmate’s
newest track and was ready to move out on it long before | finished my rounds of Playmate’ sdigs. |
swore there had to be something incriminating somewhere. Something to tie him into the evil equine
empire,

| kept returning to Kip’ sworkshop, convinced that there was something | was overlooking. There
was nothing missing and nothing wrong there but something deep inside me kept telling me to watch out
for something.

| never did figure out what it was. But | trusted my hunch. | told Morley’ s associatesto keep a
close eye on Kip’ sjunk. “ Something here has something to do with what’ sgoing on. | don’t know what
itisyet. So | don’t want you to let anybody in. Don’t let anybody touch anything. And in particular, don’t
let Winger touch anything. But otherwise, consider her to bein charge.”

| gave Winger abig grin and aglimpse of the old raised eyebrow trick.
Winger gave methefinger.
“Promises, promises.”

That earned me amaiched st of flying fingers.
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Singe was having trouble concentrating. Dojango kept distracting her. He wouldn’t shut up. Which
was ahabit of histhat |’ d forgotten. Kind of the way you forget how much a broken bone hurts until the
next time you bust one.

| explained, on three separate occasions, how difficult it wasfor Singeto follow atrace asold as
Playmate’s, to explain that she had to concentrate all her attention on the task at hand.

“Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. | understand, Garrett, actually.” And thirty secondslater it would be, “This's
just like the time me and Doris and Marshawas running the bag for Eddie the Gimp, actudly. If wewasn
"t right on top of what we was doing every second . . .”



| sent alook of appeal up toward Doris, whose turn it was to walk beside the cart. But it wastoo
dark out for him to notice. So | asked, “Doris. How the hell do | get your little brother to shut up?’

“Huh?’

| got ready to groan.
“I don’t know. | just shut him out. I's he running off at the mouth again?’

“Stll. I can’t get him to stay quiet for twenty seconds straight. He' sdriving me crazy and he’s
making it impossible for Singe to keep her mind on her work.” | suffered amoment of ingpiration. “If we
don’t pull thisthing off, if we don’t find this guy, we blow the job. Which means that none of uswill get

pad.”
“Dojango, shut the fuck up. Y ou even cough, I’'m gonnadug you.” Doriswaved afist about the

szeof abull’ shead in hisbrother’ sface. “Where we gonna put him when | do, Garrett? ' Causel’'m
guaranteed gonnagotta do it on account of he can’t even keep his mouth shut when he’ s adeep.”

“He managed to shut up when he had to that time we al went to the Cantard.”
“Yeah. But like they say, long ago and far away. And times change.”

They do indeed. I’ d just gotten more words out of one of the grollsthan I’ d heard beforein dl the
years|’d known them.

Dojango couldn’t hep observing, “Actudly, it an’t redly polite to be talking about somebody like
they an’t even there when you—"

Bop!

Doris's blow was aimost casua. Dojango rocked and wilted. His brother scooped him up and
carried him like ababy.

| asked, “Wasn't thet alittle harsh?’

“He ought to be getting used to it, Garrett. Actudly.” Doris grinned broadly. Moonlight glistened
off hissnaggleteeth. “Thisain’t the first time his mouth has caused us sometrouble.”

“Amen, brother,” Marsha said from up front. “We gottalove the guy on account of he’ sfamily, but
sometimes. . . If it wasn’t for his connection with Cousin Morley .. .”

“Guys, wedl haverdativeslikethat. |’ ve got a great-uncle Medford that somebody should’ ve
poisoned a hundred years ago.”

Singe stopped. “Y ou are quite right about Medford Shale, Garrett.” Great-uncle Medford had
figured prominently in the case where I’ d first made Singe’ s acquai ntance. “ Just as you were right about
me needing no distractionsif | amto follow thistrail. Perhaps | can have Doris knock you out, then have
Marsha knock Doris out, then pray that abuilding collapses on Marsha.”

“Or we could dl take ahint and save the chatter till |ater.”
“Y ou could do that. But | am willing to bet that none of you are able.”

Wasit Mama Garrett’ s boy who’d said that this ratgirl desperately needed some self-confidence?
Shesuredidn’t lack for it in this crowd.

Ten minutes|later, | caled, “Singe, | know wherewe’re going.” We were headed for the Prose
homestead. Maybe Playmate’ sluck had changed. Or, from his point of view, maybe he had giveninto
temptation. “We' re headed for the boy’ s mother’ sflat.”

“All right. If you think so. If you want to go there and wait for me, go ahead. | would prefer to stick
tothetrail. That will revedl if there were other stops he made aong the way.”



A gentle admonition from the expert. | decided to heed it. The girl had a point. Suppose Playmate
was headed for Kayne Prose’ s place but never made it there?

40

Hedid makeit. But he’ d gone away again. Singe explained that to me before | ever went upstairs
and found a very frightened Cassie Doap holed up behind a barricaded door, refusing to open up for

anybody.

“Casse, comeon. This's Garrett. The man Playmate hired to find your brother Kip. Now Playmate
'sdisappeared and |’ m trying to track him down, too.” | hoped he turned up soon. My body was doing
alot of aching. “He camehereabout . . .” | looked at Singe, whispered, “How long ago?’

“Thismorning.”
“He came here this morning. Why was that? Where did he go from here?’

Cassie kept telling usto go away. Shewasterrified. But Singe could detect no odors that would
justify such astrong response. And none of the neighbors showed any curiosity, which suggested that
great dramas by Cassie Doap were not at al uncommon.

| recalled Rhafi telling me that Cassie was an actress. She put on characterslike clothing. Maybe
she was overacting now.

| wished | had one of my human lady friends dong. Particularly Tinnie Tate of the shoemaking
Tates. That professiona redhead would know how to manage amere blonde. Tinniewas an
accomplished actress herself. At least where the manipulation of guys named Garrett was concerned.

Singe did make afew calming remarks, loudly enough to be heard through the door, whilel tried to
talk Cassie out of her hysteria. Singe’ s comments were kind of childish but they had their effect. At some
point Cassie decided to open the door a crack to see who was out there in the hallway with me.

| don’t know why my having aratgirl long should’ ve been reassuring, but it was enough so that
Cassie decided she’d talk to us. She asked, “What do you want to know, Mr. Garrett?’

My heart broke. That delectable young woman had caled me“mister.” | was nothing but a
“migter.” | wasn’t on her list of prospects.

It'sacrud world indeed.

Probably just aswdll, though. Cassie was the kind of woman Mom warned me against. One
goafier than me.

“Where's Playmate, Cassie?’
“I don’t know. He went to find my mom.”
All right. That made sense. Maybe. To her.

Shewas definitely afraid, for real. She had referred to her mother asMom. She’d dwayscdled
her Kayne before. “ And why did he do that, Cassie? Was she in trouble?’

“] don’t know. Shewent to find Rhafi when he didn’t come home. Then she didn’t come home. So
| went and got Playmate. And he decided to go looking for both of them ... ”

Without bothering to inform me. Or even Winger. Who hadn’t mentioned Cassie. Which probably
meant that Winger wasn’t paying attention to what she was supposed to be doing.

“Just asan asde, did you seeatal blond woman at Playmate’ s stable?’



“No. Isthat important?’
“Probably not. All right. Let’ s go back. Rhafi disappeared? What’ sthe story on that?”

“That man you had watching Bic Gonlit. Rhafi was hanging around with him. Covering for him
when he had to go off. Like that. Then Rhafi just disappeared. While that man was away getting them
something to eat. He told us when Kayne and me went to find Rhafi on account of Rhafi was supposed
to start anew job today. It’ s getting redly hard to find somebody who' Il give him achance anymore.
Kayneredly didn’t want him to screw it up thistime.”

Now that she’d decided to trust me Cassie gushed, getting rid of the fear and the tension through a
flood of words. She didn’t really have much to say except that Rhafi had disappeared, then Kayne had
gone looking for him while sending her to tell Playmate. Then Playmate had gone after Kayne. Andhe
hedn’t been seen since. And now Cassie was firmly convinced that the forces of darknesswould come
for her soon.

“Y ou get back insde and barricade your door again. I'll take care of it.” | hoped. I’ d done
somewhat less than take care of things on severa occasions lately.
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“You dill haveatrall?’ | asked Singe.
“Y es. Getting better than it was.”

| grunted. | didn’t try to shortcut thistime, though | expected the track to lead us straight to
Saucerhead.

Whichit did. More or less. Though Tharpewasn’t at his post.
| didn’t even ask. | just left Singe to work her wonders.

“Itisnot entirely clear but it seemsthat Mr. Tharpe accompanied Mr. Playmate. Or he followed
himwithinavery short time”

“And they went over to that ugly yellow building, right?’

“They were headed in that direction when they |eft here”

That was Singe. Making no assumptions.

“Can you detect any other odors here? That you might’ ve noticed in that place we just visited?’

“That blond woman was here earlier today. And maybe others who left tracesin that building. The
odorsarevery faint.”

“But there’ s nothing to contradict the story Cassietold us?’
“Y ou do not trust her?’

“I’vefound that it’ s best to trust no one completely when I’ m working a case. Nobody is ever
completely honest with me.”

“Truy?

“Truly. Nobody wants to admit that they’ re desperate. But they are. Or they wouldn’t cometo me
inthefirgt place. They dmost never do until things are out of hand. But that’ s human nature. Y ou don’t
want people to know you can’t manage your life. You’'re afraid to look weak.”

Wewaked while Singeand | talked. | was moving more fredly now but | still hurt. Doris and



Marshawere doing awonderful job of keeping their mouths shut. Dojango was still napping. Hewasin
the cart.

| had everybody wait in front of the ugly yellow structurewhile | gaveit acareful once-over from
outsde. The grolls attracted attention wherever they went, of course, but they knew how to discourage
gawkers. A growl and awave of the club each carried, more as decoration than as armament, were
enough to discourage most people. For awhile.

| wondered if they would use their clubsif pressed. They’ d employed them during our vigt to the
Cantard but they hadn’t redlly wanted to. They were actualy gentle people, the Rose triplets. Though
the two big ones did get akick out of panicking people oncein awhile.

It seemed to methat it might be useful to know what was happening inside Casey’ s place before |
went storming upgtairs. “ Doris. | need you to hoist me up so | can peek through awindow.”

Only there wasn’t any window.

| stared at the blank brick, tried to visualize the insde of the tenement to seeif |’ d gotten turned
around. | hadn’t. So how had I misplaced awindow made of glass?

| had Doris put me down. Then | worked my way around the ugly structure. It did have afew
unglazed windows, but very few, indicating that it had been erected during the last attempt at establishing
awindow tax, with the minimum legal number of openings. None of the existing windows were on the
fourth floor.

What the hell?

Which was what the place had to be in summer.
“How high can you count?’ | asked Doris.
“Garrett, | don’t think questionslike that are polite.”

“You're probably right. But | suspect that | don’t much care. Here’ swhat | want. Six minutes after
| gointhefront door you take your club and knock a hole through the bricks right up there where | was
feding thewal. Don’t be shy about it. Haul off and pound a holeright through.”

“And then what? When they cometo arrest me. Go down fighting?1 don’t think so.”

“Hey...!”

“You're abig-time bullshitter, Garrett, but you ain’t big-time enough to bullshit me out of knocking
somebody’ s building down.”

“All right. All right.” The recent outbreak of law and order was getting to be ared pain. “So don’t

bust a hole through the wall. Just thump on it hard enough to distract whoever’ s on the other side. Better
give me eight minutesto get up there, though. That’salot of sairs.”

Doris grunted, shuffled over to his brother. They muttered at one another, not pleased because
whatever happened here would do so in front of witnesses.

The grolls were beginning to attract gawkers who wouldn’t run from agrowl and a brandished
club. Mostly they were youngsters who should’ ve been adlegp, but adults would gather, too, if it became
obviousthat the grollswould have some entertainment value.

“Singe, you comewith me.” | headed for the entrance to the tenement. That wasfilled with
spectators who wanted to know what was going on. “We’'re hunting for Kagyars,” | told them, which
dumbfounded everyone.

The people of TunFaire and Karentaaren’t much interested in their own history.
My remark would’ ve melted their spines haf amillennium earlier. The Empirewas il in placethen



but was suffering a swift decline because it was being choked to death by fanatic members of the
Orthodox Rite. The Kagyars had been members of agentle, nonviolent heretica cult whose beliefs must’
veterrified the hierarchy of the established rdligion. They invested dll their energies and dl the treasure of
the state in ahundred-year campaign to exterminate the Kagyar heresy.

All that horror and cruelty and evil and today not one Karentine in athousand can tell you what a
Kagyar was. Possibly not even onein ten thousand.
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“What will you do?” Singe asked.

“Knock on the door and see if anybody answers. Whack them over the head if they do.” |
brandished my headknocker. There was no peepholein Casey’ s door so he would haveto openup in
order to respond.

| knocked. Singe looked around nervoudy. And sniffed. She said, “It’shard to tell but | think they
may have gone back downstairsagain.”

| knocked some more. “Playmate, Rhafi and | did come up and go down before.”
Still no answer to my knock.

The building shuddered. Doriswas on the job.

Something fdll behind the door.

| did afast picklock job between club strokes. “ Get back against thewall,” | told Singe. “ Squeeze
your eyestight shut.” | pushed the door inward, knelt, tripped the rug booby trap. | got the same
crackle, pop, and flash. | avoided problemswith my hair thistime but did get the fuzz crisped off the
outside of my forearm. Casey must’ ve adjusted the aim of his sorcerous implement.

A glance across the hallway assured methat was true. Thewall was smoking at asite two feet
removed from the previous. And the crisped areawas significantly larger.

| began to suspect that Casey might not plan to honor our new aliance. And | began to reflect on
thefact that this particular Slver df wasn't asreluctant as the othersto resort to violence.

“Don’t expose yoursdlf yet,” | told Singe. “ Thisthing’ s going to pop acouple more times.”

Second try wasn’t acharm. As before, the fury of the sorcery was considerably lessened. But its
am had shifted sncethefirg flash. | lost most of my stick and got amild case of roasted knuckles. The
lead from the end of my stick was still liquid when | peeked.

We were collecting witnesses now, the older ones probably thinking about launching araid as soon
as the dangerous people got out of the way.

Doris kept whapping the outsde wall. That was sureto attract attention out there. Police attention,
eventudly.

| told Singe, “We probably won’t have much moretime.” But haste could be painful. Or even lethd.

| got down on the floor and did my arm into trip the third flash. It was more feeble than the last
timel’ d donethis, though plenty bright enough to have me seeing spots.

Then | recalled Casey having just hopped over the trigger carpet.
Better safe than sorry.



| hopped.

There were no changes in the room behind the door. Casey had returned his possessionsto their
appointed places. Every item in the place looked precisely positioned.

| had a suspicion that Dedl Relway’ s place would be very much likethis.

| looked at the window that wasn’t there on the outside of the building. The view it presented was
impossible. What it should have shown wasthe wal of the building next door. Instead, | found mysalf
looking down into the street out front.

Interesting.
Something thumped behind the closed curtain of Casey’ s bedroom.

“Comein and closethe door,” | told Singe. “Keep an eye on thiswindow. Look for anybody who
might belong to the Guard. Or who just gives you the feding that they might betrouble.” | yanked the
curtain asde. And sad, “Well, hdlo.”

I’d found some of my missing people. Rhafi and his mother. Kayne was unconscious. So was
Rhafi, but he was restless. Neither had a stitch on. Rhafi’ s clothing lay on the floor, as though discarded
by someone undressing in ahurry. Nowhere could | find anything that looked like it might have come of f
Kayne.

| tried not to get distracted by the ill life.
“Hey, Singe. Y ou think you could track somebody’ s clothesif somebody € se was wearing them?’

She stepped over where she could seewhat | saw. “My.” She kept looking back and forth
between the window and the naked people. “Well.” And, “Can you wake them up?’

| wastrying to do that aready. | wasn’t having any luck. | tried to avoid any expression as Singe
took her opportunity to inform herself of the nature of human bodies.

“Would you consder thefemale attractive?’ she asked.

With any other woman | know I’ d have to consider that atrick or loaded question. Singe, |
guessed, actualy wanted to know. “Yes, sheis. Epecidly consdering her age and the fact that she’s
borne three children.”

Singe becomes horrified whenever she contemplates the size of human babies. Her people have
babiesin litters of up to eight, the aggregate weight usualy being less than that of one human newborn.

“And themae? s he attractive?’

“Not to me. But that’ s partly because | know him. He could be attractive to some women.” Nature
appeared to have blessed Rhafi in one respect. | returned to my question. “Could you track the woman’s
clathing?1 think our villain might’ ve used it to disguise himsdlf.”

Singe eyed Rhafi dubioudy, looked & mein mild alarm, then shifted her attention to the window.
She thought. | kept trying to waken Kayne and her son.

It became obvious that they were under some kind of enchantment that | couldn’t penetrate.
After saverd minutes of slence, Singetold me, “1 can follow the horses again.”
“Meaning?’

“Fallowing the dothing would be extremdly difficult. But | will have no trouble following Mr.
Paymate and Mr. Tharpe. Who would have been with or who would have been following what they
believed to be thiswoman.” She eyed Rhafi again, growing more uneasy with what she saw.

| opened my mouth to ask aquestion, then redlized that 1’ d been outreasoned by aratgirl. A ratgirl



who had other things on her mind.
Rhafi was getting more of her eye time than that window was.
Casey had spun the tables on me.

He needed help to get to Kip. He'd told me so. But he didn’t want to be anybody’ s partner. So he
became Kayne Prose and lured Playmate and Saucerhead into going where he wanted, where they
would, doubtless, fight like lionsto defend the lovely Kayne from the villanous slver elves.

“Garrett! Something’ s hgppening!”

Dopey me, | glanced at Rhafi firdt, figuring maybe he was having ahappy dream. But nothing to
dartle Singe was happening there.

“What?’
“Thewindow. It kegps showing different things.”
| stepped over.

Shewasright. It kept dternating between four different live scenes. “Did you touch it? Did you do
anything?’
“No! | wasover here, looking at . . . | never thought they were so big. . . . Iwas picking at the

colored spots on this strange gray stone.” She shoved a paw at me. Her whiskers were way back. But
shejust had to take another look at Rhafi.

| took the “stone.” A number of not dissmilar items were scattered around the room. But not
nearly so many asthere had been during my previous visit. Which suggested that Casey might have
taken somewith him.

Those dveswe' d chased, who' d knocked me out over and over, had used some small fetish or
amulet or whatnot to do so. Maybe dl those things were different magicd devices.

Which got me thinking. We had asmall collection back at the house, from that last place where Kip
’s kidnappers knocked us down, plus those I’ d taken away from Rhafi. Should they stay there,
dangeroudy near my partner, when we didn’t know their capabilities? Might it not be more useful to
surrender them to Colonel Block? That might earn me some obligation points. And might even bea
serviceto the Crown. If these slver elves actudly were a sorcerous threat from foreign lands.

Singe made a squedling sound that might have been surprise, fright, dismay, or al three together. |
glanced into the other room.

| asked Singe the same question. “Did you touch it? Did you do anything?’

Singe backed out of the room but couldn’t stop staring until | closed the curtain. | chuckled but didn
't pursue the subject. | did suspect that in future she’ d be lessinclined toward romantic experimentation.

| thought it might be agood ideato gather up everything of potentid interest to the people Block
represented because minutes after Singe and | left it, Casey’ s place was going to get picked clearf.

“Garett?’

“Uhm?’

“You sadtdl youif | saw anything interesting?’

“Y ou found Rhafi interesting, did you?’

“Not that.” Her tone put mein my placefor my having my mind in the gutter. “In the window.”

| saw what she meant when the view of the street out front came up.



Three dlver eves had taken station across the way. They weren’t out in traffic but, even so, you'd
think people dressed that weird would attract some notice. That they attracted none whatsoever told me
that some sort of enchantment concedled them from passersby but couldn’t fool thewindow’ seye.

A hint of aflicker of afterimage indicated that they were pretending to be women. Women who didn
't know their ways around. One stared a something in her hand as she swung her partially extended arm
right and lft.

“We did something to attract Casey’senemies,” | said. “And they got herefast. But they till don’t
quite know whereto find him. We’ d better get out of here whilewe can.” | squinted at the window
when the street view came back up. Did those elves redlly have waists and breasts? That was afine
crop of nubbins, to be sure, but damned if it didn’t look likesomething was there, putting alittle apped
into those eegant Silver lines.
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Thesdlver dvesweren’t visible anywhere when Singe and | reached the street. | felt them vagudly,
though, in the back of my mind.

“Canyou smdl anything?’
“Something cold . . . Likewhat | smelled when we were tracking that boy. But not quite’ the same.”

“I think that’ s because this’ sa different bunch of elves. We have some kind of pyramid here. There’
sone guy, Casey, who's hunting two guys, Lastyr and Noodiss, because they’ re wanted for unspecified
crimes. Then we have these three dves, evidently al femae. In times past they raided Playmate’ s stable
and the Proseflat, trying to lay hands on Kip. Then we have the four who actudly did capture Kip.
Unless Casey was lying—and hislipsweren’t moving at the time, on account of he doesn’t have any—
these people are dl involved in crimina enterprises of some sort.”

Wewere moving away from the ugly yelow structure, Singe picking theway, melimping along in
her wake lugging a sack filled with trinkets rescued from Casey’ s digs. | nodded to Doris and Marshaas
| passed. | fdt theinvisible dves start moving behind me.

Singe obsarved, “Relianceisinvolved in crimind enterprises. But alot of hisactivitiesdon’t appear
to be moraly questionable.”

Though she hadn’t stated it perfectly | was proud that Singe could reason to that level. “True. The
law isn’t dways about what’ sright. Or wrong. A lot of timesit’s about somebody being guaranteed an
advantage over somebody else. And that’ s human nature. That’ s the nature of any sentient species, |
think. Damn! Thoseinvisible peopleredly are moving back there. | get the feding that they’ re crossing
to Casey’splace”

| hoped that was what they were doing, rather than falling in behind us.

They were sure to walk in on some excitement if they went upstairs. | hoped they’d find Casey’s
place crawling with scavengers and voyeurs.

| said, “1 think it might be agood ideaif we checked back to see how Rhafi and Kayne are doing,
later.” Those two could end up in deep troubleif that deep spdll didn’t wear off.

“Shush. | need to concentrate.”

So now it was me who was the distraction. The triplets weren’t because they were keeping their
distance, pretending they weren’t with me. Good on whichever one of them thought of that. But |
needed to toss my swag bag into the cart with Dojango. | wasn'’t about to carry it forever.



My aches and pains had receded somewhat but they continued to hamper me. | limped and
gimped and had no sense of humor at al. | couldn’t even work myself into a state of amusement over
Singe' s recent discombobulation. And that was pretty damned funny. It could become aclassic after a
few retdlings polished it up.

When our path took us around a corner, thus taking us out of sight of any eyestagging along
behind, | hdted. | didn’t move until Doris and Marsha appeared.

| tossed my swag bag into Dojango’ s lap. The results were satisfactory. Rose’ senthusiastic
barking demongtrated that he had been faking unconsciousness.

| left him to hisbrothers. Singe and | traveled on into the night, me limping and groaning and
demondtrating grand vigor in protesting my determination to find anew way to makealiving.

“Wherein hel arewe going?’ | muttered. We' d been walking for hours. It was the middle of the
night. | felt every step in every muscle and every joint. We were way up north, passing through
neighborhoods where real elvesroamed. Singe and | drew stares from folks curious about whether we
were acouple. | could’ vetold them that we were acouple of idiots.

Thiswas dangerous country. But if we stuck to the main thoroughfare, the Grand Avenue, we
should be dl right, partly because it was customarily safe ground, partly because Doris and Marshawere
ambling along with us, their clubs dragging the cobblestones and their knuckles threatening to get down
there soon.

“I amfollowing thetrail, Garrett. | am not cregting it.” Singe was getting cranky, too. Probably
needed to get somefood in her.

“Thisiswhy | hate working. Once you get started you can’t just knock off when you fed likeit and
have a couple of beers. Y ou’ ve got to keep going until you drop. Why don’t you eat one of your
sandwiches?’

Singeimmediately went to the back of the cart and dug out several. “If it makes you fedl better
knowing, we are much closer than we were. Their scent isalmost fresh. They are less than three hours
d’]w.”

Every slver lining hasacloud.

“That’ sthe godsdamned gate up there!” | grumbled, glaring at anidand of light in the far distance.
“Please don’t tdl methey left town.”

“All right.” Singe sounded troubled. And she should. For ratpeople TunFaire’ souter wall
condtitutes the edge of the world. Go past it and you fdl off into the misty void.

The dtuation wasn’t much better for me. | don’t like not-city. | don’t go outside often. When | do |
prefer to vist somerich man’s estate, where | can be comfortable while | take care of business. | get
back to town asfast as| can.

If we kept going thisgenera direction for afew hourswe could drop in on the Contague estate.

Although | know better intellectualy, emotiondly | fed like the deadly wildernessis clamoring at
the city gate, dl carnivorous or poisonous plants and animas, most of them bigger and faster than me,
whiletheair is so full of man-eating bugsthat you don’t dare breathe deep. In reality, most of the
countryside near TunFaireiswell tamed. If it wasn’t it wouldn’t be able to feed the city. The exceptions
are some bits unsuited for exploitation or which the wealthy and powerful have set aside as hunting
reserves or whatnot. The rareincursons of thunder lizards, mammoths, or even bears or giant ground
doths, are just that: rare. But they sure do get talked about plenty.

Marshasaid, “We maybe need to take adeep break first if we'rerealy going to go out there,



Garett.”

Hehad apoint. A good point. Or, at least, adamned good excuse for us not to go wandering
around the wildernessin the dark. Even if we were only afew hours behind our friends.
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Wildernessisreative. Before sunrise we were in wild country compared to where | live. But we
werein acarefully tamed and only mildly unkempt park compared to the placeswhere | fought my share
of thewar.

Of course, this was the worst nightmare wilderness Singe had ever seen. She couldn’t take ten
steps without stopping to sniff the morning air for the warning stench of approaching mongters. | kept
after her to move faster. “The quicker we get there the quicker we get it over with and the quicker we
get back to town. Y ou don’t want to spend the night out here, do you?’” But ingtinct ishard to
overcome. | provethat every timel get too close to Belinda Contague. “ Besides, the grolls can handle
anythingwe' relikely to meet.”

Dojango had been yakking al morning, inconsequentidities. Typica of him, actudly. So much so
that nobody paid him the least attention. Though Doris did drag him out of the cart and have him pull it
asoneway of dowing hisjaw down.

“Waitaminute,” | said. “What wasthat?’

Because Dojango’ s mouth runswith no real connection to hisbrain hejust chomped air for a
minute. What might he have said that could interest me? He hadn’ t been listening. Then he went into mild
shock because somebodywas interested in something that he’d said. “Uh, | don’t remember, actudly.”

“About the thing you saw in the sky.”
“Oh. That happened while you were dl adeep, actudly.”

When thetime had comewe’d dl just planted ourselves at streetside, grolls on the flanks, and
started snoring. We hadn | been bothered.

Szedoes matter.

Dojango continued, “I decided I’ d stand watch on account of al of the rest of you were out like
the dead.”

Hewasfibbing. He hadn’t been able to deep because he’ d spent dl that time snoozing in the cart. It
'seasy to tell when Dojango isrevising history. He forgetsto use his favorite word.

“Am?!

“And abdll of light camein out of the east, from beyond the river. It went somewhere south of us.
It stopped for awhile. | could see the glow. Then it came north, dowly, drifting back and forth over
Grand Avenue. | had afeding it waslooking for something, actudly.”

“And it cameto a stop up above us?’

“Y eah. After awhileit shined aredly bright light down onus. And that’sdl | remember.” He
shuddered, though. So there was something more.

“What els=?’

Hedidn’t want to talk about it but Dojango Rose isincapable of resisting an invitation to spesk.
“Just aredly bad dream where the light lifted me up and took meinside the glow, into aweird, lead-gray



place. They did redly awful thingsto me, these weird, shiny little women. Thisonewouldn’t leave my
thing done”

“| see” He'd hedled wondrous fast if he’ d been tortured. “ Something to keep in mind.” | did some
thinking. Some consideration of the circumstances. | came up with someidess.

The first time we approached a sizable woodl ot which boasted enough tangled undergrowth to
suggest that it wasn’t used much | had Doris and Marsha carry the cart and its cargo deep insgde and
camouflageit with branches.

Dojango cried like ababy.

“I guarantee you | don’t have awholelot of sympathy, buddy. Why don’t you use your sore feet to
make the rest of you mad enough to smack some of those elves around when we catch up with them?’

That bought me arespite. Dojango Roseisalover, not afighter. He probably heard his mother
cdling but couldn’t run away aslong as his brothers stuck it out.

We passed gated estates. The grolls attracted considerable attention. Most of the guards were
friendlier than they might have been had | tried to engage them in conversation on my own. Dorisand
Marshamake a convincing argument just standing around, leaning on their clubs.

Some of those guards had seen Saucerhead and Playmate go by. But not a one had seen Kayne
Prose. Or any other willowy blonde. Tharpe and Playmate had been bickering, according to severa
witnesses. They were, aso, not making very good time. Wewere still only afew hours behind them
despite our pause to enjoy a stone mattress.

“We keep on with thisand we’ re going to find ourselves out in the redl country pretty soon,” |
observed. We were past the truck gardens and wheetfields and starting up the dope into wine country.
Ahead the hills started growing up. Fast.

We popped over aridgeline, me cursing the day Kayne met Kip’s pop and, even more bloodily,
theday | let mysalf get into debt to Playmate. “Whoa! Thereitis. That’s perfect.”

“Therewhat is?’” Dojango asked. |’ d stopped. He’' d sat down. He had one boot off already.

“That bow! of land down there. Filled with trees. It hasapond in there. Y ou can see the water.
Runs down off dl these hills. Looks like agreat hiding place. Bet you that’ swhere—"

Some sort of flash happened under the trees. A dark brown smoke ring rolled up through the
foliage. Therewasarumblelike avery largetrall clearing histhroat.

“That was different,” Dojango said. He levered his other boot off.
“My guessis, our friends just found the elven sorcerers”

Nobody rushed off to help. Dojango massaged his blisters and distinctly looked like he’ d rather
head some other direction. Any other direction.

Singe had the sengibilities of asoldier. *1f we can see what is happening down there, then whoever
isdown there can see whét is happening up here.”

“Absolutdly.” | responded by dropping into the shade of asplit rail fence. The Rose boysdidn’t
need the whole speech, either. The big ones made themselves as scarce as possible on an open road
that ran downhill through avineyard where the plants were seldom more than hip high. To me. Dojango
rolled into aditch.

A look around showed me a countryside not made for sneaking. The wooded bowl was entirely
surrounded by vineyards. | could cover some ground on hands and knees amongst the vines but there
wasn’t awholelot of cover for guystwenty feet tall.



And there were people out working the vineyards. Some not that far from us, eyeing us askance
because of our odd behavior. Before long most of the workers began to amble downhill to see what was
going on.

“There’ sour cue, people. Look like you’ ve got grape skins between your toes.”

Dojango began to whine in earnest. Once out of his boots his feet had swollen. He couldn’t get
them back on.

It wasreal. We' d have to leave him behind. Which wasjust aswdll, actualy. Dojango has ataent
for screwing things up by getting underfoot when times begin to get exciting.

| told him, “We'll pick you up on theway back.”
Hedidn't act like hisfedlings were hurt.
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Most of the vineyard workers reached the wood well before we did. Which wasfine by me.
Because something unpleasant was going on in amongst the trees. Something flashy, noisy, then smoky.
Another doughnut of brown smoke rolled up out of the trees.

The vineyard people decided they wanted no part of that. They went scooting right back up the
hills. Not aone was interested in wasting va uable running time gawking a my odd company.

Ataguess|’d say peoplein the area had had bad experiences down there before.

Once you penetrated the dozen yards of dense brush and brambles on the outer perimeter of the
wood you found yoursdlf in a perfectly groomed, parklike grove. Without undergrowth. With grass
amogt likealawn. With apond an acrein Size, somewhat off center to the west. And with abig silver
discusthing smack in the middle, standing eight feet above the grass on spindly metd legs. A flimsy
ladder rose from the grassto an opening in the disk’ sbelly. A slver df lay at thefoot of that,
unconscious or dead. Likewise, one Saucerhead Tharpe, right hand gripping the éf’ sankle, whose
scattered attitude suggested that he’ d been dragged back out of the discus.

| saw nothing to explain the brown smoke rings, nor dl the racket we’ d heard while we were
coming downthehill.

The wood was perfectly still now. Not abird had aword to say. Not abug sang one bar to his
ladylove. A few leaves did stir in the breeze but they kept their voices down. The only soundsto be
heard were the distant, excited voices of vineyard workers who had decided they were far enough away
to dow down and gossip.

When | stopped and counted them up in my head | doubted that there’ d been more than a dozen
workers, total.

Wefour froze with the moment, some listening, some sniffing. | turned dowly, tryingto get a
direction for the sense of presence I’ d begun to fed!.

| whispered to Singe, “ The Casey creature is here in the grove somewhere. Can you scent him?”

“The odors here are very strange, Garrett. | am confused. | do scent something that might be
Casey but | cannot locate him.”

A breeze gtirred the leaves and branches. My eye kept going to an oddity of shadow that didn’t tir
with everything else. | examined it from the corners of my eyes. | squinted, right and left and direct. |
moved severd times so | could try everything from avariety of angles. Severa timesthe dance of bright



sunlight and deep leaf shadow made methink that | had glimpsed something that might have been Kayne
Prose crumpled up beside astump, trapped inside something like a heat shimmer. When | concentrated
| discovered a shadow being cast onto the ground by something not apparent to the naked eye.

| looked left and right. Nothing told me why the vineyard hands had run for it. Nothing told me
where Playmate might be now. Nothing indicated the current whereabouts of the three sllver elves not
sorawled undernegth their slvery discus. Nothing told me much of anything.

| drifted toward the shadow that shouldn’t have been, beckoning Marshato follow, laying afinger
tomy lips. | got afew more glimpses of Kayne Prose. She didn’t appear to be awake. Theinvisbility
spell keeping her unseen was sputtering and maybe needed alittle punching up from somebody who’d
had enough schooling to know what they were doing.

The spdll did awhoalelot of nothing to fool my sense of touch.

| got Marsha down on his knees, guided hishands. “That’ s hishead. Y ou hang onin case he
wakes up. If he does, let him know who’ sin control. Without killing him, if possble.”

“Gotcha”

| began the task of frisking and disrobing abody | couldn’t see. The stripping part didn’t go well at
dl.

A totally bedraggled imitation Kayne Prose materidized suddenly. In the same moment Singe said,
“Gleep! Where did Garrett go?’

Inasmuch as| had not gone anywhere | gazed with suspicion at the smdl gray fetish 1'd just taken
off Casey. “Singe. Come over here” When shearrived | put the device into her paw. She vanished. |
assume | reappeared. “Now you' reinvisble. Hang onto that. It might comein handy.”

“Nobody can see me? Whoo! Ha-hal What | could do with this!”

“What couldn’t we al do? Why don’t you sneak over there and seeif Saucerhead is il
breething?’ | had arecollection of having turned up horizontal mysdf afew times after running into these
elves. Only they hadn’t knocked themselves out, too, those times.

| couldn’t see Singe but she did still cast some shadow when she stepped into the light. She said,
“Mr. Playmate must have climbed up the ladder.”

“Singe! Don’t gointhere!”

My last two words even | couldn’t hear over theCrump! as asudden ring of brown smoke blew
down off the bottom of the discus. The smoke hit the ground, ricocheted back upward, into the sky. It
seemed much less substantia than had the earlier clouds.

“Singe?Youdl right?’

A ratlike squeak resolved itsdlf into, “Garrett? Can you hear me? | cannot hear right now. But
otherwisel amdl right. | am going to finish climbing the ladder now.”

“Y ou damned fool! That’swhat just—"

“I found Mr. Playmate. Heisright insde here. Out cold. Lying on ameta floor with two more
elves. One has abroken arm. At least it is bent the wrong way.”

Meanwhile, on the ground, | was continuing to make sure that Casey and the other unconscious elf
wouldn’t be able to go anywhere when they woke up. “Let’ s seeif we can’t get this costume off this
one.” 1’d given up trying to strip Casey. And to Singe, “That’sagood job, Singe. Don’t go wandering
around in there. Singe?’

Shedidn’t respond.



Thegirl was getting alittletoo sure of hersdlf. “Would one of you guys reach up in there and drag
Playmate out?”’

Doris had taken over trying to get Casey’ sslver auit off him so Marsha crawled under the discus.

It was atight fit. He ended up twisting himself around so he was seated on the grass, hishead and
shouldersinside the opening. “ Gosh, Garrett, it’ sweird in here.” A moment later he dropped an €lf.

“Hey! Y ou damned near hit mewith that.” | was having no luck stripping the ef who had falen with
Saucerhead. Thenew arrival didn’t ook like he’ d be any easier.

“Here comes the one with the broken arm. Y ou might want to take him so he don’t get hurt any
worse.”

| jumped up just in timeto grab the body Marsha handed down.
The df weighed hardly anything at all.
“Hey, Garrett! Look at this.”

| turned. Doriswas standing up, histop haf up in the foliage. He seemed to be looking back up the
hill that we had descended to get to this adventure. | shed my burden, skipped a dozen yardsto a point
where | could see the hillsde mysdlf.

| thought the vineyard workers would be up to something. But they were just making tracks.
Instead, Dojango wasin deep dudge. But he hadn’t noticed yet.
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It waskind of funny, actually, because he didn’t seeit coming until after Dorisand | began
watching. Hewas, probably, just sitting there throwing pebbles at grasshoppers and congratul ating
himsdlf on having gotten out of al the work when he spotted the glowing balls. By that timethey’d
bracketed him and were descending.

Dorissaid, “Maybe he didn’t make up dl that shit aout them pulling him insde and doing
something to him. They sure didn’t have no trouble finding him again, did they? Even after we ditched
that cart and dl that magica stuff.”

“An excellent observation, brother.” 1 watched Dojango jump up, try to runin severd directions, all
of which turned out to be blocked as soon as he chose them. He never stopped trying though, like a
squirrel inabox trap. While prancing on stones because his tender feet were bare.

| noted that the vineyard workers were trying to make themseal ves seem scarce while they watched,
too.

Oncethe balls of light were on the ground they faded to become three eggs of lead-gray metal with
littlein the way of exterior features.

| said, “We can probably expect their company in afew minutes. We' d better roll up our deeves
and get ready.” Playmate came flopping down out of the discus. Marshastarted dragging him away. |
sad, “Hide dl these people in the woods. Under the brush, maybe. Then get yourselves out of sight.
Whereisthat girl?’ | hopped over thefoot of the ladder. “ Singe!”

Singedidn’t respond.
| said, “On second thought, leave Saucerhead and Playmate lying out in the open. Thisguy, too.” |

used atoeto nudgethe silver éf lying nearest the ladder. “That’ Il give them something to focuson. So
they’ [| maybe overlook the rest of us. Y ou guys hide. Take whatever steps seem appropriate.”



Gritting my teeth, | reached out and touched the meta ladder. Quick and cautious, using just thetip
of onefinger.

Nothing happened.
Not even ahint of brown smoke.
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The ladder took me up into asmal metal room that was maybe ten feet across. Its celling wasfive
feet high. | had to move in astoop that started my back aching in moments. At its extremitiestheroom’s
floor conformed to the externa curve of the discus. The room itself seemed suitable only for storage.

“Singe?
My voice sounded strange in that place.

Singedidn’t answer me,

“Don’t be playing gamesjust because you' reinvighble”

Stll no answer.

The back side of the ladder went on up to another level. | swung around there, looked up.

There did seem to be an opening—which was closed. Mostly closed. A hit of fabric had gotten
caught in agap where the closure abutted the head of the ladder. The lighting was poor but the fabric
resembled that of Singe’ sshirt.

| pushed. Nothing gave but the musclesin my back. | tried again, twisting. The closuredid
sdewaysaninch. | thought | had it now. | pushed and twisted some more. The crack widened afew
moreinches, then wouldn'’t respond to any effort | made.

| tried to look through the crack. | couldn’t see anything but nothing. | followed up by snaking a
cautious hand in to fed around. Nobody stomped on my fingers. It’ sawonderful lifewhen the highlight
of your working day is that nobody stomped on your fingers.

| felt around some more. It seemed that the main reason the entry wouldn’t open any farther was
that Singewaslying onit. Getting her off proved to be achadlenge. But | wasuptoit. | wasatrained,
veteran Royd Marine.

Eventualy | dithered through the gap. Singe was lying in plain sight, mostly on another metd floor
like the one below. Thisroom was perfectly round, with another celling that had to be uncomfortably
low even for the eveswho used it. One of those was dumped in one of four chairs gracing the room.
Thecharsweredl fixed to thefloor.

The wonders of that round room were too numerous to recount. | think | was too numb to
recognize alot of them as anything special. There seemed to be thousands of little glowing lights, for
example. Some were green or red, or yellow or purple or even white. Some kept flashing on and off.
Most seemed content just to be there, showing themselves.

I’ ve seen some wild sorcery in my day, including the kind that melts mountains. Yet | was more
impressed with thisvison than I’ d been with anything I’ d seen before. The numbers were what did it.

Then there were windows something like the one at Casay’ s, most of them more nearly horizontal
than verticd. But the redly eye-popping thing, the overwheming thing, was the outer wall, al the way
around the room.



It was like that was missing, not there at al until you touched it. The woods were visible there
pretty much as | would’ ve seen them had | been standing on afifteen-foot-high platform. | was seeing
the world from the dtitude that Doris and Marsha saw it.

| couldn’t hear anything, though.

| checked Singe’ s pulse. She’d bedl right. | checked the df. Somebody had dugged this one from
behind. I’d bet on any invigbleratgirl. | couldn’t find apulsein any of the usua places but he was
twitching aready. | got him plucked of his possessions and tied up with odds and ends. Justintime.

Andjust intimefor the arriva of the three glowing balls. Those touched down carefully after a
wary approach.

When he saw that happening, my captive ef began to kick and struggle. Hewasn’t pleased. | felt
an inarticulate menta pressure but he never said an actua word.

| shut the door in the floor and parked both Singe and the f atop it. When he tried to movel
admonished him gently with atoe. He learned faster than a pup.

| looked outward again.

The three glowing objects gradually stopped doing that. They turned out to be dull gray lopsided
metal eggs not more than ten feet tall, the fat half of each egg downward. Each stood on three metal legs
as skinny as broom handles.

Nothing happened for awhile. Then, as an opening began to appear in the sde of one of the gray
eggs, Doris came bounding out of the woods and dealt that very egg amighty overhand smack with his
club. Theblow left asizable dent.

Then there was aflash. And Doris staggered away, not knocked down but not real sure where he
was anymore. A vaguely feminine silver ef dropped aladder from the assaulted egg and scrambled
down to the ground. She seemed to be seeing the fact but didn’t want to believe that Doris hadn’t been
destroyed by the flash.

| got Al that from fedlings within me and from elven body language that probably meant nothing of
the sort because the creature wasn’t human.

It hit the ground running toward Doris, in atruly foul mood. The groll himself had gotten logt in the
woods. He was blundering around in confusion.

The other two slver elves|eft their eggs. They showed hints of femininity, too. From the remove at
which | watched | couldn’t be completely sure, however. Though there did seem to be minor physica
differences from the other eves, nothing was absolutdly convincing. Maybeif you were asilver éf you
could tdll. Kind of theway dugs can tell the boys from the girls.

Fainly, they didn’t label themsaves the way humans do, sexudly or by pinpointing weirdness,
physica digparity, or atractiveness.

Never mind. | don’t need to get my ulcers burning about human nature. I’ m al growed up now,
Maw. | know we an’t gonnaget nowherewishin’ an’ hopin’. People are too damned stubborn.

Speaking of stubborn. Here came Marsha, half the size of ahouse, crawling on hisbelly, snesking
up on the lead egg only abandoned a moment earlier by asiver df with cutelittle crabapple breasts.
Marsha had learned something while watching his brother precipitate attack.

When he was close enough Marshareached out and, with asideways swipe of his club, swatted
one of the egg’ slegsout from under it.

Which didn’t turn out to be quite as clever as |’ d thought before he did it.
When the egg fell it tipped straight toward him. He had to scramble to get out of theway. And



even then hewasn’t safe.
The eves decided to chase him.
Theviolence of the egg’ sfdl shook the discus. For asecond | was afraid | was going down, too.

Thefalen egg began to glow in apatch on its bottom. Then it started diding around drunkenly,
darting and stopping like awater bug, spinning, tearing up trees. It knocked over the only uninjured egg,
struck the discus aferocious glancing blow, and panicked the new arrivas. They didn’t know which way
to run. Findly, the egg blistered off in astraight line, ripped through the pond and the woods beyond,
then plowed a deep furrow through avineyard dmost dl the way to the top of the dope beforeit came
to rest. At that point it seemed both to melt and to snk dowly into the earth.

Marsha had to be amazed by what he’d accomplished.
The slver ves were amazed, too. And distraught in the extreme.

| was now reasonably confident that they did communicate the way the Dead Man does. | couldn’t
pick out any words but the atmosphere was pregnant with emotion. There was alot of blaming and
finger-pointing going on, driven by aterror of being marooned. That fear became anotch moreintense
when the three examined their surviving egg and discovered that Doris' sill-advised attack had crippled it
somehow.

“Uh-oh.”

Thethreedl stared at the disk like it might betheir salvation. After abrief communethey al
produced avariety of gray fetishes and began poking a them with long, skinny, naillessfingers. One of
the little girls came forward, toward me, passing out of view beneath my feet. Two minutes|ater there
was awhining noise from the areawhere Singe and the captive ef lay sprawled.

| scooted over there. The door in the floor was trying to move. Theweight piled onit kept it from
doing so. | sensed a considerable frustration down below. That was one—maybe—lady who didn’t
think things ought to be going this way. A—maybe—woman whaose day had been on the brink of
triumph, but which had turned to shit in her handsin amatter of minutes.

“Been there, sweetheart,” | muttered. | began to look around, seeking something identifiable asa
nonlethal weapon. | didn’t want to hurt anybodly if | redly was dealing with women. Possibly the most
bizarre aspect of this business so far was the fact that no one had gotten killed. We had one df with a
broken arm and we had me with a bumper crop of aches and bruises—acquired from ratpeople not
directly involved in the case—but otherwise the whole thing was dmost civilized. And no silver ef had
yet done anyone adirect physica injury.

| didn’t find anything that could be used as awegpon. Maybe | could rip an arm off the élf | did
have and use it to harvest the new crop. | did retain plenty of pieces of sted in avariety of shapesand
szes, dl with very sharp edges, should the Situation grow hair, though.

Even 0, these weird people didn’t seem to be impressed by weapons. Which left me wondering
just how bright they could be.

The ef downgtairstried to get the floor door open again. | sat down nearby, ready to crack her
knuckleswith the butt of aknifeif she stuck a hand through theway | had. I’ m not always a perfect
gentleman.

Some of thelittle flashy lights expired suddenly. Outside, the most voluptuous f began to jump up
and down. Evidently she’ d solved some puzzle and wastotally excited. She didn’t jiggle much, though.

The other df looked over her shoulder. Clearly, she disgpproved of her sidekick’ s demondiration
but was pleased with their results. Her daddy longlegs fingers began to prance across another of those
gray fetishthings.



More lights went out. There was adeclining whine, fading fast, never noticed until it went.
“I don’t think that’sagood sign,” | told mysdlf.

Stll morelightswent out.

“Definitely not agood sgn.”

Up on the see-through wall—which | just now noticed had a curved shape in the vertical dimension
that allowed it to show alot more than aflat window would—I saw alarge piece of deadwood come
arcing out of the woods, spinning end for end horizontally. It wasalog | would’ ve had troublelifting.

It got both Slver ves.
| felt their rush of pain insde my head.
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The ef downstairs made arun for it. She dropped out the bottom of the disk and headed up the
path aready blazed by the self-immolating egg. Marshadidn’t have any luck catching her. | didn’t let it
worry me. She was completely weird and doubtless had no clue how to get by in the country, without
help from her strange, sorcerous toys. She should not be hard to track. Just follow the commotion she
caused.

Maybe Colonel Block could get me abig fat medd for having saved Karenta from the foreign
sorcerers and sorceresses. Maybe the flying pigs would start evicting the pigeons from thelr traditiond
roosts. Which sure would leave amess around all those dead and incompetent general's posing outside
the Chancery.

The common wisdom among former gruntsisthatcompetent generadswouldn’t have screwed up
so0 bad they got themselves killed and therefore there wouldn’ t have been any need for amemorial.

Soldiersareacynica bunch.

In the process of exploring the interior of the discus| discovered Cypres Proseingaledina
padded box behind adoor that locked from the outside. The little horizontal closet was soundproof. It
was on afloor above the one with the marvel ous lights and the wonderful view.

The upper level seemed to congtitute of crew quarters and such, if you went over it just guessing.

My yearsin the Corps, with its ancient and traditional nava associations, clickedin at last. This
thing had to be some kind of aeria ship or boat. With a crew. With decks and bulkheads and hatches
instead of floors and walls and doors. With heads instead of toilets and gdleysinstead of kitchens—and
al that specia navy tak us Marines dways resented.

Theslver dves must have been trying to teach Kip something, stashing him in apadded box. But
they hadn’t been harsh enough. Their rewards and punishments must have been too subtle. The boy
began to complain the second the door opened, never once going for a*“ Good to see you again,” or,
“Thanksfor coming to find me, Garrett.” That being the case | shut him back in while | went on to
explorethe rest of the aeria ship.

After awhile | reopened the hatch confining Kip. “Where can | find Lastyr and Noodiss?’
Bitch, bitch, piss, and moan.

“All right. Your cdl.” | shut the hatch.

| went back outside “Hey, Marsha, did you happen to look for Dojango? I’ m pretty sure they



dragged him into one of those lead eggs.”
In the excitement we’ d forgotten the little brother.

Marshawent over to thefalen egg and ydled in the doorway. He didn’t get aresponse. For a
moment he and | both stared up the hill along the path taken by the berserk egg. Then Marshawent and
yelled into the dented egg. That didn’t do any good either.

“I"d better look,” | said. “ Chances are they wouldn’t have left him in any condition where he could
do somemischief.” These slver dveswere highly weird but | doubted that they were highly stupid.

| wasright. | found Dojango in the dented ship, as unconscious as Singe and Playmate and
Saucerhead Tharpe. “Thisisnot good,” | kept muttering to mysdlf. Until my superior intellect findly
seized the day.

| went up into the vineyards and asked around until | found a somberly clad, gloomily serious
young man willing to abandon his post for afee. | gave him messagesto deliver to the Dead Man, to
Morley Dotes, and to Colonel Block. Inthat order. | gave him haf of his handsome messenger’ s stipend
before he departed, giving him to understand that receipt of the balance was contingent upon his getting
the job doneright. He nodded alot. All his mates seemed to think his going to the city was a huge joke.

Then | just felt like | could lie back and take it easy until reinforcements arrived. Taking afew
minutes every hour to go seeif Kip had started to catch on yet.

That boy was dow. After awhile he mentioned hunger. “ That right there’ syou one more motive for
turning cooperdtive, I’d say. Whew! It’sredly starting to get ripe in there, too. Guessthose good old
slver boyslet you out when you had to go.” He refused to understand that right away, too.

Back outside, | asked, “How is Dorislooking, Marsha?’ 1’ d been rooting for a swift recovery.
Making smdl talk with the hedthy brother had worn thinin ahurry. Once we’ d used up business and
gossip dl Marsha could talk about was the shortage of suitable femaeswithin hissize range.

“An’ you can suff them ideasright there, Garrett. On account of |’ ve dready heard al the jokes
about mastodons and blue oxen.”

“Then | shan’t belabor the obvious. Actudly, | was going to suggest that you jog up and get our
cart back. Singe packed us aload of sandwiches.” She’d also eaten aload of sandwiches aong the way
but | hoped afew might have survived. And if not, I’ d at least get arespite from the mighty lover’s
whining.

Marshathought that was about the best idea he’ d heard al week. He took off right away, tossing
back, “Keep an eye on Doris, will you?’

“I will indeed.” On account of | didn’t want to be in the wrong place when the big goof tripped
over hisown feet and came tumbling down.

| made my rounds of prisoners and patients. They were al being incredibly stubborn about
recovering, though | now saw some signs that they were coming back. Singe had begun babbling in her
deep, thankfully mostly in ratfolk cant. My grasp of the didect isfeeble. | was embarrassed only about
hdf thetime.

Doriswas coming aong fine. He made sense about seventy percent of thetime. He stayed fine as
long ashedidn’t get up and try to walk around. His sense of balance was out of whack. When he did
try towak he drifted sdeways. Then hefdl over.

Twenty minutes after Marshaleft we had avisitor. Some sort of vineyard manager or overseer or
supervisor, name of Boroba Thring. Borobawas afat little brown guy on askinny little brown donkey.
He believed devoutly in hisright to claim everyone and everything in Sight in the name of hisemployer,
evicting mein the meantime. Evidently he seldom dedlt with anyone who told him “No.” He’ d come



vigting doneand didn’t see that as adisadvantage. He was one of those particularly irritating characters
who couldn’t concelve of anyone thwarting him, let doneignoring him. Whichiswhat | did for awhile
when firgt he spouted his nonsense. Once | became sufficiently sick of hisvoice, | said, “Hey, Doris.

Y ou can have thisoneto play with.”

Thring didn’t last long. | had Doris dump him in with the other prisoners. After that | passed the
time amusing mysdf by figuring out how to strip Slver dves.

The materid they wore wastough but | discovered that it wouldn't stand up to aredly sharp piece
of sed.

Marshaarrived with the cart. “Y ou’ re probably gonnawant to keep those peoplein the shade,
Garrett. I” ve seen dbinos with more color to them.”

“They definitdly don’t get out much.” My, oh, my, the cargo area on the back of the cart ill
contained sandwichesthat Singe hadn’t eaten. And some beer in stoneware bottles. That wasanice
aurprise. | shared the sandwiches with the grolls. | shared the beer with me. | reserved the last sandwich
and went to see Kip.
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“Thisistheway it goes, kid.” | waved the sandwich, took asmall bite. “Y ou can talk to me, the
nice guy who's here to help you. Or you can talk to the Guard when they get here and take over. |
know. Y ou’ reatough guy. Y ou’ ve been getting yoursef ready for thisin your daydreamsfor thelast
fifteen years. And so far it hasn’t hurt much more than an ordinary dream. But when the Guards get here
they’ I have someone from the Hill with them. And you know those people won't think any more of
stepping on you than they would of Ssomping aroach.”

| looked into Kip’ s eyes and tried to imagine what he was seeing as helooked a me. Definitely not
what | thought | was. Probably just aminor villain, laughing and rubbing his hands together while
cackling about having waysto make him talk.

Time was getting to be aproblem.

What | had to get around was Kip’ s absolute vison of himsdf asthe hero of hisown story. Which
at this point meant crushing him in amgjor way because | couldn’t come up with ameans by which he
could see an honorable escape route he could use without believing his escape was some sort of wicked
betrayal.

| did some egtimating of how much timel might yet have before those I’ d summoned arrived.
Seemed likeit should be quite awhile yet if thingsran their usua coursein officiddom.

| did some soul-searching, too. Because | wanted to know why some part of me was so convinced
that it wasimportant for me to get to Lastyr and Noodiss.

When | gart thinking, and wondering about my own motives, liferedlly startsto dow down. | can
see why Morley getsimpatient with me.

Marshabuilt usafire. Doris had recovered enough to help without faling in. | gathered some of my
favorite peoplein the circle of warmth. Singe. Playmate. Saucerhead. Casey and amember each from
the other crews. They didn’t look like much naked. The maleswere like shriveled up old prunes. Like
mummies. One of the two femaeswasn’t much more promising. The other got barely passng marks
from me because | possess aprejudiced eye.

| hoped somebody would thaw out and tell me something interesting.



Neither Doris nor Marsha had any trouble leaving brother Dojango asubject in the realm of
slence. Dojango never said anything interesting. Dojango just said.

Saucerhead recovered first. Hewasin a predictably foul temper. Heinsisted he was starving.

“Save yoursdf someagony,” | told him. “I” ve been where you' re a now, threetimes. If you try to
edt anything it’ Il come right back up.”

“Let melearnthe hard way.” His ssomach growled agreement.

“Y our choice. But the only ediblesin the areaare those grapes up yonder. And if those wereripe
they would’ ve been picked aready.”

Saucerhead wasn't interested in common sense or rationdity but he could handle them when they
happened. “ Then I’ m going back to deep.” Presumably atrick he’d learned in the army. Doze as much
asyou can until flying misfortune makes you get up and go to work.

“Don’t get into it too deep. | sent for the Guard. | can’t see you wanting to be lying around here
napping when they show.”

“Whichwon't befor awhile. And | can count on my good friend Garrett to kick mein the dats
and wake me up as soon as he sees them coming over yonder ridge. Go on and get away from me. My
head is pounding and | ain’t in no mood.”

| did get asmile out of Playmate before he turned nasty on me. Somehow, while hewas
unconscious, al hispain and misery had become my fault. Ignoring the incredibly stupid thing he’ d done,
chasing after a Kayne Prose who wasn’t even the red dedl, a dozen milesinto the countryside.

Singetried harder to be nice when she came around, but she did find it difficult to be understanding
about the food shortage.

Seems| spend my wholelifelistening to people complain.

Maybe | should get into the priest racket. But I’ m ether too cynical or not cynica enough.

| told Singe, “If hunger becomes a bad enough problem we’ Il eat our pal Casey over there.”
Casey didn’t respond even though he was awake.

None of the elves seemed able to communicate without their clothes on.
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| took anap mysdlf. It lasted through most of the night. | awakened to find my accomplicesfedling
better physically but no lesstesty. They al complained of hunger. The prisonerswere dl awake now,
too, but were unable, or unwilling, to communicate. When | gave Casey his suit back, in hopes that that
would help, but he just stared at the ruins and shook his head. Evidently my knifework had deprived him
of hissorcery permanently.

| sad, “I’ ve had athought.”

Saucerhead grumbled, “Don’t go spraining your brain.”
“Thisonejust popped right up, nowork at al.”

“Like atoadstool, probably. Growing on acow pie.’

“Somebody from town should be showing up pretty soon. But they don’t need to find the rest of
you here. They don’t know about you so there’ s no need for you to deal with their crap.”



Paymatesad, “They’ll just hunt usdown later.”

“Not if | don’t tell them. None of these elves can talk.”

“There’ sthat grapestomper.”

“He'sonly seenthe big guys. I can make him aded that’ Il guarantee hisslence”

Playmate gave up arguing. He enjoyed officid scrutiny aslittle asthe next man. “What about Kip?
We haven't found Kip. Kipiswhat thismessisdl about. It’ sdl awaste of time, money, and pain if we
don’t get the kid back.”

“I’ll keep looking. He' s got to be here somewhere.”
“I haveto take him back, Garrett.”

“I know.” Overly mora me, I’d decided that | couldn’t let akid fall into Colond Block’s hands.
Not even that kid. Block is a decent enough guy—for aroya functionary—but there are alot of people,
way nedtier than me, that he’ s obliged to keep happy. And Kip meant nothing to him personaly. There
were ten thousand Kipsin town.

Maybe| get him together with Kayne Prose. Make Kip mean something long enough for the Hill
folk to loseinterest.

| strolled over to the discus. | climbed inside. The bulk of a sandwich awaited me beside the hatch
to Kip’s compartment. | was tempted to enjoy it myself. But | was concerned, too. That sandwich had
drawn no flies. When | reflected on the matter | redlized that | had yet to see any insect insgde the aerid
ship.

Now there was a sorcery worth stedling.

“Héllo, Kip. Thiscould be your lucky day. | have something for you to eatand a chance for you to
get out of here before Baron Dreadlore and the Civil Guards arrive.” Dreadlore was afabrication but
somebody with aname very much like that would turn up soon. Maybe severa of them, considering
how much damage a sorcerer could imagine himself doing if he owned the secret magery of flight.

“Water.”

“Dang me, Kip.” | hadn’t even thought about water. | should have. | must be getting senile. “There’
sawhole big pond of the stuff right outside. And anice cold spring. Y ou till want to be stubborn?”’

Yes, hedid.

| told him, “They got hold of your mother and Rhafi, you know.”
He croaked, “ That was Casey.”

“How would you know? How would you know that name?’

“The Drople and the Graple both told me. They have ways of observing things that are happening
inthecity.” Hedidn’t explain who the Drople and the Graple were. Two of his captors, presumably.

“They taked to you?’

“They hoped to convert meto their cause. They didn’t get the job done.” It was niceto seethekid
too weak to be a smart-ass. “| couldn’t understand what they were talking about. Lastyr and Noodiss
arethe only ones of them that | ever actually do get. They just want to go home.”

“How’ d they get herein thefirst place?’
“Inasky vessd. Likethisone. But they didn’t know how to work it well enough. They crashed it.”
“I don’t recdl theincident.”



“They crashed in theriver. Whatever’ sleft of their ship isunderwater.”

At lagt | was sarting to dig something out. Not that it made alick of sense.

“That being the case, why not let Casey take them home?’

“Because Casey isn't here to take them home. Casey is here to take them to prison.”

“They’ re escaped convicts?’

Kip waslosng patience with me and my questions. “No. They have the wrong palitics. Although
politicsisn’'t exactly what it is. Not like what we mean when we say paliticshere. It sal politicsand
philosophy and science and law and research with all three groups. And even though I’ ve talked and
talked about it with Lastyr and Noodiss| still don’t understand much better than you do without ever
having heard them explain anything. It seemslike there’s awar going on between people who' ve got
different ideas about how knowledge should be handled. The party Lastyr and Noodiss belong to, the
Brotherhood of Light, believe that knowledgeisthe birthright of dl intelligent life-forms. That it should be
fredy shared with anybody able to understand it. That’ swhy they came here. So they could teach us.”

| bedieve |’ ve mentioned my tendency toward the cynical reaction. | sneered at the charity of Kip’s
friends

| said, “Theway you’ re hacking and croaking, 1’1l bet you' re ready for along, cool drink of
oringweter.”

Kip grunted.

“So point the way for me.”

In compl ete exasperation, the boy told me, “1 don’t know where they arel”

“Y ou know how to contact them. Let’sgo, Kip. It isn’t agame anymore. It isn’t an adventure.
People are coming for you who'll pull pieces off you likeyou’ re abug. The stakes are probably alot
bigger than e@ther of uscanimagine.”

He gave me alook that beittled my imagination. | kept plugging. “We need to do whatever we can
to get oursaves out of their way.”

Thekid looked at the stale sandwich but didn’t fold. | had to admire him evenif, from my point of
view, he was being stubborn for dl the wrong reasons.

“Youwin, kid. Eat hearty.” Timeto change over to Plan Q.
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“I found him,” | told Playmate. “ They had him stashed in some kind of locker. Marshal Get
everybody ready to hit the road. We're gonnamove as soon as we can get the kid cleaned up.
Playmate, take him to the pond.”

My ingtructions inspired ahundred questions. | ignored them al, located my loca buddy Mr.
Thring. He had vaue under the new plan. He glared daggers once | removed his blindfold but he'd
begun to understand that bluster and attitude weren’t his best tools here. “Mr. Thring. Good morning. I’
ve been talking with my associates about what we should do with you. Most of them think we should
take you over to the pond and hold you under until you can’t remember names or faces anymore.”

Surprise and fear lit up the dusky round face of the estate manager.
“But it seemsto methat you might be more useto us hedlthy. If you'll help uswith alittle something



and can leave us comfortably assured that you wouldn’t discuss your adventures with anyone later on.”
Thring was eager to provide assurances. He couldn’t by virtue of having been bound and gagged.

“What I’ m looking for isalittle-known path or road we can useto dip away from here.” Inside |
was kicking mysdf for not having pulled thistogether last night, when we’ d had alot bigger lead on the
folkswho’ d be headed our way now.

That messenger was going to end up having to whistle for the second haf of his stipend.

“Y ou do know this country well enough to help uswith that, don’t you? Probably grew up around
here? Cameright back after you did your five? Right?’

The man nodded his head.
“Good. I’ m going to take your gag off now. And we’'ll get started on making you one of the crew.”

| scanned the group. Thiswasn’t apromising crowd for making arunning retreat. Kip wasin no
shapeto travel. Naither was Mr. Thring. Dojango would whine alot but he could walk. Limping. He'd
soaked hisfeet. Playmate and Saucerhead would manage what they had to manage. Doris and Marsha
would end up doing more than their reasonable share, as usua, probably by having to carry somebody.
And | would want to take an df or two aong.

The fema es seemed the most promising hostages. They were lighter and from what little | could
sense of what was going on insde them, they seemed more cooperative, more likely to talk about things
none of the several crewswanted known.

Playmate, Saucerhead, and | could take turns pulling our prisoner cart.
Saucerhead approached. “What’ s up, Garrett?’

“I’ ve decided not to wait for Colond Block. Mr. Thring here has been generous enough to offer to
guide us out of here by back ways so we can get out and go home without having to dedl with those
specia peoplewho'relikely to show up here with the Guard.”

“| gotcha. Good idea. Y ou suppose he could guide us somewhere where we could get something
toeat?”

“I’l talk to him about that.”

A little hunger probably wouldn’t hurt us nearly as much asleaving aclear backtrail. Once we put
some miles between ourselves and the wrecked skyships, though . . .

| was ready for asnack myself.
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| was so agitated. All my paranoiawent to waste.

When | reached home, after an epic death march that brought the survivors and meinto town
through the west gate, | learned that the Dead Man hadn’t received my message a dl. Neither had
Morley, because Morley would’ ve contacted His Nibsif he had.

What that meant was, there was still a gang of eves out there, tied up and maybe dying of thirst
and exposure.

| headed for the d-Khar immediately. There wasn’t much of meleft when | got there. | need to
work on my strength and endurance.



| had no trouble getting in to see Colond Block. Heredlly wasinterested in what | was doing.

| related a comprehensive version of my story. It ran light on the sorcery side and came up short on
names but was solid enough to let the colonel know that here was amatter genuinely in need of his
attention.

Block asked, “Did you happen to catch the name of thisweirdly dressed fellow who was supposed
to bring me your message?’

“Yesah. Earp. EritytieEarp.”

“Was he Michorite? That sounds Michorite.”

“Possibly. Maybe one of those cults, now that you mention it. He dressed the part.”

“And 1’1l bet al the other hands yucked it up when he volunteered to take thejob. Am | right?”
“There was some amusement. But nobody el se volunteered.”

“Y ou know what?Y our boy is going to wake up in the Tenderloin stone-cold broke, without even
his farmboy brogans, undoubtedly so wrecked that he can’t remember his own name, let done those of
people he was supposed to give messages. Those ascetic cultists don’t ded with temptation well when
they come up againg it without al their sour fart buddies watching over their shoulders, holding them
back.”

“Hdll, that could be me. But at least |’ ve been there enough timesthat | know what I’ mmissng.”

Block gave me aconcerned look. “Y ou may end up with some legd problemsif any of those elves
die. Can you produce trustworthy witnesses to back you up when you say they kidnapped thiskid?’

“Hell, Wes, you had aguy there when it happened.”
“Not exactly. Oh, | do believeyou. More or less.”

“Sowhy don’t | just Sipulate that you’ ve got me over abarrel? Get somebody out there. Those
creatures can’t do you any good dead. If youreally need me, you know wherel live.”

“| thought you’ d go dong. Be right there handy when questions start popping up.”

“Y ou thought wrong. I’ m going home. I’ m going to eat and deep and not do anything else for
about ninedays. I’ m alergic to the country. It takesme along timeto get over it. I’ mjust trying to do
my civic duty here, anyway.”

“Y ou dways were abullshitter, Garrett. I’ Il let you know how it comes out.”

I’d heard that before. He’ d forget about me the second | |eft. The only reason he’ d mentioned

taking me aong was to make me more eager to get out of there. He wanted to grab the benefits of this
for Westman Block.

Damn, that was smart of me, being stupid enough to hire amessenger who' d get lost in the
red-light district before he thought of doing anything else.

Fromthelittle I’ ve heard about the Michorites and related cults, that’ s arite of passage. They—the
men—get one chance to sneak away and walow in sin and depravity. Then they spend the rest of their
lives keeping an eye on each other, every miserable man making sure nobody el se has any fun ever again.

“Inyour hands,” | said. “1 hope you get more out of it than | did.”
“Go on. Before | change my mind.” He might, just to show methat he could, so | got.

The house was crowded, what with Singe, Kip, and the captive sllver elves staying over. Singe
offered to ease the crowding by moving into my room with me.



| begged off again. Kip and the elves ended up deeping on the floor in the Dead Man’ sroom,
where he'd have the least trouble kegping them under control.

I’d redlly hoped that Singe’ s encounter with Rhafi unclothed would scare her off. It seemed to have
whetted her curiosity instead.

The stuation amused His Nibsimmensdy. Hewasn’t going to help me get out of it, either. | fell
adeep in ahousehold drenched in the miasmaof hisamusement.
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Dean never gave the bitching aminute’ s rest but he did cook up breakfast enough for thewhole
wretched crowd.

Thedf women joined intimidly. Dean tried them on everything in hisarsend. Teathey found
acceptable. Honey seemed to be dl right, in teaor Sraight from the pot. One nibbled a biscuit, also with
honey aboard. Bacon revolted the two of them. The more obvioudy feminine member of the pair—the
onewho looked like she’ d actudly made it afew weeksinto puberty—attacked the mustard once she
discovered it. Dean scowled and muttered to himself. A lot of work goesinto grinding seed and
preparing the condiment. There’ saways a pot on the table, mainly because | don’t much like mustard.

The other elf woman, the elder and senior woman—judging by wrinkles—seemed terrified, though
no one even spoke to her. | got the feding she’ d never seen the inner workings of a Karentine household.

Fear or no, she did appear to meimmensely curious about everything.

Kip was a shuddering zombie, controlled by an increasingly exasperated Dead Man. Kip never
stopped fighting him. Something was missing in that boy’ s makeup. | couldn’t understand how he’d
managed to stay divethislong.

Singeand | removed to the Dead Man’ s room as soon as |’ d had enough to eat. She brought a
platter dong with her, loaded with seconds or thirds. Having no better ideawhat to do with hersdlf, the
dimmer df woman tagged dong. Shewouldn’t St when | offered her my chair because that would leave
me standing between her and the door. The other one stayed with Dean, exploring the wonders of the
kitchen.

“So where do we stand, Old Bones? Have we learned anything?’

Perhaps. At the first instance, probably that we should not have allowed emotion to sweep
us away and get usinvolved in this. As| see it now, we have stormed into the middle of
something that was none of our business. We have done nothing but trail chaos and dismay
wherever we have gone.

“What do you mean, ‘we,” Big Daddy Homely?'Y ou can’t redly talk about someone dseinthe
royd plurd, canyou?’

Do not become tedious. | am struggling to translate what little recognizable material | find
in the thin creature’smind. Thisistruly an alien intelligence, Garrett. | have encountered nothing
likeitin all my years. Nor have | ever heard of such creatures. . . Unless. . . There may have
been similar folk here when | was a child. Visitors, they were called then. They were all murdered
for their secrets. Inasmuch as they did not reveal anything they were soon forgotten.

| am having difficulty communicating not just because of what you would call a language
barrier but also because of her fear. Sheisawash in fear, not just of us, here, whom she finds
terrifying enough, but of being cut off from her own people. She is completely unmanned by the



possibility that she may never be able to return home. And least of all, but still therein the mix, is
a fear of the consequences of the failure of her mission.

“And that would be?’
| do not know. That isin a sealed part of her mind.
“What about the other one?’

Sheisfrightened, too. And her mind is more closed. But behind her fear thereis a hint of her
seeing this personal disaster as a potential opportunity for . . . | do not know what. Something
compulsive. Possibly obsessive. Possibly something wicked. Worms of temptation have begun to
awaken way down in the black, mucky deeps. . .

| hate it when he meanders off on afree association, poetic ramble. | guess because| can’t ever
figure out what the hdll he’ s babbling about. “What about Kip? Did you get anything new out of him?’

Yes. Once | became awar e that there was something that should be there. But it is not much.
And | do not know if we can justify hunting down Lastyr and Noodiss.

“Of coursewe can.” But | couldn’t think of any reasonable argument in favor of that. “Isthere any
chance some of those eves might’ ve put acompulsion into my head somewhere dong the way? Like
one of those times when | was knocked out?’

At the moment | am unable to investigate. All of my mental capacity is occupied by the boy
and these foreign women.

“They definitdy are both women, then.”
By birth. You unclothed them. You saw.

“I didn’t seemuch.” But what | had seen had been curioudy interesting. “ The onein the kitchen at
least raised acrop of lemons.”

Many human women are not as voluptuous as those in the range you usually find interesting.
Thisone’s primary sexual characteristics are somewhat atrophied. | would expect that to be true
of the others, aswell.

“I did noticethat.” Inthewomen it al added up to asort of virgina innocence that was attractive in
itsown fashion.

Singe hissed at me. | think it was supposed to be laughter.

| suspect that thisis not an individual aberration. | suspect that we would find the males
even more atrophied.

“Waeird.” | shuddered. “ The ones| stripped down out there definitely weren’t built to boogie.
Maybe | ought to introduce thisold ga to Morley.”

The pixies out front launched one of their racket shows, which wakened the Goddamned Parrot.

She may be beyond seduction, Garrett. They may have tried to breed the sexual impulse out
of themselves. The same madness has been tried by countless cultsin our part of theworldin a
shortsighted effort to shove all those distractions aside.

“How the hell do they get little eves, then?’

Exactly. No such cult lasts more than a generation. Per haps the silver elves have found a
way around that limitation. Possibly they have a separate breeder caste. | do not know. | do
know that no living creature | have ever encountered, save the rare mutant, has lacked desire,
however distorted the core impulse might have become because of stresses upon the individual. |
would suspect them to be present in these elves. But buried deep.



“ S0 have you gotten anything out of the kid concerning histwo weird pals?’

Truly, he does not know how or where to find them. He does not have a reliable means of
attracting their attention. His method worked only two timesin five tries. The rest of the time
they just turned up at their own discretion, almost always when he was alone. It has not occurred
to Kip to wonder but they almost certainly knew that he was alone before they visited.

Dean stuck hishead in. “ That racket out front is because the wee folk have spotted Bic Gonlit.”

Dean wastalking to the pixies now? Times change. | gave him the fish-eye, on generd principles.
Hewouldn’t be feeding them, too, would he?

“Now why would Bic. .. 7’

| have him. Go bring himin, Garrett.He flashed me apixie’ s-eye view of the spot from which
Bic was watching the house. | noted that it was farther away than the Dead Man had shown he could
reach before when trying to manipulate a human being. After that, take Kip home to his mother. Heis
nothing but a distraction here.

“Thisisthered Bic Gonlit?’

The genuine article. Evidently determined to be foolish. Help me find out why. He will not
run thistime. He will not see you leave the house.
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Though hewas mad as hell Bic couldn’t get his body to move. He couldn’t do anything but flinch
when my hand settled on his shoulder. “Bic, my man, hereyou are again. Lurking. Let’sgo for awak.”

Gonlit stood up and zombie-waked over to the house with me. | talked to him al the way, mainly
in an admonitory tone. There was no need to get any other watchers overly excited.

| did blow Mrs. Cardonlos akiss. She was out on her porch, keeping her eyes open. She needed
her reward.

Mr. Gonlit is after Miss Pular again. Now on behalf of a ratman who calls himself John
Stretch.

“Y ou get the joke, Singe? John Stretch?”
“No. Why would the name John Stretch be ajoke?” The notion seemed to irritate her.

“John Stretch iswhat they used to cdl the hangman, before we got civilized and started lopping off
headsinstead.”

“Isthat true? | wonder who he could be.” Singe had amost no accent |eft, despite her vastly
different throat and voice box. Scary how taented the girl was. But her tone was so controlled even |
knew she was dancing around something. | was surprised the Dead Man didn’t get after her. Although,
sometimes, he just doesn’t pay attention to anything but himself.

Mr. Gonlit does not know who John Stretch is. He does not care. One of the hard-nosed
youngsters with ambitions toward Reliance’ s throne, if you care to call it that. A somewhat naive
youngster willing to pay part of Mr. Gonlit’s fee up front.

Mr. Gonlit enjoyed a wonderful gourmet dinner last night. He followed it with a bottle of
TunFaire Gold and a deep pipe filled with the finest imported broadleaf tobacco. Probably a
Postersaldt. Now Mr. Gonlit finds himself in a position where he hasto deliver something that
will please John Sretch.



“Hey, Bic. You know we warned you to back away from us.”

Gonlit shrugged. “ People warnyou off, pa. | don’t recollect you ever running away.”
That stuff is pretty obnoxious when somebody eseisthrowing it intoyour face.
“Must be the bootstaking, Bic. Making you braver than you ought to be.”

“What’ re you gonnado, pa? Send me to the Cantard?’

Bic tried hard not to betray hisinterest in the slver elf woman. Her interest in Bic, however, was
both frank, blatant, and troubled. The manly posturing thing seemed both to excite and repel her. She
was eager to see what happened next.

“There’san origind question, Bic. Well, | have work to do. Errandsto run. | hope you took that
John Stretch for apotful of gold. By thetime | get back home you’ |l probably be unemployed. Kip!
Wherethe hell are you? Get your sorry assready. I’ m taking you home.” Withasdetripto The PAms
along theway, of course.

| needed to see my old buddy, my pal, Morley the celery stalker and carrot killer.
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| passed the word to Morley. “The number one boy out to scrub Relianceisarat who calls himself
John Stretch.”

“That’ s cute. What’ ve you been up to?’

“| thought Reliance might be interested. What do you think? How do you mean, up to? Why do
you want to know?’

“We' ve had some unusud people turn up herethe last couple of nights. They’re the sort who dress
up in black and manage to suck al the joy out of aroom just by entering it.”

“Why would they come here?’

“I thought you might be ableto tel me.”

“Not aclue here” And | redly didn’t have one.

“That the kid you were looking for?’

“The very one. Am | good, or what?’

“So you got him back.”

“Damnmewith faint praiseif you want. I’ m taking him home to his mother now.”

“You think he’ s smart enough to make it there, then?” Kip had just done something to test Sarge’s
patience.

“I have hopes. I’ m counting on hisego. And once I’ m shut of him I’ [l be the happiest boy in town. |
"dgoonatootif | didn’t have work to do.”

“Ooh! Y ou have another job lined up aready?’

“Nope. Just studying the excesses of therest of you. I’ m considering entrepreneur stuff. Because I’
m going into busnessfor mysdf.”

Morley looked a mefor awhile. “All right. This ought to be entertaining.”
“What? Y ou don’t think | can be a serious businessman?’



“No. Because a serious businessman has to stay sober most of thetime. A serious businessman has
to make his decisons untouched by emotion. And, most of all, a serious businessman hastowork. All
day, every day, enduring longer hours than the most dedicated character on his payroll.”

| took adeep, cleansing breath, sighed. “ O ye of little faith.”
“Exactly. Tl meeverything you’ ve left out about your adventures, Garrett.”

When | got to the part about the Michorite messenger Morley began to laugh. He said, “I guess
that explainsthe kid who turned up here afew hours ago.”

“Whet?’

“He was adark-haired boy of draft age, as handsome asthey come, some mother’ s son, wearing
nothing but aloincloth. But he stank like an dley in the drought season.”

“How long did you fiddle with the words to put that together?’

“Thentill now. Sounded good, didn’t it? He couldn’t remember why he was supposed to see me.
The boysin the kitchen gave him some leftovers and sent him on hisway.”

| grunted sourly. “Hey, Sarge, no need to hold back on my account. The kid asksfor it, smack
him. Probably won’t do any good. But he’ s got to learn somehow, someday.”

Though | was just about convinced that Kip never would.
Only seconds later, Smack!

Kip bounced off Sarge’sfist, dammed into awal, folded up into avery surprised pile of dirty
laundry.

Morley said, “ Sarge wasn't just amedic. He did one tour training recruits.”
| asked, “How’ d you teach that kind when you werein the army, Sarge?”’
“Ain’'t dat hard, Garrett. But foist yado got ta get dere attenshun.”

Excellent, in theory. But we were dealing with Cyprus Prose who, | feared, could not be reached
by morta man.

Thekid got up, still looking surprised as he shook his head. He started to say something.

Sarge popped him again. Harder.

And, moments later, again, harder ill.

And that was dl it took. Kip looked right at Sarge, asthough redlly seeing him for thefirst time.
“Dere. Dat’ s better. Let’syou an’ metak, boy.”

Then amiracle occurred.

Kip paid atention.

Morley opined, “1 believe it hasto do with Sarge having no emotiona investment. Everyone dse
who ever tried to teach the boy mannersdidn’t want to hurt him. Down degp he dways knew they’d
pull their punches. And they’ d give up after they’ d failed afew times. So he learned to outlast them.
Sarge doesn’t have an investment. He doesn’t careif the kid lives or dies. He' Il just keep on hitting,
harder and harder, until he gets results. People sense that. They give him their direction. The way the boy
has.Ouch! ”

Sarge had smacked Kip again, thistime turning him ass over appetite.

“A smart mouth always cdlsfor alittle reminder. Let the master work awhile. You'll beglad you
did.”



So | did. | kept one ear turned Sarge’ sdirection while Morley and | tried to figure out what the hell
I’ d gotten mysdlf into thistime. Sarge talked to Kip softly, gently, probing his core knowledge of
courtesy and the socid graces. Kip knew the forms. What he lacked was any understanding. Sarge
managed to pound afew insghtsinto histhick, young-adult skull.

| told Morley, “That sonofabitch just went up about ten notches on my approva board. He had me
fooled. Y ou think he could do anything with a blasphemous parrot?’

“Whereisthelovable Mr. Big?’
“I’m sure he’ s out there somewhere, pying on me.”

Morley chuckled, but said only, “There’ s more to dmost anyone once you get to know them,
Garrett. But you knew that aready. It’sthekind of thing you’ re dwaysthrowing a mewhen |’ ve
decided it’ stime to break sometotaly deserving jerk’ sarm.”

Mogt of thetime he goesfor the neck, actualy. “ That’ sdifferent.”

“Oh, absolutely. Garrett, at therisk of causing you a seizure because of my departure from the
norm, you' refull of shit.”

Morley getsakick out of arguing morals and ethicswith anybody who'll st ill for it.
| said, “1 need to get going. | only wanted to get the word to Reliance.”
“You're beginning to pile up ared debt.”

“I don’t think s0. Y ou do till recollect who it was who didn’t bother to tell his buddy that he was
lugging acoffin full of vampire to a certain meeting with the gentleman who was the kingpin before our
current, lovable Chodo Contague? What was that villain’ sname?’

Dotesrolled his eyes, looked to heaven and to hell. “1’m never going to hear the end of that, am 17?1
"mnever going to hear the end of that.”

“Nope. At least not while | have aparrot on staff. Hey, Kip. It’ stimeto take you home.”

56

Naturaly, Kip had to find out if it was possible to resurrect the old order. | told him, “1 learned
something today, too. Bottom line, what it addsup tois, I don’t put up with any more attitude from you.
Y ou give me any crap, | pop you. Y ou don’t behave like ahuman being, | hit you even harder than
Sarge did. Sargeisagood man but he never wasaMarine.”

| led Kip to Kayne Prose’s co-op. Kayne was pleased. Kayne squedled in ddight, like agirl
younger than her daughter. She hugged and kissed her baby. She hugged and kissed her baby’ srescuer.
She refused to turn the latter loose until he promised her an opportunity to demonstrate her gratitude
morefully.

But when the smoke cleared away and the emotions settled out, Kayne still had sewing to do. She
asked meto take Kip home. Where | found hissster Cassietrying on anew persondity. Thisonewas
much more appedling. Thisonewas very friendly indeed. | account it amiraclethat | was able to escape
gtill wearing my trousers, trailing a“Maybe later” that started me drooling every time| thought even a
little bit about Cassie Doap.

What alife.
Rhafi did get thejob.
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One of the good things to happen in my life has been the unshakable friendship I’ ve formed with
Max Weider, the brewery magnate. |’ ve done severa jobsfor Max. They didn’t dl work out the way
we hoped but we did become friends of the sort who trust one another absolutely.

Where money and women are not concerned.

Max hasavery lovely daughter named Alyx. Alyx isabit of an adventuress, in her own mind. Alyx
could complicate things without even trying.

A new man answered the door at the Weider mansion. Max doesn’t go out much anymore. Like
the oldmaj ordomo, this character’ s pointy nose spent most of itstime higher in the air than did that of
any member of the Weider family. That nose wrinkled when he saw me. | told him, “ Go tell Gilbey that
Garrett is here. 1t sbusiness”

| cooled my hedls outside until 1 began to suspect that themajordomo hadn’t bothered to deliver
my message. Manvil Gilbey, Max Weider’ slifdong sdekick, wasn’t as keen on me as everyone would
be in aperfect world, but he was certain to let new help know . . . How do you get ajob like that? If you
"rethe employer, how do you find somebody to do it?

The door opened. Thistime Manvil Gilbey himsdf stood on the other side. Behind him lurked a
disappointed doorman. “1’m sorry, Garrett. Rogers only started yesterday. In al the confusion | forgot
to let him know that you’ re one of the people we dways want to see. |'s there something going on at the
brewery?

“Could be. But thisdon’t have anything to do with it.” | told the doorman, “ Thanks for nothing,
Bubba. Hey, Gilbey, how do you go about finding and hiring aguy who can be snooty about opening
doors?’

“Max isin the study. Napping when last | checked. Let’sgo up. Maybeif you needlehim alittle he’
[l show someinterest in life. Are you involved in anything? | believeit would be useful if we had you
work your magic at afew of the smaler breweries we’ve acquired the past couple of years. Two or
three of them keep showing some screwed-up numbers.”

“Y ou kept the origina workforces, right?’

“Top to bottom.” Max dwaysdid, till individuals proved themsel ves not worth keeping. Weider
wasn't sentimenta about deadwood or crooks. “We only put in ahandful of our takeover guys. To
study their processes. Wetry not to change thefina product. Unlessit’ sredly awful. But we do look for
waysto increase profitability. Y ou’ d be amazed how many inefficiencies perast in thisindustry smply
because things have aways been done a certain way.”

From the day they launched their first brewing operation Weider and Gilbey had produced a
quality product the most efficient way possible. Today they control seventy percent of the
human-directed brewing in the city. And they have sharesin many of the nonhuman breweries. Even
ogres understand enhanced profit margins and good beer.

Gilbey pushed through the second floor door to Max’ s study, held it for me. | passed through into
the heat.

Max aways has a bonfire going in the fireplace there, these days.

| missed a step. Max had aged a decade in the weeks since last I'd seen him. He used to be alittle
round-faced, red-cheeked, bald on top, smiling, twinkling-eye sort of guy. Not now. He looked terrible.
He had suffered a severe declinein avery short time. Which wasn’t that huge a surprise. Life had been



exceedingly crud to Max of late. He' d had two children murdered and hiswife pass away, al on one
horrible day.

Max wasn’t ngpping after dl. “ Garrett. | seethat you’ re not here to brighten my day. And that your
wardrobe has begun to decline aready.”

“I guess|’m just anatura-born dob.”
“Do we have trouble on the floor again?’

“Not that I’ m aware of. Manvil did ask meto check out a couple of the new satellite breweries.
And |’ get to that right away. Before the end of the week. But what | came for thistimeisto beg the
borrow of some business expertise.”

Weider steepled his spidery, blue-veined fingersin front of hisnose. The rheum went out of his
eyes. Hisnow nearly gaunt face showed abit of light. I’ d managed to pique hisinterest.

Gilbey, who had moved to a post beside hisemployer’s chair, shot me alook that told me to get
on with it while there was a chance of getting Max interested and engaged.

| could do this. | know how to keep a corpse awake and interested. Sometimes.

Manvil Gilbey isn't just Max Weider’ s number one lieutenant, he’s his oldest and closest friend.
They go back to their war years together. Which makesfor ahdll of abond.

“What itis” | said, “isthat I’ ve sumbled acrossthiskid who inventsthings. All kinds of things.
Some are completely weird. Some are completely useless. And some areredlly neat. What | want isfor
somebody with alot more commercia sensethan I’ ve got to eyebdl theinventionsand tell meif I’'m
fooling mysdlf when | think somebody could get rich making some of them.”

“Ah,” Max sad. “ Another business opportunity. First time this week we’ ve been offered the
chanceto get in on the ground floor, isn’t it, Manvil ?’

| pretended to miss his sarcasm. “1’m not looking for anybody to go in on it with me. | have that
part worked out. If | could just have Manvil give me his honest opinion of the suff inthekid’s
workshop, and if it matchesmine, I’ [l seeif the Tates want to manufacture them. Now that thewar’s
over thereisn’t much demand for the army boots and lesther whatnots they’ ve been making for the last
sxty years”

Max asked, “What’ syour take, Manvil?” He was well aware of my precarious relationship with
one of the Tate girls. And he thought | was araving romantic instead of atough, lone, honest man
battling to scourge evil from the mean streets, which iswhat | know that | really am. Aslong asl| don’t
have to get up before noon to work theflails.

“I think friend Garrett might be even less devious than we’ ve dways thought. Y ou weren’t going to
cut usin, Garrett?’

“Huh?Why should 1?'Y ou guys dready got more money than God and more work than—"

Max dtilled mewith awave. “ See what he’ sgot, Manvil. Garrett, Willard Tate isagood choice. He
'san excdllent manager. And he does have that gorgeous redheaded niece besides.” He knows about
Tinnie because Tinnie and his daughter Alyx arefriends. “1 like your thinking there.” Maybe because a
Garrett involved with aTinnie Tate again meant a Garrett not involved with any Weider daughters.

We may be friends but he’saso afather.
Max leaned his head back and closed his eyes. End of consultation. For now.

Manvil actudly smiled. I’ d managed to get his buddy interested in something, at least for alittle
while



58

“Soundslikeariot,” | said. Gilbey and |, in the Weider coach, were nearing Playmate’ s stable.

Possibly it was aneighborhood war. A lot of sturdy subject types, armed with knives and cudgels,
weretrying to adjust the larcenous attitudes of the biggest daytime mob of ratmen I’ d ever seen. There
were dozens of them. And thingsweren’t going their way. The street was littered with ratmen dready
down. The survivors were trying to retrest, burdened with booty. And just asManvil and | arrived the
Domains of Chaos spewed another ingredient into the cauldron.

At least twenty more ratmen appeared. They attacked the smash-and-grab guys with aferocity |
hedn’t seen since theidands. They were determined to |eave bodies behind. And they got as good as
they gave.

| leaned out the coach door and told our driver, “Just stay red till and try to think invisble
thoughtstill thisblows over.”

“What’ shappening?’ Gilbey asked. Therewas no color left in hisface. Hedidn't get out on the
town much.

“We seem to have strayed into the middle of afactiond skirmish amongst members of the ratman
underworld. What it was before it turned into that | won’t know until 1 get achanceto look around.” But
| had afedling it boded no good for me and my industrial schemes.

“Your lifeisnever dull, isit?’

“A littledull wouldn’t hurt, some days. I’ ve thought about calling my autobiography Trouble
Follows Me. The problem with thet is, the troublesin my life are usualy waiting when | get there.”

The battle outside turned tricornered. Playmate’ s sturdy subject type neighbors couldn’t tdl one
ratman from another. And most of them just plain welcomed a chance to whack on athieving ratman

ayway.
Whistles sounded in the distance. The Guards were gathering. | expected that, like the Watch

before them, they would move in only after they were confident that they had nobody to dedl with but
people who couldn’t crawl away.

| dipped down out of the coach. “Better stay in here for now, Manvil.”
“No problem. | used up my adventurous side along time ago.”

Onethingthat’ s never in short supply around Playmate’ s stable isthe rough hemp twine his
hay-and-straw man uses to bundle his products before he brings them into town. Playmate savesthe
twineand givesit back.

| gathered aload and started tying rats. Neighbors thought that was a marvelous idea and joined
rightin.

“Not that one,” | told one of the sturdy subjects. “ The ones wearing the green armbands are the
good guys. Sort of. We can fail to seethem getting away if they’re ableto go.”

That earned me some dark looks but no real arguments. Emotions were surprisingly cool,
congdering.

| tied fourteen ratmen personally before the Guard arrived. There were more still unbound. Almost
all of the neighbors had started to carry Playmate’ s possessions back into the stable. They ignored
instructions not to disturb the evidence. Most of that, | noted, was stuff that had been looted from Kip’s
workshop.



| returned to the Weider coach. “ Come on. Let’ sseeif they left anything | can show you.”

To my delight, the three-whed ,my three-whedl, hadn’t been disturbed. “This' sthemain thing |
want to make. The biggest thing. Right here. Watch this” | climbed aboard, zoomed around as best |
could in the confined space. “| can see every rich family in town wanting one of thesefor atoy. Come
on. Tryit.”

As Gilbey wastrying to get the hang of making the big front whed turn in the correct direction |
caught asound from behind me and whirled, expecting an attack from some desperado ratman who’ d
been knocked down earlier or who’ d gone into hiding when the tide had turned. What | found was a
wesk, cross-eyed Playmate trying to get up from where he’ d been laid low by ablow to the head.

| gave him ahand up, which wasn't the best thing to do for himin his condition. | supported him till
he could get his backside planted on abale of hay and his spine pressed againgt a post. “How bad does
it look, Garrett?’ | was checking the top of his head.

“You'regoing to need area surgeon. Y ou’ve got a piece of scalp peeled back. The wound needs
cleaning. Y ou need abunch of dtitches. Y ou’ re going to be enjoying headaches for days. What did they
want?’

“They never told me but they meant to haul off everything Kip ever made.”
“Didn’t | warn you?’
“Yes. Youdid. How’sWinger?’

“I don’t know. | haven’t seen her. She supposed to be here? 1’ look around. Manvil, would you
keep an eye on my friend, here? Y ou remember how to deal with ahead injury? Don’tlet himgo to
deep.”

| found no sign of Winger anywhere. | went back to Playmate. “Y ou sure Winger was till here?’

“I dtill have fresh blisters on my ears from the language she used when this started, Garrett. She
was bugting up ratmen like she was killing snakes or something. They won’t be good to her if they took
her awvay.”

“You Garrett?’

| jumped. | hadn’t heard this guy come in. He was way shorter than me but plenty wide and all
muscle. He had big, brushy eyebrows that met in the middle over mean-looking little blue eyesthat,
surely, concedled a bright mind. He was clad in businessike apparel that managed to look shoddy even
though it was relatively new. | knew what he was before | asked, “Who wants to know?’

“I do. Lucius Browling. Extraordinary Guard Services. Reporting straight to the director.” Lucius
Browling didn’t offer to shake. Neither was he rude or confrontationd.

“Thedirector? What director?’
“Director Relway. Of the Emergency Committee for Roya Security.”

Good old Relway. Count on him to paint the outside of his house of righteous thugs with colorful,
high-sounding monikers. Monikers that would change asfast as people figured out that each wasa
hollow mask for something more sinister, probably.

“Inthat case, Garrett just left. If you hurry you can catch him. He' salittle weasdy-faced guy with a
skinny black mustache. . . Y ou know, dl of you guyswould get dong with the world alot better if you
could just figure out what it meansto have a sense of humor.”

“Quite possibly you have apoint. The director occasionaly mentions how much he values your
opinion. Perhaps you can raise the matter personally once we get to the a-Khar.” He raised ahand to
forestal my next question. “ Colond Block and the director both want to consult you concerning recent



events. I’ m just amessenger. Just one of adozen EGS men in thefield, hoping to run into you at one of
your known haunts.”

Implications, implications. They knew | wasn’t at home. . .

Therewasno point fighting it. “1’ 1l be with you in aminute, then. Let mewrap up here.” | stepped
over to Gilbey. Manvil had been smart enough to get off the three-whedl before any outsider could get a
good idea of what he was doing. Right now he wasjust acivilian who happened to be hanging around.
“Tell Max. Let me know what you guysthink.” | turned. “Playmate. | want you to go see Drak Shevesh
about your head. I’ ve used him. He' sthe best there is. And it won’t bother him that you’ re human.”

| told Lucius Browling | wasready. He didn’t cheer. He didn’t say much, either. Which wasjust as
well. | wasalittle preoccupied trying to spot the Goddamn Parrot and being worried about Winger.

| did tell Browling, “If your people have any red interest in what happened here you should round
up abounty hunter named Bic Gonlit. He had something to do with it somehow.”

| was getting piqued with Bic. He was as stubborn about sticking to hisjob as | could be.
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Colonel Block wasin aforma mood when Browling led meinto the biggest chamber |’ d yet seen
insde the city prison. It appeared to be severa cdlls converted into ameeting room. Therewas alarge
table of mediocre quality, some uncomfortable chairs, no windows, and not nearly enough light. Y ou
could hide werewolves and vampiresin the shadowy corners. Today those only held Deal Relway,
playing ghost. Lucius Browling vanished as soon as |’ d been delivered.

Three other, sillent men were present. Nobody introduced anybody.

| didn’t push. Those threelikely told Block what to do and when to do it, and whether or not to
smilewhilehedidit. They had that Hill look.

Block said, “We've gotten back our first reports from the country, Garrett.”
“Wow. Y ou guys move fast when you want to. | take it something didn’t go the way you wanted.”

“Our people found physica evidence and local witnessesto corroborate your report. But your
dlver eveswere gone”

So. The girl who got away must’ ve come back to rescue the others. Elven enemies possibly having
morein common than silver eves and people do. Or maybeit had to do with wanting aride home.

Block continued, “ The disk-shaped flying engine was gone, aswell. The pear-shaped flying engines
had been destroyed. Melted down in aheat so fierce they’ d sunk right down into the earth. A search of
the area produced nothing but these.” He showed me severa of the gray fetish things, smilar but not
identica to one another.

Without invitation | suggested, “If they were that thorough about cleaning up after themselvesyou’d
better consider the possibility that those things there were meant to be found.”

A smdl gtir. The observers exchanged uneasy glances.
“Y ou been holding anything back on us, Garrett?’ Relway asked from his shadow.
“Ded,” Block cautioned. “Garrett? It s a pertinent question, despite Dedl’ stone.”

| wondered if Relway ever got to bethe nice guy. “And the answer is, probably. Without meaning
to. Remember, | brought this stuff to you guys. | don’t have any ideawhat you need to know, let done



anything at dl about the much vaster category of ‘want to know.” ”

“Wedon’t need to get into any pissing contests, Garrett. | haveajob. All | want to doisto get it
done.”

“And |I’m not up for any macho headbutting, either. Where we have troubleis, you don’t want me
to knowwhy you want to know what you want to know. Y ou even probably don’t want me to know
what you want to know. Which’ll redly makeit impossbleto answer your questionsintdligently. But
you' Il ill put the blame on me when you don’t hear what you want to hear. Chances are good you' ll
even accuse me of lying or holding out.”

One of the observers made a gesture. Block cocked his head dightly. Although | wasn'tincludedin
| understood that there was some communicating going on in much the same fashion aswhen |
conversed with the Dead Man. A very smdl handful of the most powerful of our wizardly overlords have
been able to devel op that talent.

Iwas able to read the emotional overtones.

A man entered the room. Hisinterruption earned him frowns from everyone but me. | didn’t care.
Hewhispered to Relway briefly. Relway studied me asthough he’ d just suffered amild surprise.

That did nothing to make me more comfortable.
Colond Block admitted, “Y our argument has considerable merit, Garrett.”

In private | would’ ve accused him of being a poetaster or some other artsy critter equally heinous.
Infront of people, wherel might embarrasshim, | said only, “My thinking isthat we’redl on the same
Sde despite maybe having different gods. . . ”

There was asign from another of the observers. | shut up because | could sense that this particular
guy had taken anegative shineto me and wasn't likely to invest agreat ded of patiencein me.

Block said, “These Slver eves seemto control alot of powerful sorcery, the flight thing being only
the most obvious. We' d very much like to explore some of those secrets. And right now you’ rethe
closest thing to an expert on them asexigts.”

“And|’vegivenyou everything . . . Wait aminute. There’s Casey. Though you should know about
Casey on your own.”

“Theonly siver df I’ ve actudly talked to. His nameis something really weird. He prefers Casey.
He claimsto be a cop. He says he was sent out to arrest two elves nobody’ s seen except maybe one
crazy teenage boy. A boy who, after | grilled him mercilessly, turned out to have no clue how to findany
elves. A boy who couldn’t even find his own way home without help. Casey wasn’t sure what crimesthe
fugitives had committed. And hedidn’t care. That was for hisjudgesto worry about. He had an
gpartment . . . " | gave the directions and detail s and recommended extreme caution on the parts of any
investigators. Questions arose. | answered as many as| could.

Relway had another visit from the whisperer. He took an opportunity to do some whispering of his
own, to Colonel Block, before he left the room in ahurry. To put together araid on Casey’splace, |
assumed.

Once he was gone, Block said, “ There’re people here looking for you, Garrett. Lega type people.
Did Browling do something wrong? Did he manhandle you or insult you or in any way demondrate a
lack of courtesy?’

| paused, definitely puzzled, but then observed, “Either you' re redlly naive or you just don’t
understand what you and Relway have created. Thereisn’t any need for Lucius Browling to be anything



but Lucius Browling for dlarmsto sound and people to get upset.”

Hedidn't get it. Wedidn’t |gpse into a philosophica pissing contest in front of the wizards. For
such they surdly were, in mufti.

“You aren't aprisoner, Garrett. You aren’t under arrest. Y ou’'re an expert we called into help us
with aparticular problem. And | wish you’ d tell those people that. Evidently they’ remaking life very
difficult for the staff up front.”

“They won't go away just because you trot me out. What kind of legal beagleis going to tekethe
word of aman who’sin the hands of —"

“Thank you, Mr. Garrett. | suspect that I’ ve just learned avaluable lesson. And that I’ [l be happy
that Relway wasn’t hereto pick it up aseasily. Might | request your presence and assistance for aslong
asit takes Relway to investigate that f’ s hideout. I’ Il provideasmal honorarium.”

“I’ll gotdl thefolksin the waiting room. But if they’ re the kind of people | think they are, they won’
t leave until | do.”

Block glowered.
And | wasright about the lawyers.
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The Casey raid was adisaster for the secret police. Almost everything had been removed from the
place except for an extensive array of booby traps, most of them so cunning there was no way to detect
them before they did their evil work.

“There were two corpsesin the place when we got there,” Relway told us. “According to peoplein
the building both were tenants who sprang traps while they were looting the place. They’ d been therea
while. They were getting ripe. The same peopletold us the elf came back this morning, beat-up and
dirty. He did whatever hedid in his gpartment, then went through the building reclaiming his stolen stuff,
which heloaded into awaiting wagon. He did leave afew things behind because he didn’t havetimeto
recover everything. He was il there, at it, just ten minutes before we arrived. But, somehow, he knew
we were coming. At ten minutes he dropped everything and took off.”

| offered a suggestion. “Look for alivery stablein the neighborhood. A place that has donkeys
stabled. Possibly for rent. And don’t count on being able to recognize thisguy if you runinto him. He
loves disguises. And he has sorceries that help him look like other people. And some of the other elves
have demondtrated the ability to make themselvesinvisble”

“What was that about adonkey?’

| rehashed my first encounter with Casey, disguised as Bic Gonlit. And then explained that the redl
Bic Gonlit seemed to be making hisliving working for ratman crime bossesthese days. And that |
suspected that the raid on Playmate’ s stable had been incited by the fase Bic.

Block wanted to explore the whole Bic Gonlit question more closdly. There seemed to be onelong
coincidenceright in the middle of things, that being that both Bic Gonlitswould cross my path on
unrel ated matters.

“It probably wasn't total coincidence,” | mused. “But I’ m confident that there’ sno grand plot. In
order to pretend to be Bic Gonlit, Casey would’ ve had to get close to thered Bic to study him. So Bic’s
probably had an unexpected friend during recent months. Y ou might see what he hasto say abouit that.”

Colond Block gave meahard look. I’ d just set poor Bic up for some difficult times. But Block



sad, “ Suppose thereisn’t acoincidence? Isit possible that this Casey wanted to pull you in? Maybe so
he' d have somebody who redly knows TunFaire looking for the two elves he wantsto find?’

| considered the amost compulsive need | had, at times, for finding Lastyr and Noodiss. “It could
be. I think it could be.” So did that make it the grand plot that | was confident didn’t exig?

| don’t think so. | have afedling therewas alot of opportunism and seizing the day going on around
me, particularly by Casey and Bic Gonlit.

None by me, of course. I’ m too damned dumb. And then some.

“It’ s been another long day, Colond,” | said. “And | don’t see how | can possibly be any more
help, no matter how much I might want to be. Other than to get those people up front out of your hair.” |
was curious about that. | didn’t know anybody in the legal professon. Not well, anyway. Lawyerdom is
asmal community with very little officia standing outside the realm of commercid rdations. “And you
do know where to find meif you need me.”

Block seemed distracted ashe said, “All right. Y ou’ reright. Y ou might aswell go home.”

Asl rosg, | said, “Here’san idea. Everything that used to belong to the elves. Whatever you’ ve
managed to gather up. Isolate it somewhere. Try not to talk out loud around it. And if you try to figure
out how something’ s magic works, make sure you don’t give away any of your own. | redly believe they
can spy on usthrough those little gray blocks, somehow.”

Colond Block got up and walked me out himself. Once we were well away from that meeting
room and the heart of hislittle empire, he asked, “Y ou do know who those people were, don’t you?’

“Not specificaly who. | know what.”

“All right. Listen to this. Y ou’ ve crossed paths with two of those three before. As| understand it.
One of them doesn’t like you even alittle bit. | don’t know what you did to inconvenience him, when or
where, but he’ s definitely not big on forgive and forget. If we convene one of these brainstorming
sessons again, consder the remote possibility that you might do yourself the most good by not
volunteering any information. Or suggestions. They don’t trust anything they don’t have to work to get.
They'recynica at aleve that makesyour cynicism look like playacting.”

| didn’t argue. | didn’t see any point. | wasn’t quite sure | got the point he was trying to make,
either. He was sort of doing that sidewise friend thing where he thought he didn’t dare be direct. | guess
he was telling me to watch my back where spooky people off the Hill wereinvolved.

Tomethat didn’t seem like alesson that needed to be taught to anyone over the age of seven.

61

Thelegd taent had been laid on firgt by the Weider brewing consortium. Manvil Gilbey being quick
on the draw. L ater, agentleman had arrived who, alegedly, was associated with arather more sinister
enterprise.

Harvester Temisk has been thelega point man for Chodo Contague for ages. He continuesto
handle some thingsin Chodo’ s name, even though Belindaisin charge now, secretly. Which likely isno
Secret to him.

| couldn’t imagine how Harvester Temisk could’ ve gotten involved with my problems. And he wasn
't theleast bit forthcoming when | asked. All he had to say was, “I want you to come see me as soon as
your current calendar clears.”

Inasmuch as his presence might’ ve led to my devation from detainee to paid consultant, | told him I’



dlook him up assoon as| could.

| was profuse in my gratitude to the Weider man, too, askinny little critter with abading head, a
huge brush of amustache, and the oddbal name Congo Greeve.

Neither lawyer could’ ve done alot for me, legally speaking, because the Guard were pretty much
making things up asthey went. What the lawyers’ appearance did was put the Guard on notice that
influentia people were concerned about my wefare. And influence, nepotism, cronyism, and bribery are
how the system works, Deal Relway’ s mad notions of universal justice and meritocracy notwithstanding.
And the actud producers and the gangsters have far more influence than our masters on the Hill seeas
reasonable.

| first spotted the Goddamn Parrot when | was only ablock from home. That animated feather
duster was getting too clever about going unnoticed.

And just after | spotted the bird | realized that | hadn’t been entirely forthright during my interview. |
'd forgotten to mention my even house guests.

Infact, I’ d forgotten them completely.
Take care, Garrett. There are unfriendly ratmen in the neighborhood.

That seemed hard to credit after so many had gone down at Playmate’ s stable. Still, Old Bonesisn’
t in the habit of being excitable.

It turned out there were only two unfriendly ratmen. And one of those had alimp so profound he
was no threet to anyone but himsalf. The uncrippled individua approached mein amanner so bold that
people on the street turned to marvel. “Mr. Garrett?’

“Guilty.” Thiscloseto the Dead Man | didn’t fedl any specid risk. “What do you need?’
“I bring amessage from John Stretch. He has the woman Winger.”
Thisratman was no Pular Singe. | could barely understand him.

As a point of information, Garrett, this fellowisJohn Sretch. He has only a handful of
followers left, most of theminjured. He fears they will desert himif he demonstrates any
hesitance or lack of resolve.

“Couldn’t happen to amore deserving guy. | hope they enjoy along and prosperous marriage.”

The ratman appeared nonplussed. “ John Stretch says he will trade the woman Winger for the
femde Pular Snge”

“Hell, sowould I. Y ou’ rekidding, right? One of my friends put you up to pulling my leg. Right?
Who wasit?Y ou can help me get him back.”

The ratman was confused. Thiswasn’t going anything like he planned. “ John Stretch says he will
harm the woman Winger—"

“John Stretchisn’t likely to live long enough to harm anybody or to make deals with anybody.
Rather than making more enemies John Stretch ought to be trying to find himself some new friends.”

Bic Gonlit.
Yes, indeed. “I might do businessif Bic Gonlit was availablefor trade.”

The ratman had been difficult to understand when he was delivering arehearsed message. Now |
had to rely on arelay from the Dead Man in order to grasp what he wastrying to say.

“Y ou do not want the woman Winger?’



“What would | do with her? Nope. She’sdl yours. And she’ sgoing to take some feeding, Il tdll
you. But I am strongly interested in getting my hands on Bic Gonlit. Bic Gonlit has messed me around a
couple of timeslately. I’ m ready to settle up.”

“Perhapsthat could be arranged.” The ratman looked thoughtful.

“Actudly, there’ retwo Bic Gonlits. Thered Bic isshort for ahuman mae. He wears white boots
covered with fake gemstones. The second Bic isa pretender. He' salittle taller and never wears boots.
Thisfalse Bic Gonlit has created alot of mischief. | believe he was responsible for the bad advice that
led to the disaster at the stable today.”

The ratman had questions, suddenly. He had big trouble asking them without reveding that he was,
himsdlf, John Stretch. He was no genius but he did understand that he wasn’t going to come out on top if
we got into ascuffle.

| told him, “Thefase Bicisredly awicked éf who has disguised himsdlf so thered Bic will get
blamed for the evil he does. | gill haven’t figured out why he wants to cause strife and unhappiness. |
guess hejust does. Maybeit’ sfun.”

| didn’t bdieve that but it sounded like the sort of behavior and motivation that would make sense
to aJohn Stretch.

John Stretch was a record-setter of aratman. He had berries the size of coconuts—but limited
smartsto go with them. Though alack of brains never has been ahuge handicap in TunFaire’s
underworld. Guts and daring get you ahead faster.

“| want them both. But the fal se Bic more than the other.”

The ratman twitched, mad as hdll. But he maintained his sdf-control. “1 will inform John Stretch.
What should | tel him about the woman Winger?’

“I don’t know. She’shisproblem. Y ou could let him know she’ sinvolved with The Call. And that
oneof her loversis Deal Relway. Of the Guard. He might find that information useful when he decides
how to dispose of her.”

TheCdl isavirulently racist veterans’ organization, armed and organized as a private, political
army. It sharesagood many goaswith Dea Relway. | wouldn’t want to be aratman who cameto The
Cdl’ s attention because I d done harm to ahuman woman.

And Ded Relway is Dea Relway, increasingly the bogeyman to al those who practice wickedness
in TunFaire

| stopped to visit with some of the pixies. From brief encounters| knew two of the youngsters by
sight, adaring boy who called himself Shakespear and a young lady named Meondie Kadare, who was
S0 sweset and pretty | wished | could whack her with atransmogrification stick and grow her up to my
Sze

Melondie was the pixie who had followed meinto the alley out back on the occasion of my first
encounter with asilver df in aBic Gonlit disguise. Back then she’ d been a precocious, curious
adolescent. Now she was a serious, refined young woman. More or less. When the old folkswere
looking.

Pixie livesrace away far faster than our own. | think that may be why we’ re uncomfortable around
thelittle people. They’ re o much like us, in miniature. Their swiftly lived lives remind us, piquantly, that
our own more numerous hours are il painfully and perfectly numbered.
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Singe let meinto the house moments after the Goddamn Parrot, evidently under theillusion that he
was some kind of eagle, dammed down onto my right shoulder and tried to carry me off to his aerie.

He couldn’t work up quite enough lift. So he gave up.

| feared Singe was going to climb all over me exactly theway |’ d wished about a thousand young
women of passing acquaintance would’ ve done in days of yore. And she might’ ve done o if the sexier
dlver df hadn’t come out of the Dead Man’ s room to see what was happening. She wore atattered old
shirt probably taken from Dean’ sragbag. It might’ ve served as a child’ s nightshirt beforeit acquired all
those holes. It was bardly sufficient to cover the subject. Most of thetime.

That was digtracting. Even on her. Because there was nothing but her undernesth the tatters.
Maybe it was some sort of experiment by HisNibs.

Singe sttled for clinging to my arm. “ So what great adventures did you get to enjoy out there
today, while the rest of uswere locked up here, dying of boredom?’

| detached the Goddamn Parrot from my shoulder. “I traded you to John Stretch for two Bic
Gonlitsand a sugar-cured ham.” | tossed the jungle chicken in the genera direction of hisperch, inthe
small front room.

“What?" Singe shrieked.
“John Stretch realy wants you. Y ou redlly turned his head.”

Garrett, do not be a fool. Miss Pular is about to fly into a panic. What you are saying means
more to her than it should.

“I'm sorry, Singe. I’'msorry. | didn’t mean that like it sounded. | wasteasing you. Yes, | did tell
John Stretch that I’ d trade you for two Bics. But hischancesof . . .”

Garrett!

“All right! Singe, no matter what | told John Stretch, 1’ m not letting you go. Nobody isgoing to
take you away. So relax. Take sometime, again, to seeif you can’t figure out when you' re being teased.
And!’ll try toreinitin. If I can. Humans seldom spesk straightforwardly and direct. | find that frustrating
mysdlf, sometimes.” Like dmost every time | spend more than afew minutesin the company of most
human women. “ Anyway, evenif | wasthat big avillain, how likdly isit that John Stretch would keep his
word?’

“Because he’ snothing but adimy littlerat, you mean, and we al know that ratpeople are nothing
but supid, lazy, lying, thieving, smely animas?’

While Singe shouted the Dead Man passed dong one or two points of interest. Well, well. The
ratman who calls himself John Stretch was born Pound Humility, of the same female one litter
before Miss Pular Snge. It may be that hisinterest in her isless political than personal. Miss
Pular suspects an unwanted brother’s concern for his sister’s welfare. From the viewpoint of a
ratman she would be making a huge mistake by getting involved with you.

“Whoa! Whoa! Singe! I’'m sorry! | gpologize! That isn’t what | meant at dl.” | felt avariant of
Winger’ s question kicking in. If the woman who heard it wasn’ t human was the man gtill wrong?
Apparently so. I’ d tripped atriggerwire and | wasn’t going to talk my way out of thisone.

Good to see that you are not going to deny that she is involved with you, even if you do not
feel that you are involved with her.

The Dead Man rescued me. This once. Because thiswasn’t ahole I’ d dug for mysdf without help



and because Singe was cregping up on the edge of true hysteria. And if there’ sanything the Dead Man
didikes more than femaesin generd, or asaclass, it’shydericd femaes.

There was one plus sde to the whole emationa circus. Although ratgirls do get upset, they don’t
shed tears.

The slver éf woman just kept standing there, gaunt as Famine Himself in that old shirt, taking the
scene in with those huge, strange eyes. She didn’ t seem frightened anymore. | wondered how much she
was picking up from the Dead Man.
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Dean brought food and drink to the Dead Man’ s room. He seemed to have adjusted to the
extended presence of guests. He and Singe, in particular, seemed to have achieved a sound
accommodeation.

After relating my extensve adventures | asked the Dead Man, “ Have you been ableto learn
anything from our even guests?’

A great deal. Beginning with the obvious fact that they are not actually elves, nor are they
members of any similar or familiar species. Nor are they a mixture of familiar species. Nothing
that | have learned, by the way, was provided to me voluntarily. They suspect, but do not yet
know, that they have revealed a great deal about themselves and their kind. This one knows
herself as Evas, which is the diminutive for something even | cannot fathom. The other is Fasfir
and was the captain of their party of three. They have much more complex interior lives than
human beings, yet seem to envy your emotional freedoms. Fasfir, curiously, seemsto have a
rudimentary sense of humor.

“All right. Y our talents are mighty and your cleverness surpasses anything the world has ever seen.
Wheat do we know now that we didn’t know yesterday?’

We now know that Casey is what he claims to be, an officer of their law sent here a year ago
to arrest Lastyr and Noodiss. Insofar as| can decipher theimagesin Evas’ mind, which is much
easier to penetrate than is Fasfir’s, those two are religious missionaries originally sent out by an
outlaw cult known as the Brotherhood of Light. Proselytization isa major crime under the laws
of these people. Casey is supposed to arrest them, ssmply for their intent to proselytize.

They stole the skyship they used to come here. They were not skilled in its operation. They
crashed it into the river. Their motives for teaching Kip to invent things have to do with wanting
him to create things that have to exist before they can begin to make the tools that they will need
to fix their ship.

Which takes them into another entire realm of crime entirely, apparently. That of revealing
the secrets of state sorcery. Another department sent out Evas and her companions to seize
Lastyr and Noodiss for betraying sorcerous secrets, the fact of those crimes having been included
in Casey’s reports, which somehow |eaked over to the competing bureau.

“If they needed aship why didn’t they just go down to the waterfront and hire one?’

Evidently the journey istoo long to make in a normal sailing ship, which supposedly cannot
travel fast enough to make it to their country in even a Loghyr’slifetime.

“Wow.” What else could | say? |’ ve dways known that the world is bigger than what |’ ve
experienced in my thirty years, but distances on that scae are beyond my comprehension. “ And what
about the eves from theflying disk? Who are they? Still more cops?’



They appear to be something resembling a sorcerer who, though he spends his whole lifetime
studying magic and discovering new things about it, never does anything more practical with his
discoveries than just write the information down. They are members of a fraternity where the
search for knowledge is an end in itself. The excitement about Lastyr and Noodiss alerted themto
the existence of Karenta and TunFaire, so they assembled an expedition to come study us.
Apparently they wanted to grab Kip Prose because their ship is suffering its own problems and
they thought that if they could open communications with Lastyr and Noodiss, working together
they could produce one working vessel from the two cripples.

| do stumbleinto theweird stuff. And you can’t get much weirder than this,

These last four may also have been doing commercial surveys of some sort, as a condition of
gaining financial support for their research. At least one of them may be a ringer who really
works for a law enforcement bureau that somehow over sees commerce. Fasfir holds all four in
complete contempt. At the same time she is convinced that they are her crew’s only chance of
ever getting home. If their aerial ship can be made capable of completing one more long voyage,
Fasfir seestwo ways of accomplishing that. One calls for an improbable amount of good luck
making repairs to the one aerial ship you saw up close in the wine country. The other requires
that she and her friends find Lastyr and Noodiss so that their wrecked flying ship can be
cannibalized to make repairs to the other. Fasfir is much more knowledgeable than is Evas, who
seems to be the junior member of the mission.

The creature Casey will have a ship of his own hidden somewhere, of course. Thereisa
general consensus that he will rescue no one but himself. He feels no responsibility for the others.
But he will take Lastyr and Noodiss back as prisoners. And Fasfir is afraid that those two might
be ready to surrender. They came here to save Karentine souls and teach Karentines forbidden
magics that would make their lives easier but after a year of exposure to our savage ways, she
fears, even those two have to have become convinced that we deserve our damnation.

“Not exactly origind thinking there.” A quick vist to the Chancery stepswill exposeyou to dl the
outrage against the moral degtitution of our times that you can possibly stand. Most of usare so
poverty-stricken morally that we don’t redlize that we' re missing something. According to the
rant-and-ravers.

It was unoriginal when | was a stripling. It isalong slide indeed that never reaches bottom.
“Y ou ever find any way to communicate with them directly?’

| have not yet given the matter much consideration. However, and despite any pretense to
the contrary, this one under stands spoken Karentine perfectly. They have a sorcery which allows
themto learn very quickly.

Meaning she was tracking my part of the conversation.
Exactly.
“Quch. But isthere any solid reason for usto hide?’

Evas stood motionless, regarding me with those huge, unblinking eyes, possibly trying to seeinsde
me, to the place where | was listening to the Dead Man. | wondered if she was having any success. |
conjured avivid erotic vision of the two of usrather energetically being boys and girlstogether. The
Dead Man made his disgust known immediately. The sllver df did not, though by happenstance there
was ahuge crash in the kitchen.

| did get asomewhat puzzled look from Singe, which confirmed my suspicion that she might be
dightly sengtive hersdf.

Very dlightly. For which be grateful. Had she viewed that image we might be dealing with



hysteria all over again.

“You know, | ill achedl over anytimel st ill for very long. | don’t want to be adetective
anymore today. And when | get up tomorrow | just want to be an accountant trying to figure out how to
make sure we get paid for dl of this. Can they read and write?’

| do not know. And now | can no longer seeinside Evas’ head without hammering my way
in. For some reason she has begun to suspect that someone here might be able to read her mind.
You would not have any notion why she might suspect that, would you?

| shrugged. It didn’t seem likely, did it?

I”’m not usualy much concerned about money—aslong as|’ ve got some. | was growing concerned
because of this mess, though. We were spending and spending and spending to hire help and buy food
and there seemed to be an ever smdller likelihood of us managing any return on investment. Kip was
back home with hisfamily. The slver eves seemed to have lost interest in him. After the country
confrontation, they al knew that he couldn’t finger Lastyr and Noodiss.

But Old Boneswas having him one hell of agood time, | could tell. Thisthing wasthe most fun he’d
had in years. It was somethingnew. These two weird women, Evas and Fasfir, were, to him, as exciting
and aluring aswas my friend Katieto me.

| said, “This' sthe least violent, least traditiona thing we’ ve ever been into. I’ m not comfortable
withit at dl. The sekes aretrivia and these silver dvesare too dienfor meto find very interesting.”

Perhaps you will feel differently in the morning. Try considering the stakes from a viewpoint
not your own. | will be doing that myself now that | have the mind time free. One obvious avenue
of exploration isthe possible dangers the Lords of the Hill fear.

“Those old paranoids are only scared because they think the whole world isinfested with people as
cruel and wicked and mean-spirited asthey are.”

True. But that does not render them automatically wrong in every instance. They can be
afraid in a huge way because it is possible for them to have huge enemies to make life terrible,
not just for them but for us all. Just one of these silver elves needs to be wicked and willing to use
their weird but powerful sorcery against us.

Hewas right about that. Those people controlled some very strange powers.

Hewas right about me feding differently in the morning, too—for reasons entirely unrelated to any
remotely within his congderation a thetime.

64

| wakened suddenly, thinking those pixies had to go. But they were quiet. Intead, therewasa
week light burning and | wasn’t donein my bed. When | turned to tell Singe, yet again, that this couldn’t

happen, aspidery gray finger fell upon my lips. Another spidery finger touched alarge eye, then tapped
my temple.
Oh, boy. What was this? The silver ef woman, Evas, kndlt on the edge of my bed. She’ d seen that

naughty image after dl. And she’ d brought a sheaf of paperswith her. | recognized them. They’ddl
been in my office, on my desk, before 1’ d come updtairs.

Evas could read and write Karentine. And she’ d been abusy little scribbler.
She placed the papersin my hands. The top sheet said, smply, Teach me.



She removed that raggedy, short shirt. And again placed afinger on my lipswhen | started to tell
her to go away.

That petite form definitely did haveits apped, suddenly. | couldn’t resist wondering about its
possihilities

Later | would wonder if there was any chance my thoughts had been guided from outside.

Evas moved the top sheet of paper to the bottom of the stack.

Followed a story of an extremely ancient people who, ages ago, had decided to set asdethe
ingdious and congtant distortions of the intellect that are caused by the stormy demands of sexua
reproduction.

| could relate to that. Some would claim that I’ m intellectudly distorted most of thetime. | confess
fredly that I” d be much more respectable and much less emaotionally vagrant if the gods hadn’t seen fit to
blessand cursetherest of uswith women.

Evas declared hersdlf a despicable throwback who suffered wicked urges and curiosities al the
time. She’ d fought those successfully until now only because she’ d way's been surrounded by people
who wouldn’t let her get into Stuations where she might embarrass herslf.

Here, tonight, she had an opportunity to pursue the curiogties that were driving her mad. And her
people would never be the wiser.

Chances were excellent that such an opportunity would never cometo her again.

She knew the mechanics. She’ d taken advantage of her ability to move around unseen to indulge
her curiogty intdllectudly. They dl had. She wasthe only onewho hadn’t been repelled.

Back to sheet one andTeach me.

Herswas awhole new, entirely intellectua approach to the art of seduction. Backed up by what
my rude senses could gather of her mental state. Evaswasn't kidding. And in that week light she looked
far more exotic and desirable than weird.

| had falen into every red-blooded boy’ s favorite daydream.

At some point Evastook time out to use athin fingertip to trace letters on my skin to pass me the
message, “1 will not break.” She wanted me to know that she wasn’t nearly asfragile as she looked.
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“Good morning, Sunshine,” Dean told me, nudging meto let me know he’ d brought my tea. | was
half-adeep at the breakfast table, unable to stop grinning.

| grunted.

“Odd. You'resmiling. And you got to bed at areasonable hour for once. But you' re as crabby as
amountain boozdt.”

“Them damned pixies. They never shut up. All night long.”
Hedidn’t chdlenge me. That could only mean that he didn’t know any better.

Singe appeared, obvioudy having been up since the crack of dawn. She was chipper, though
possibly more conspiratoria than ever. She was pleasant to me. Nor was | getting any grief from the
Dead Man.



When Evas turned up shewas coolly indifferent to everything but some tea heavily sweetened with
honey. She was exactly as she had been yesterday except, possibly, for projecting a somewhat more
resigned attitude toward her captivity. Her sdekick Fasfir, though equaly cool, presented apuzzle. She
kept looking at me the way you might regard a twenty-foot python you found coiled atop the kitchen
table: repelled, wary, awed, maybe alittle intrigued and excited.

Still nothing from the Dead Man.

That mud’ ve been one hdll of adream I’ d had. Especidly sinceit’ d reawakened al my aches and
pains and had added afew that were new.

Evas might bewilling to let me think it had been al adream spawned by my wicked imagination but
| noted, with some satisfaction, that she moved very carefully and did so mainly when she thought no one
was paying attention. Fasfir noticed, though.

So. She knew.
My grin spread alittle wider.

“What evil thought just burgt into your mind?” Singe demanded. There was an actud teasing edge
to her voice.

“Nothing specid. Just awarm memory.”

Oncel finished esting, and began to fed alittle more awake, | moved to my office. | wasfedling
positive and eager to get things done. But before | could start | had to go round up apile of missng

paperwork.

During the course of the morning, various people came by the house. Most wanted money.
Playmate was effusive with gratitude but didn’t bring one copper sceet to defray the costs of my efforts
to sdvage hismadonna’ suselessinfant. | responded to two written requests for clarification or additiona
information from the good people at the a-Khar. | received anote from Manvil Gilbey telling me that
Max Weider wanted in financialy. The same messenger brought a seeled note from Max’ s daughter
Alyx, who complained that she was dying of londiness and that that was dl my fault and when was|
going to do something about it?

There were other notesin time, including one from Kayne Prose, inscribed for her by a
professiond letter writer. That was meant to impressme. And it did, alittle. Then there was a discreet
letter from Uncle Willard Tate, who invited me to the Tate compound for dinner because he’d just
enjoyed an intriguing vist from acertain Manvil Gilbey, associated with the Welder brewing empire. The
paper on which the letter was written had alight lilac scent. The hand in which it had been inscribed was
familiar and dmost mocking.

It reminded me which redheaded, green-eyed beauty managed the Tate correspondence and
accounts.

I’d have to gird my mental and emotiond loinsfor that vigit. Tinnie was sureto play melike acheap
kazoo if | was bold enough to venture onto her home ground.

The afternoon saw the arrival of aformal, engraved invitation to participate in the celebration of
Chodo Contague’ s sixtieth birthday party, two weeks down the road. And a*“ Just wanted to say hi”
note from solicitor Harvester Temisk, implying that he’ d redlly like to visit before Chodo’ s birthday
celebration.

Dean began to grouse about having to answer the door constantly—when hewasn't hard at work
pursuing his custom of charming whatever woman happened to be staying in the house. It was he who
took Evasfar enough aong to lure forth a spoken word of gratitude. She didn’t pronounce the word
right and she had difficulty saying it but she did demongtrate that &t least one silver df besides Casey



came equipped with a capacity for speech. Y et one more talent unsuspected by us primitives until she
betrayed herself. Possibly she was athrowback in more ways than the one.

Fadfir didn’t seem pleased.

| had begun to develop an idea of the personalities of our reluctant guests. Evas was cool and
brilliant and collected and awaysin contral. In her own mind. But in red life she’ d be her own worst
enemy. A sort of foreign Kayne Prose with amind. With her salf-destructive urges skewed at adifferent
angle. Fadfir wouldbe cool and collected and awaysin control but, like the best officers and sergeants,
would be skilled at failing to see those transgress ons which did not thresten the world with an immediate
descent into chaos and anarchy.

Singeinvited hersdf into my office to preen and gossip. Therewasn't alot to gossip about, though,
unless she wanted to discuss the recipes Dean had begun sharing with her.

| asked, “How close are you to your brother?’ | didn’t think family wasimportant among
ratpeople, but had only prejudice and hearsay to go by.

“1 do not have a brother. What does this one say?’ She had started leafing through my papers.
“Which 5de?’

With unerring accuracy she had chosen the sde which said, Teach me.

| told her.

“What does that mean?’

“I don’t know. Thisisn’'t aroyd style business. | don’t have afew million people | can gougefor
taxes anytime the urge takes me so | have to make do with whatever bits and pieces of paper come my
way. My suff ison the other side.”

| hoped Singe hadn’t done any poking around in here. There were amost two dozen identical
sheets of paper ingde my desk drawer, with both faces still virgin to the pen.

| stuck to my subject. “What do you mean, you don’t have a brother? What’ s John Stretch, then?’

“Oh. Well. We do not see some things the same way you do. Humility belongsto the litter before
mine. Hewould have adifferent father.” Ratpeoplefollow socia and mating customs much closer to
those of rodents than they do those of civilized beings such as myself. Chances were excellent that few
of Singe’ slittermates shared the same father.

“Humility?’
Singe responded with one of her rehearsed shrugs.
“So hisred nameisPular Humility?’

“No. It isPound Humility.” That’ sright. The Dead Man did tel methat. “HisSreisbelieved to
have been Hurlock Pound. Chances are good. My mother managed to retain some choice and
self-control even during the peak of her season. | hope | will have the strength to do the same. Though |
am lesslikely to gointo season aslong as| remainin exile”

The name Hurlock Pound meant nothing to me. “Never mind. I’ m too groggy to keep up with all
that. Let’s stick with John Stretch. Why did you get upset yesterday when—"

“Because | have spent too much time around you people. | suppose. And because Humility was
aways good to mewhen | waslittle”

“But now he wants to use you as acounter in his effort to make himsalf king of the ratmen.”
“Just do not go hunting him. All right? That way | cannot blame mysdlf for whatever he gets himself



into.”

“I guess. Whatever.” The child was strange. | was convinced thatshe didn’t know what she wanted
most of thetime. Unlike her doomed brother, she didn’t know where she wanted to go.

Then again, I’ m sometimeswrong.

“I have been wondering, Garrett. Do you think it would be possible for meto learn to read and
write?’

So that was where she’ d been going when she’ d chosen that sheet of paper. | gave it some thought
because, honestly, “1’ ve never thought about it. That’ s probably because of the prgjudices al us humans
are brought up with. Do you know any ratpeople who can read or write?’

“No. Relianceisthe only one | know who needsto. So he has a couple of davesto keep his
books and write his | etters. The same goes for the other ratman gangs.”

| kept astraight face. “ Have you ever heard of anyone who tried to learn?”
“I’ve met some who wanted to learn. Wanted totry to learn. But who would teach them?”’

Who indeed? Nobody in TunFaire, of whatever race, wanted ratpeople getting notions, taking on
airs, thinking above their sation.

“All right. Karentine isthe main language in TunFaire 0 it’ swhat you’ [| know best.” | recovered
the sheet carrying the request, Teach me. Ironic. “ Do you know any of these letters by name?’

Shedidn’t then but haf an hour later she knew them al and had a solid grasp on the concept of
how characters and groups of characters represent the sounds that make up spoken words. That was
because she’d paid attention most of her life. To everything going on around her.

| sorted out every paper | had that had anything on it in Evas’ handwriting—which was, actudly,
laborious, tiny printing—and got that al put away. “We humans might ought to have you strangled right
now, Singe. | swear, you' re going to take over theworld in afew more years.”

For once she grasped the compliment. She waslearning in every direction.
| hoped she was as good in her heart as she seemed. Otherwise, |’ d be hel ping to create amongter.
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| did hear the pixies get excited but missed the knock on the door. |’ d falen degpinto
contemplation of Eleanor, who seemed to be contemplating meright back. She didn’t approve of the
way |’ d been running my lifelately. When Eleanor disapproves | know it’ stime to do some serious
reassessment. | thought | had ahandle onit, too.

Dean stuck his head into the office. “ There’ re some very nervous ratmen on the stoop.”
John Stretch.

“John Stretch?’

“One gave metha name.”

“I'monmy way.”

Bring them to my room.

| swung the door open. “ Get in here, guys. They’ re watching the place most of the time these days.
Bic, bitty buddy. How’ re you doing? Not too good, | guess. And Casey,” as a second Bic shuffled



forward. “1 know that must be you in that disguise. Screwed up, en? Damn, John Stretch, you got them
both. I didn’t think you could do it.” | made sure the door was solidly locked, just to retard any attempt
at ahurried exit. “ Go into the room behind the door on the right, please. Dean! These guys|ook like they
"re starved. Singe! Where are you? We' ve got company. Give Dean ahand.”

In my heart | waswondering if, perhaps, Singe wasn't the only genius pup produced by her
mother. And this other pup did want to bein charge.

John Stretch and hisfriends didn’t know what to make of the Dead Man. It’shard to do, him
stting therelike anidol that gives off just ahint of bad aroma. Chances were excellent that they’ d never
runinto aLoghyr before. It could be, in fact, that they’ d never heard of the Loghyr race.

They didn’t know what to make of Fasfir when sheinvited hersdf in, either. She drew plenty of
attention from Casey, though. Casey seemed amazed to find her dive and more amazed to find her clad
in ragged native garb. But he kept his opinionsto himsalf. The Dead Man assured me that Casey had
closed hismind with a determination that was stunning. For the time being he was locked up tighter than
Fesfir was.

He must suspect something.
Either that or he was a natural-born paranoid.

| took my seet. “ Damn again, John Stretch. How in the world did you manage to round up these
two?’

Interesting. He has a talent of his own. He can use his normal rat cousins to scout and spy
for him, much as| employ Mr. Big. Though hisreach is very much shorter than mine.

“It couldn’t be any other way.” | continued, “Y ou put mein anasty position, John Stretch. My
reputation for keeping my word is my most important asset.”

Last timewe met, | thought John Stretch must be dim. Hewasn’t. Not even alittle. He understood
that | wanted to weasdl out. *Y ou agreed to adea.\We have fulfilled our underteking.” His Karentine
remained hard to follow but was adequately understandable. His courage was beyond question. Ratmen
don’t talk back to humans, let doneimply threats.

“The problem is, long before | made the deal with you | swore asolemn oath to Singe that | wouldn
"t let any of you people drag her away from here.”

“And heknowsthat if he does not keep hisword to me he will soon wish he was enjoying the
torments of one of hishuman hdlsingtead of basking in my displeasure.” Singe staggered under the
weight of atray of hastily assembled sandwiches. She st that on the little table, began to help hersdlf.
John Stretch and his ratmen waited only long enough to get anod from me before they assaulted the pile.

Singe brought her muzzle within inches of John Stretch’ s. With her mouth full and crumbsin her
whiskers, she demanded, “What the hell do you think you are doing, Pound Humility? | am not apawn
inyour game. | will not be apawn in your game. | will not be aquiet, obedient little ratgirl who lets
hersalf be passed around like aweed pipe.” John Stretch and his henchmen glared daggersa me. This
wasal my fault, thisratgirl getting uppity. “If Garrett will not whip up on you and throw you out of herel
will kick your mangy tail up between your hind legs mysdlf. Then | will go to work on your idiot friends.”

John Stretch could not find words for awhile. Finally, he asked, “Y ou are not a prisoner here?”
“What? A prisoner? You areanidiot. | live here. Thisiswherel want to live.”

Gah! | had afedling that the cunning ratgirl had just jobbed me. A strong hint of Loghyr amusement
supported that hypothesis. That damned Singe could think on her feet.

It is quite true that John Stretch believed Miss Pular was in need of rescuing. In addition to



being a clever and competent criminal he appears to be an unabashed romantic and as
vulnerable as you might want to hope from that quarter—aswas, if you will believe it, Reliance,
in histime.

Hewas going to get bashed if he tried anything here. “ John Stretch, let’ s you and me step over to

my private office for aminute and talk, man to man. Go ahead, grab another sandwich. Before Singe
consumesthewhole pile”

| started in while John Stretch was il reding from hisfirst look at Eleanor. “What’ [l your guysdo
if they find out everything they’ ve been through was just to rescue aratgirl who refuses to be saved?
There’ ve been peoplekilled. A bunch have been dragged off to the a-Khar. Y ou know their prospects
are going to be dim there.”

“Thosewill not be much worse than out on the streets. The war isover. Thereisno more work.
Humans have no more motive to treat us with respect. For those imprisoned the misery just will not last
aslong. The stable disaster was bad luck. Bad timing added to the fact that we were not told just how
much materia we were expected to remove.”

“Maybe you didn’t know the temper of the neighborhood very well, either.”
“Of coursewe did not. No ratpeople live there. But the promised payoff seemed worth the risk.”
“It dways does. Until the pain starts.”

“Possession of Pular Singeis more than a persond meatter. All ratkind iswatching. Yes, | would
have rescued her. Even having heard the words from her own mouth, in Karentine rather than cant, | find
it hard to believe that she prefersto live among humans.”

“I'll tel you why. Y ou know the saying, ‘ Lower than aratman’sdog’ ?’
“I know it. | understand it.”
“I’ll tell youwhat’ slower than aratman’ sdog. A ratwoman. Think about it.”

Hegot it. A point in hisfavor. Most ratmen wouldn’t haveif you' d drawn them a picture. “That
may be another reason why Redliance considers her an important symbol. Sheisliving proof that things
can be donein ways other than the ways they have always been done.”

“Réeliance has been advised by ahigher power. He’ srenounced hisinterestin Singe. In return the
Syndicate will let him live. But he’ s just stupid enough to think he’ s clever enough to sneak around the
Quitfit, somehow. So I’ m going to invest in some rough insurance as soon aswe' re done here.”

“Y ou mean that?'

“Singeismy friend, Pound Humility. She’s one of the most remarkable people |’ ve ever met, of
any species. | want to see her become everything she can. | want to see what she can becomeif she’'s
given the chance. Despite the customs and politics of ratpeople. Despite the prejudices of everybody
else. You undersand?’

“No. But | can accept. If Singeis safe from Reliance.”
“Answer my question. What' Il your friendsdo if they find out what you were doing?’
“If we do not have possession of Singe? They might be angry enough to kill me.”

“Thought so. Y ou ratfolk aren’t subtle people. So maybe you’ [l want arunning start . . . No. Wait
aminute. Wait just aminute. | might have an angle. Hang on here for asecond.”

| zipped across the halway. “ Singe, come out here. Y es, bring the sandwich.” | shut the door
behind her. “ Singe, my swest, whatever happened to that now-you-see-me, now-you-don’t fetish we



took off Casey out in the country?’ | knew we hadn’t turned it over to the Guard. Mainly because|’d
forgotten dl abouit it.

Singe’ swhiskers folded back. Way back.

Theggnificance of which | intuited ingtantly. “Oh, no. You didn’t. Y ou wicked girl.” Not only did
she know about Evas, she’ d been there to watch. *Y ou figured out how to work the box.” Now she
was a sorceress, too. And she hadn’t said athing. “Old Bones. Areyou listening?’

| am here.

“Then show Singewhat | want her to do.” There were too many untrustworthy earsin the place
tonight.

And now the Dead Man knew about Evas, too. He hadn’t before, though three peoplein the
house did know. Evas must have some considerable skill at sealing memory blocks, including thosein
minds not her own.

But | did know, Garrett. Because the pixies knew. However, it was none of my business.He
had nothing to say about hisfallure to be adirect witness himsdlf.

But the pixies, too. Who didn’t know?
Dean. So far.

Even Fedfir?

Even Fasfir.

Grrr! Hewasright before. Thiswas personal stuff. But when had that ever kept him from butting in
with hisopinion? And why hadn’t the senior f woman blown up like abad batch of beer?

Now wasn’t the time to worry. We needed to get on with business. “Keep Singe posted on what I’
msaying.” | returned to John Stretch. “Here’ swhat we'’ll do. Singe will go with you, dl docileand
bashful, for your sake. Because wethink it’ Il be good to have you for afriend. Let al ratkind marvel a
your coup. But | want to warn you. Singeis going to vanish. Like acandle being snuffed. | want you to
lielow for afew days after that. Thingswill be going on with Reliance and hislike. Pay attention. Try not
to repesat their mistakes after your luck turns.”

John Stretch had no ideawhat | was talking about but he listened.
He'd know the whole story soon enough.
“Have another sandwich while Singe getsready.”

Stretch and his henchrats dug in, eating with an amazing devotion. | told Stretch how he could pick
up alittle extra pocket change by hunting elves.

| continued to have this strong desire to meet Lastyr and Noodiss.

| heard Singe’ sdigtinctive step descending the stair. | met her at itsfoot. | told her, “I want you to
be careful. Don't let anybody get close enough to get agood hold on you. Disappesr first timethey’redl
looking at something e se. Once you figure they can’t blame it on John Stretch. Don’t leave atrail they
can sniff out.”

“Youcae”
“Of coursel care. You'remy friend. | worry about you.”

“Good. Itisdl right, you know. Y ou and Evas. Or you and Kayne Prose. Or you and her
daughter. That sort of thing does not trouble ratfolk like it does your people. | was curious. Evas
suspected | wasthere after awhile but by then she did not care.”



If I’ d had whiskers they would’ ve been back far enough to tie behind my head. The more | saw of
Singethelesswell | seemed to know her. Maybe | needed to stop using her asamirror.

“Please be careful ”
“I will be careful, Garrett. Because | mean to have my turn. Someday.”
Help!
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“What have we got with these two?’ | asked the Dead Man, after |’ d seen the ratpeople into the
street and after I’ d turned the Goddamn Parrot loose to keep track of them.

Sngeneeded watching. Reliance couldn’t be blamed if he attacked hisenemiesand, lo! Pular Singe
happened to be tromping around with them. That wouldn’t violate the letter of any agreement with higher

powers.
“Other than abig-ass grudge, of course.”

Very little that is new or interesting. Mr. Bic Gonlit did persist in trying to sell Miss Pular
after you asked himto behave. For which effort his reward has been to end up here, traded for
her.

Bic winced badly. He was getting the benefit of the Dead Man’ swisdom.

The thoughts must have been particularly strong. Fasfir stirred back there in the darkness, where
she sat cross-legged atop a stool. She would’ ve been an elegant sight had there been enough light to
revea her. None of the silver elves seemed to be acquainted with the concept of underwear. Or of
modesty, either.

Officer Casey did hire those ratboys who just left. A great many of them, going well beyond
John Stretch’s gang. They were supposed to steal everything from Cypres Prose’ s workshop,
without exception, evidently because Casey’s superiors had ordered himto see that it was all
destroyed.

| didn’t speak doud, just articulated my questions softly in the back of my throat. “ He can do that?
He hasthe sorcery to be ableto talk to people in another country?’

Evidently.

No wonder the Hill crowd wanted to lay hands on these people. | had trouble imagining the full
power of the weapon that would be instantaneous communication. There would be no defeating armies
with that capacity.

Indeed. It is extremely difficult to dig information out of Casey. But it can be done, slowly, if
one approaches the task with considerable patience. He does not appear to be as adept at
concealing himself as Fasfir is, when worked over time.

“ S0 maybe she can get him to cooperate. Y ou have any ideawhere hisship is? It’sthe only
working one left. If we knew where it wastherest of the silver elveswould turn into our best friends.”

Quite likely. And | do know where the ship is. Approximately.
“Approximately? And? Or isit abut?’ It would be something.

Severe sorceries project it. And actually finding it might be difficult. Our visitors do not
envision spatial relationships the way you do. They see different colors, hear different sounds,



sense things you do not sense at all.
“Oh, wdl. Will Casey just do more mischief if we cut him loose?’

Hewill try. Heiswhat heis. He shares many of your character traits. He will try to do the
job he has agreed to do. He has, just recently, received those orders concerning the eradication
of inappropriate knowledge. Whatever that may mean. | suspect that that means there is now an
actual physical threat to Cypres Prose, ssimply because he has so many wonderful ideas. Ideas he
received from his elusive friends.

“Thenwe'll just have to keep him around here.” If he got too rambunctious, | could dways send
him off for awondrous vacation in the d-Khar.

Inaconversationa sort of voice, | said, “Bic, we're going to give you one more chance to get out
of our way with your ass still strapped onto the rest of you. Al it’ll takeisfor you to carry aletter from
me to Colond Block at the d-Khar. Because | don’t havetimeto handleit mysdf. Can you manage that
without getting distracted? Knowing that the letter means enough to methat 1’1l hunt you down and feed
you your magic boots, one from each end, if my message doesn’t get through within the hour?’

“Garrett, how come you’ re so damned determined to make my life miserable?”

“Maybeyou’ d better ook at the facts, Bic. Who did what to who first? | think your beef iswith
Casey. Thiscritter right here, dressed up like you. He had you jumping through hoops by pretending to
be Kayne Prose in heat. While he was working Kayne, pretending to beyou.” 1’ m so clever. Sometimes
| can spot a pothole only minutes after I’ ve sumbled into it. “ And you and Kayne both ended up
screeching because you couldn’t get dl the way lucky. Old Case couldn’t pretend that part.”

Bic growled. Bic didn’t want to listen to any damned theories.

“Look a him, man. Helookslike you in afunhouse mirror.” A mirror that skinnied him down and
tailed him up.

“Never mind. I’m not going to arguetill you' re convinced.”
“S0 just give me your damned letter and let me out of here”

“And don’t forget to remember mein your will. Because I’ ve treated you better than anybody else
intownwould’ve done.” | found myself lusting after a beer. Or something with a better kick. | hadn’t
had adrop since our country picnic. But | couldn’t take time out now. | had business to attend to,
outside the home. “Bic, I d kiss you good-bye but then you’ d just come back for more.”

| shut the door behind thelittle man at last, leaned againgt it. “I sincerely hopethat that’ sthe last
time | ever see Bic Gonlit.” The man was like amosguito. Not amajor problem but one persistent
annoyanceif you didn’ t kill him.

“Can he possibly have any other reason to buzz around my ear, now?’
Suppose the Guard arrest and question him.

“I didn’t think of that.” I hadn’t, which seemed real dim of me the second the subject came up.
“But hewill. And he’ s clever enough not to let that happen. | wish the bird was here to send out to
watch him.”

You might send a pixie. They have not yet done much to earn their keep.

“That seemsalittle dangerous. For the pixies. Let’sjust trust Bic to do what he said he’d do. I’'m
going to clean up and change now. I’ m heading up to the Tate compound. To see Willard Tate.”

Old Chucklesfailed to seize the opportunity, though I’ m sure he noted my unnecessary explanation
of why | had to put myself in close proximity to a certain ferocious redhead who couldn’t quite seem to



decide how big apart of my life she wanted to be.
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“I think we'rein business,” | told the Dead Man when | returned in the wee hours, alittle
light-headed. Willard Tate enjoys his brandies and loves to share his pleasures with people he likes. He
likesmeright now.

Therest of the Tates are wine people, every one with afavorite vintage. I’ m not much onthe
gpoiled grape juice mysdlf. | prefer that Weider barley soup with plenty of hops. But | couldn’t be
impolite when ataste was offered.

And it was hard to keep track of how much sipping | did when | was alittle distracted, off and on,
by Tinnie and her wicked cousin Rose.

| said, “1’ll have asitdown with al the principals as soon as | arrange for Morley to make space
avalable”

| would take Morley on anostagic voyage into his past, returning The PAmsto the dayswhen it
was The Joy House and neutra ground for meetings just like the one | planned. He was a good friend.
He deserved to get the business.

Excellent. And though | do begrudge admitting it, | believe you have suffered one of your
better ideas thistime.

“Did Singe get back yet?’

More than an hour ago. All went well. She ate and drank like a lumberjack, then went to
bed. That child has an amazing capacity for beer.

“If she’ sgoing to keep sucking it down here, she’ d better start showing an amazing capecity for
bringing in cash. What about the jungle chicken?’

Sill out there. Watching the al-Khar now. To see how the Guard responds to your message.
“There’ sonly one response possible. Don’t tell me they haven’t done anything.”

Nothing dramatic. There have been comings and goings but, not being familiar with the
routine around the jail, | do not know if they are unusual. And it would behoove usto recall that
we livein a political world. What Colonel Block should do and what he is allowed to do might not
be identical —if someone important upHill happens to be an investor in Reliance’s undertakings.

“I' know. | know. It’s a blackhearted world. I’ m going to go put away some beer mysdlf. Thenl’m
going to deepttill noon.”

A man’ sfondest dreams and dearest ided s often become storm-tossed wrack upon reefs of redlity.
| wakened to find mysdlf dready deeply involved in some extremely heavy petting.

Evas had decided school wasin again. Only . . . It took afew moments of exploration to determine
that tonight” s pupil wasn't Evas. Perhaps Fasfir had pulled rank.

Fasfir was a dedicated student, give her that. Her focus matched Evas'. It seemed she wanted to
practicetill shegot it right. Shedidn’t go away until people started stirring around the house.

Good thing I d announced that | meant to deepiin.



69

Dean didn’t get theword. Or didn’t care. He wakened me. His stern ook of disapprova wasthe
one hereserved for my doth, brought out on occasions when he felt he couldn’t sate his opinion aoud.
Hewould’ ve employed an entirdly different and much uglier scowl had he known about Evas or Fadfir.

Hetold me, “Y ou need to get up. There are messages awaiting your attention. And Miss Winger is
in the street outside, apprising theworld of al your shortcomings.”

“| doubt that. She hasn’t had a chance to catal og them. Unless you’ ve signed on as her adviser.”

He plowed ahead. “ And the workmen have arrived.” He said that |ast quickly and softly, asthough
it was aminor, mooshy afterthought of no consequence whatsoever.

| didn’t think about it. Which wasthe point.

John Stretch had cut Winger loose. Good for him. Good for her. Maybe not as good for meif she
was going to roam the streets accusing me of being in cahoots with those ugly fraternal twins, Ma and
Mis Feasance. Although | certainly had trouble imagining why she might do that, congdering shedeptin
their bed hersdf, most nights.

“None of that soundsdl that pressing tome,” | grumbled, knowing he was going to be disgruntled
amply because | wasin bed when it waslight outside alreadly.

Dean shrugged. His usud, aggressive morning attitude seemed to have abandoned him. He was
intrigued by something on the floor. Something he might possibly have last seen hanging off Fasfir. He
frowned deeply as hetried to get amenta grasp on thefacts.

| saw the change when he decided he wasimagining things.

| said, “1’ll be down in afew minutes.”

On ingructions from the Dead Man, Dean let Winger into the house. She stormed from the front
door directly into the kitchen, where | was working on breskfast while surrounded by my harem. “Have
acup of tea, Winger.” Then| sad, “If you ingst on being abusive 'l just chuck you right back out in the
street. Where you can keep on entertaining the secret police spies who watch this place every minute.”

Winger was wound up. She blistered the air with her extemporaneous remarks. However, mention
of Reway’ sgang got her uttering fast. Unfortunately for her immortdity, | wasn’t paying enough
attention to recall her exact wordsfor posterity. Which was probably just aswell. She hadn’t been doing
awholelot of nun-styletaking.

“You'rerunning around loose, aren’t you?’ | wedged the question in while pouring teafor mysdlf
and Evas, who seemed astounded that something like Winger existed. “Imagine that. And you didn’t get
onesingle preciouslittle hair on your pretty head harmed, either. Amazing.” | wasn’t responsible but she
didn’t need to know that.

Winger thought some. The implications made her stumble some more. She decided to St down and
enjoy an edting contest with Singe—at least until she’d worked herself up for afresh round of
accusations.

Once she had her mouth full, 1 asked, “How did those ratmen manage to capture you? | expected
something to happen. Morley was supposed to send some men to back you up. Didn’t they show?’

“Those pusses?’ | think that’ swhat she said. Her mouth was il full of dribbling crumbs. “Those
assholesran out on me.”



| Sghed. That wasn’t that hard to trandate. It meant she’ d been such abitch that Morley’ sguys
had decided that the job wasn’t worth it, that Winger deserved whatever she got. Morley would back
them up. And would demand that they be paid for their suffering. And he’d havethe mord right of it,
probably.

Winger remains her own worst enemy.
Maybe she ought to try alittle adult education with Sarge.

Some crashing and banging started up front. “What the hell? Sounds like somebody’ s beating on
the side of the house with adedgehammer.” For amoment | envisioned Doris doing to my house what he
"d refused to do to Casey’splace.

Nobody told me anything. But Dean’ s attitude suddenly seemed evasive.
| recdled his having said something about workmen.

| drained my teacup and headed for the front door, noting that | wasn’t hurting much of anywhere
this morning. Which waswonderful. And surprising. | ought to have some cramps, or something,
congdering therigors of my ingructiond duties.

The racket got the Goddamn Parrot going. “Help! Help! Oh, Migter, pleasedon’t...” | leanedin
totel him, “ Aw, shut yer ugly beak, yalittle pervert,” before | went on to the door. “ Ain’t nobody here
whoain’'t heard it dl before”

Wait.

“Huh?’

| believe we are about to have a caller.

“But somebody’ strying to wreck the outside of the house.”

Masons are removing a couple of bricksto permit the pixies access to the hollows in the
middle course of the wall.

The outer walls of my place are three-course brick masonry, avery dark, blackish rough red brick.
Typically, the center course of that sort of congtruction includesalot of voids.

So some genius had gotten the notion that those voids could be turned into pixie gpartments. Gah!
Now I’ d have them squabbling insgde my wals, day and night.

| supposad chances were excellent the guilty genius spent most of hislife making and unmaking
messesin my kitchen.

Asthe Dead Man had predicted, someone knocked on the front door. The knock had that
peremptory character | associated with the secret police, that combination of confidence and impatience.

Nor was my guessin error, though my visitor was no one | recognized. And had been chosen, no
doubt, because of that fact. If they had to deal with me directly, they would show me too many facesto
remember. “Yes?’

“Courier. | have amessage for you from Colond Block.” A written message at that. He dapped a
small, scroll-style document into my hand, then turned and took off, stepping like he was marching to a
drumbeat pitched too high for human ears. He headed straight up the street to Mrs. Cardonlos’ rooming
house, probably to collect the daily reports. Which meant they’ d given up bothering to pretend.

Well?

Reading, | closed the door with shoulder and elbow. “A report on what they’ ve been doing about
Reliance and some other rat gangsters using human daves to manage their bookkeeping.”



Generous of the colone!.

“Yes, indeed. And I'll tll you this. | wouldn’t want to be aknown ratman crimina right now.”
What Block was willing to commit to paper would be just the tip of theiceberg. And what he’ d been
willing to set down was o vicious and wicked that | felt belated reservations about having unleashed the
whirlwind.

“Here’ san interesting ‘ Did you know?' Did you know that ratpeople, done of dl theintelligent
peoples of TunFaire, have no lega standing whatsoever? Less, even, than an ox or adraft horse? That
anyone can do just about any damned thing they want to them with complete lega impunity? Just the
same asif they wereregular rats?’

Easy to understand why, then, they would be bitter.

“Better believe.” Not onein ahundred of my fellow royal subjects had a conscience sufficiently
well developed to understand why | found that Situation troubling, too.

Do not bruit that about. Few people know. Were that common knowledge, someone would
soon be killing themfor thelir fur or their teeth or their toenails, or something such.

And people capable of that were out there, strangers to conscience, remorse, and pity, who were
condtitutionally incapable of encompassing those concepts however often they were explained.

“I’ve unchaned abeast.”

This once may be for the best. Mr. Relway may know no limits but those he imposes from
within. Which may make him appear infinitely ferocious even while those internal limits do exist.
He will exterminate ratmen with wild enthusiasm but everyone who perishes will have been a true
villain.

“Or if they weren’t they wouldn’t have gotten themsalves dead. Right? | know that game of old.”

Mr. Relway will dwindle away to that point someday, no doubt. But it won’t be today. Today
he till recallsthat he’s just a man. An overly idealistic sort of man.

“Shdl | tdl Snge?”
Shewill learn of it anyway.

“Tell Sngewhat?’ Singe demanded, having entered the Dead Man’ s room soundly equipped to
avoid starvation for &t least ageneration.

“That the Guard have attacked Reliance and severa other leading ratmen. With the sort of acutely
accurate inteligence you’ d expect of Dedl Relway. The Guard did it because Reliance has been keeping
human daves” Though thedaves’ humanness shouldn’t have mattered. Savery at its most blatant and
obvious has been outlawed for generations, no matter the race of the dave.

Today we have indenture and gpprenticeship and severa forms of involuntary servitude involving
debtors and convicted criminals but nobody owns another intelligent being outright. In law. Sometimes
redlity can be pretty ugly.

Acute and accurate intelligence? Then how come they hadn’t known about the davery? Or had
they?

My cynica sde quickly had mewondering if the radsweren’t just image-building stuntslaunched

at this point only because somebody with abig mouth and an overly mordidtic attitude now knew what
the ratmen were doing.

| told Singe, “ The attacks have been remarkably vicious and violent.” Because the Guard wanted
to make an unmistakable point. A mgor new power player had entered theligts.



Therewould betruly big trouble if Relway ever got so overconfident that he went after the Outfit.
Because there are awhole lot more of their bad guys than there are of his good guys. And those bad
guys have far grester resources.

“And thiswould be the insurance you were taking on my behalf?’
There was no ducking the truth. “No Reliance, no threat from Reliance.”

Singe did not get upset with me. What distress she did betray she directed at herself. She might not
have willed disaster to devour Reliance but adisaster had occurred on her account. “Y ou are right,
Garrett. Y ou are completely right. Lifeisabitch.”

“Andthenyou die”
“Will Humility bedl right?’

“I don’t know. | tried to warn him. | hope he listened. | think he’s someone | could get along with.
And what | do, it’sdl connections”

“Whatwe do, Garrett.”

| started to speak.

Might | suggest a level of caution usually reserved for speech in the presence of Miss Tate?
Hemight. But that didn’t mean | had awholelot of usefor it.

Singe continued, “1 am part of thisteam, now. And | am not really asking for asdary, or anything.”

“Nobody draws a salary here. But the more people there are around here, the more work hasto
be done to keep everybody in clothing and food. And the way you keep putting it away . . . You aren’t
pregnant, areyou?’ All | needed was a horde of rat pups underfoot, atop the rest of the zoo.

Not a smart suggestion, Garrett. Not a smart suggestion.

Hewasright. I’ d managed to offend Singe at last. And her main complaint wasasound one: 1’'d
tossed off aremark like that without ever having bothered to learn enough about ratpeople to know that
she couldn’t get pregnant unless she was in season. Unlike human women. And she hadn’t yet goneinto
Season, except once, her first time, under rigoroudy controlled conditions, with her mother and some
older sstersthere to make sure nothing untoward happened.

“After thefirst time any ratgirl with half abrain can manage her schedule. | go to the same
gpothecaries human women do. And the same hedge wizards.” Singerolled up her |eft deeve, showed
me afancy yarn amulet not unlike those worn by every human femae | knew who'’ d passed the age of
nine. Thisisacrud, wicked, unpredictable, and exciting world. Bad things happen to good girls. Good
things happen to bad girls. Nobody with any sense risks having her life shattered by chancejoy or evil.

Whichisn't to say that there aren’t scores of accidents happening out there every day. Common
seneian't.
“Itisredly easy. But alot of malesdo not want femaes controlling their fertility. And very few

ratgirls are as courageous as | am. It takes alot of nerve to sneak away and get fitted for an amulet.
Even though everyone knows where to get one.”

“What happensif you get caught usng one of those things?’

“Badcdly, they get redly unhappy with you but, mostly, they just take it away. Then they crowd
you till your season comes on you. They believe that once afemale has enjoyed avigorous season of
mating shewon’t want to delay another one ever again.”

“Isthat male arrogance? Or isit true?’



“I cannot tell you of my own certain knowledge. | have seen femdeslittle older than myself swilling
an herb teathey believe will bring them into season sooner. At the same time taking other concoctions
supposed to prevent pregnancy or to terminate oneif it sarts.”

Sounded to me like love amongst the ratfolk could be as mad asit isamongst human folk.

“Itisagood thing to be agirl who thinks ahead,” Singe said. “ So my older ssterstell me. They say
agirl can futter hersdf blind for weeks on end if she makes the proper preparations and takesthe right
precautions.”

| was beginning to get uncomfortable.
Singefluttered her eyelashes. “Weeks”

My luck was mixed. That didn’t go anywhere because Winger burst in. She started barking at the
Dead Man and me. “Y ou guys aren’t gonna stiff me, Garrett.”

“A draght linel cannot resst—"
“Don’t give me no shit, Garrett.”

“Winger, why do you haveto beapainin the assevery day of your life?” Shewasn'’t, redly. Most
of the time she was good people. My directness startled her silent long enough for meto add, “I ought to
hire the Rose brothersto follow you around with a couple of huge mirrors so every timeyou start in on
somebody they can shove onein front of you so you can see what’ s hgppening.”

Winger got abig, goofy look on her face. Sheisn’t deep at al. She'll take that sort of remark
literally, often as not. Thistime she cocked her head and thought about it for afew seconds before she
decided it was just, somehow, some more of Garrett’ s candy-ass, goody two-shoes, crapola, pussy
philosophy. A category which included anything | ever said that she didn’t agree with or didn’t
understand. She gave her hair aviolent toss. “ Y ou guysain’t gonnaget outtagiving mewhat | got
coming.”

“Oh, you’ re going to get what you’ ve got coming. One of these days.”
Her blind, fool, drunk good luck has got to run out someday.

Upon repeated advice from the Dead Man, in the face of my own deeply held principles, | sent
Winger off with alittle money in her pocket. She was happy to get it. She knew perfectly well that she
didn’t deserveit.

Now she’d go do some drinking, get into afight with somebody who reminded her of her husband,
maybe bed him if he survived the action. Then, while shewas till drunk but already beginning to fed the
bite of ahangover, she’d drag Saucerhead Tharpe out of bed and try to con him into helping her manage
some criminal enterprise noteworthy for its complete boneheadedness. Like the time she got poor
Grimmy Weeks drunk, bopped what little brains he had out, then talked him into helping her pilfer the
Singing Sword of Holme Prudedld.

That damned sword has no value whatsoever. 1t’ snot fit for fighting and itsonly magica property is
itsability to ang. Badly.

The damned blade never shut up after they pinched it. Everywhere Grimmy and Winger went, it
boomed out off-key operatic arias about henpecked top gods, brothers who plooked their sstersin
order to create psychopathic, dwarf-murdering heroes who tended to forget that they were married to
defrocked, doomed, and not very bright Choosers of the Slain. Which might not have been too bad if
Winger hadn’t gotten awild hair and tried to sdll hersdlf asthe nimrod Chooser.

They say it made greet street entertainment.



Winger panicked when she figured the svord’ s owner would get word. She did arunner when
Grimmy had his back turned, leaving the poor befuddied dope holding the scabbard, so to spesk.

I”'m probably the only guy in town who bought Grimmy’ s sad story about the big blonde who'd led
him to his despair.

If Grimmy survivesfour years of forced labor in the silver mineshe’ll return to the street having
learned a valuable lesson about getting to know your partnersin crimebefore you begin to work together.

She hadn’t even given him her redl name,

“Hey, Chuckles,” | said, popping into the Dead Man’ sroom. “What’ re we going to do with Casey
and the girls?” Themae slver df was too much trouble to keep under control. But if we turned him
loose he would become dangerous. And he didn’t deserve to be turned over to the Guard. And | didn’t
want to kill him.

| have been giving that matter some thought. It is not simple. | have been unableto find a
satisfactory answer yet. | will continue to reflect. Possibly Casey himself will present us with an
idea.

That didn’t seem likely.

| wasin my office. After our recent power spending our financia picture was no longer rosy. |
scowled. That might mean having to take on more work.

Evas eased into the room, cold and doof and remote. Today she wore an unflattering tattered
dressthat had been handed down by one of Dean’ s much heftier nieces. The dresswouldn’t have been
flattering when it was new and on the form it fit. The weavers had strung alot of ugly thread into the
woof.

Evas closed the door. Then she began to change into the very friendly Evas.
“I...cannot. .. wait.” | got the sense that she was mildly ashamed of herself because she couldn’t
control hersdlf.

After awhilel managed to get away. Thefirgt tentacles of amarvelousidea had begunto stir inthe
darkened rooms at the back of my mind.

Damned if it didn’t seem like Eleanor winked & me.

Had to be agood idea.

If I could survivethe next few days. . .

“How well do you know my parrot?’ | asked. “Come on. Y ou should get to know him.”
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I made sure my crew werethefirst to arrive a The PAms. Even Dean came adong, mainly to make
sure Morley’ s barbarians did thingsright. If there was much surprise a the appearances of Singe and

Evas, Morley’speople hid it well. I’ d left Fasfir behind. Fasfir seemed to have learned everything she'd
wanted to know during her one protracted lesson.

Quite possibly nothing could surprise them.

One quick glance around and | asked Sarge, “What’ sgoing on?| paid you guys good money. Y ou
were supposed to set the place up for—”

“Youjus goonup dadairsdere, Garrett. Puddle’s up top. He'll take care ayou.”



Puddle could make that climb and survive?

“Smart-ass,” Sarge said, reading my mind. “Dey’ s gonna come atime when yer gonna have some
dick pup mockin’ you fer havin’ stayed dive solong.”

“Maybe 0. | hope so.” If my luck shaped up.

My manners were less than impeccable.

| scurried up to see what was what, leaving Singe and Evas under Dean’ s protection. Puddle
pointed when | reached the top.

I’ve beenin and out of Morley’ s place for aslong aswe’ ve been friends. I’ d been upstairs a
hundred times. Morley has his office and living quarters up there. | hadn’t thought much more about that
floor. Now | discovered anarrow halway beside his office that, on previous occasions, must have been
covered with apane that looked like part of thewall. The hallway opened into a banquet room,
complete with dumbwaiter to the kitchen.

| suppose | should’ ve suspected. The existence of the place seemed entirely reasonable once | saw
it. Therewasalot of room up there. It might be amgor adjunct to Morley’ sbusness.

| wondered what went on there when he wasn’t renting it out to me.

Morley materidized. In hismogt ingratiating, oily manner, he asked, “Isit satisfactory, sr?” He'd
noted the fact that | was nonplussed. He loved it. “Isthere anything else | can do?’

A double-width table array had been set up with seats for twenty people, eight along each sde and
two at each end. The settings were basic but correct as far asthey went. Dean didn’t register any
objection when he arrived, which eventuality occurred while Morley and | weretaking.

There was something else Morley could do but we’d get to that later. “No. This'sfine. Except you’
ve got extra places set.”

“Don’'t give me that dark look. I’ m not inviting anybody in. We' vejust found that setting extra
places saves embarrassment when the invited guests decide to bring along someone you didn’t plan to
have attend. People do that. Even though it’ sterribly bad manners.”

“I understand.” All too well. Dean had brought in a covered birdcage containing one guest | hadn’t
wanted to invite. Thisonewouldn’t be getting hisown chair. And, if | could avoid it, the cover wouldn’t
be coming off his cage, either. He could be the Dead Man’ s proxy without participating in anything.

| remarked, “Y our guysran out on Winger at the stable the other day.”

“And should’ ve left an hour before they did. Thewoman isinsufferable. And she kegps getting
worse.”

“She’ sgot a problem with you that she was taking out on them?”’
Hedidn't want to talk about it. So | asked, “ Y ou totdly trust al your guys downstairs?’
“Of course”

| tilted my head toward Evas. “ Colond Block has some high-leve friendswho’ d loveto sink their
talonsinto her. Wetook a coach over here so nobody would see her on the street.”

“If you need to keep her secret, why risk having someone see her?’
“Her presenceisan important ingredient for the success of my evening.”
“Sheisashe isn’'t he?”

“You'd better believe. Not extravagantly o, just to look at, but between us guys, don'’t let that fool
you. Her public attitude, either. Theice does melt. In fact, it goes straight to steam. A touch of wine



helps. So she has an excuse for making Katie seem repressed and distracted.”

“Youdidn't. You know Tinniewill comewith her uncle. She’ll figure that out before she’sdl the
way into the room.”

The possbility had occurred to me. But the potential of the evening seemed worth risking Tinnie’s
wrath. | mean, that would come down on me sooner or later, anyway. It’ s like weather. Some days we’
re going to have some.

“She’ll notice Kayne Prose and Cassie Doap long before she notices Evas.”
“Youdidn’'t. You rogue.”

“Rake’ stheword, | think. But don’t go playing pot to my kettle, pdl. It took alot of arranging to
get everybody heretonight. And | had to get away from the house for awhile. At least none of them are
married.”

In generd, Morley prefers women encumbered with hushands. Rich husbands are especialy good.
Their wives are much lesslikdly to make demands he’ d rather not meet. They have too much to lose.
Besdes, he’samarried ef himsdf. So he clams. I’ ve never met hiswife. He hasn’t seen her himsdlf
since hewas akid, supposedly. Or maybe she wasn't awife, just afiancée.

Arranged marriage. It’ san even thing. And an everybody € se thing, sometimes. When substantia
estates areinvolved.

| added, “The rules of our relationship, laid down explicitly by Tinnie hersdf, clearly Sate that
neither of ushas any right to demand anything of the other aslong asthe relationship remainsinformal.
Which'’ sthe way she wantsit kept.”

“Garrett, you' re thirty yearsold. Do you gtill believein thetooth fairy, too?’

“I’d say there’ sabetter chance of me running into the tooth fairy than thereis of Tinnie actudly
living up to the letter of that.”

“I hope you know what you’ redoing.”

Morley left usin Puddle’s care. He said he wanted to head downstairs so he could make sure my
guests went the right direction when they arrived. Which probably meant he didn’t want those lowlifes
mixing with hisdassdientde.

| resisted the temptation to let the Goddamn Parrot get away.

Dean assumed his post, the seat to the left of what would be mine at the table head. He laid out
paper, pens, and ink, and a couple of Kip’swriting sticks. He' d try to record what got said accurately
enough that there could be no arguments|ater. | was confident that others would do the same. | was just
as confident that there’ d be arguments over who said what and when later on. There’ sdways
somebody who inssts the records are wrong.

Evas and Singe lurked behind the old man, both of them trying to read his notes as he made them. |
wondered how much successthey actudly had.

It was scary how fast Singe was picking up the art. Writing was giving her trouble, though. Her
body wasn’t built to provide the necessary fine motor skills. | suspected she’ d never manage anything
but tedious block printing.

Even that would make her unique.
| separated Evas from Singe. “ The man | wastaking to wasthe one | told you about.”

She showed an interest immediately. She’ d reached the point where she was having trouble
sustaining her public frost. She was obsessed. Which had been cute for awhile but which had become



disturbing once | found myself ambushed whenever | wasaone.

| thanked the stars or fates that Fasfir had needed to try her wingsjust the onetime. It had been
sweet enough work keeping up with Evas.

| reminded her, “He’ d be a better teacher than | am. Much better. Elves are known for their
endurance.” If you could believe aquarter of what this particular half-elf said about himsdlf. “He’ snot
bad looking, either. By our Sandards.”

Near as| could read asilver ef’ sface, Evas seemed thoughtful.

| settled beside Dean. “ Al set?’ He was studying one of Kip’ swriting sticks, looking dubious.
“I’m not sure| can do thisanymore.”

“If you can’t get it word for word make sure you get the high points. Ah. Playmate’ s here.”
As| moved that way, Singe sidled up. “What are you trying to do with Evas?’

“Nothing.”

“Garett.”

“Jugt trying to help my best pa get a chance to experience an amazing phenomenon.”

“I think you are up to something.”

“Redlly?Look, | need to talk to Playmate.” Playmate had Kip in tow but not Kip’s mother or
ggter. Or Rhafi. Mustn't ever forget poor, invisble Rhafi.

Playmate looked exhausted. “1t’ s getting to me, Garrett. Having the Guard watching the place dl
the time. Having them come around asking questions at al hours.”

Even Kip seemed subdued. He hardly fidgeted. He made no effort to wander away from Playmate.
Hedidn’t insult anyone.

| asked, “Where are the rest of them?’
“I don’t know if they’ re coming. Kayne said she was but | expected her to get here beforewe did.”

“She hasto come. We'll beon red thinlegd iceif we put together a company where one of the
partnersisn’t even old enough to draft. We need his mother here.”

“I understand that. But you need to redize that Kayne's custodid statuswon’t stand up if
somebody big redly chalengesit. She’ sawoman. So she’s pretty much handicapped when it comesto
making contracts hersdf. If thisturnsinto something involving redlly big money, you know the jackadsare
going to start gethering.”

Paymate was right. Women who make aname and place for themsalves have to do so againgt the
ancient tide of the law. Kayne had the legal advantage of being awidow, had no living father, and neither
son had reached his mgjority. Still, as Playmate said, add money to the mix and somebody would take
legd action to become Kayne' slegd guardian.

Playmate mused, “I” m worried that the father will turn up and stakeaclam.”
“| thought he was dead.”

“No. He disappeared. He' s presumed dead. Even if heis dead, somebody could claim to be him.
It would be hisword againgt Kayne’'s. A woman. Of questionable morals. The sorting out would give
somebody plenty of time to do some mischief.”

“People can’t do much mischief if their legs are broken.”
“It wouldn’t be that smple.”



“I hate people sometimes, Play. In timeslike these | have trouble convincing myself that Relway
doesn’t have the right idea about how to handle humanity’ s scum.”

“Might not be your best smile, Garrett. The scum iswhat rises to the top. Well, somebody is here.”

Somebody proved to be Max Weider and his beautiful daughter Alyx. Alyx was coifed and
dressed to kill. Alyx loved every second of the attention she attracted. Manvil Gilbey and our first
uninvited guest, Congo Greeve, straggled in behind, the bad and the ugly. Congo looked like he had
broken out the special, forma occasions crania wax. His eight-inch part glistened.

Wicked, wicked Alyx headed straight for me, blue eyes sparkling like a bucket of diamonds. She
showed me awicked, wicked smile and leaned forward to offer me aworld-class glimpse of awicked,
wicked decolletage.

“Bad girl,” | told her. “Daddy’ s going to pank.”
“Promiss?’
“You're hopeless”

“I've got plenty of hope. | know you can’t resist forever. | see you took the trouble to dress up.”
She grabbed my right arm, did alittle wriggle-and-spin move before | redlized what she was doing.

Her daddy was not amused.
“I... What'reyou doing?’
“Tinniewasright behind us.”

The devil herself stepped into the room. Red hair, green eyes, freckles, a shape to make men sit up
nights cursing the sun and the moon and the stars because there was only one of her to go around. She
wore green velvet. She eyed Alyx, checked the goofy look on my clock, shook her head and alowed
Puddle to guide her to the Side of the table where the Tates would be stationed. Like most everyone else
I know who passes as more than aremote acquaintance, Puddle treats Tinnie like an empress.

Alyx sad, “Damn. That didn’t get arise out of her. How ’bout you?’

“Wll, you did get your dad al steamed up. You’ |l hear from him later.” Max and | might be friends
but there was no way he was going to let me get involved with hisbaby. Not that he’s a snob. He just
don’t think my prospects are any better than those of highwaymen or pirates, professions notorious for
their high rate of turnover.

Alyx went over and dropped inelegantly into achair beside Tinnie. They fdl into conversation
instantly, probably beating up on me. They were close friends, despite Alyx’ sreentless campaign to
dide her shoes under the end of my bed.

Morley reappeared. He had changed clothing. He wore alady-killing costume now. | kept a
straight face. He cast covert glancesinto the dark corner where Singe and Evas lurked, trying to avoid
notice. Evaswas busy playing peekaboo with the Goddamn Parrot but didn’t missMorley’ sreturn.

Kip had discovered Evas, too. He was scared to death. | said, “Play, tdl Kipit’sdl right. She’son
our Sde”

Well, | was hoping she was. Things might change suddenly if she found out she had aride home.
“Areyou ready to begin serving?’ Morley asked. “ Thekitchen isready for you.”
“Not yet. I'mwaiting for the boy’ sfamily to show.”

He stared at Evas and the jungle chicken, which Evas had just uncovered. “ There’ ssomething
about that cresture. . .”



Something she was projecting herself. I’ d felt it back at the house more than once. “Yes, thereis.
Would you like meto introduce you?’

“I’m talking about Mr. Big, Garrett,” helied.

“That’ s one of the better Sraight linesyou’ ve ever handed me but I’ m going to let you off. You
were distracted. Let me mingle with my guests. Y ou want something to do, awine course might be
appropriate right now.” A suggestion that Dean had offered on the way over, asaway of deding with
timethat had to befilled.

There was an extra Tate as well asthe Weider lawyer. Hisnamewas Lister. Hewasacousinin his
thirties. Outsders occasiondly confused him with Tinnie's deceased pop, Lester. Lister passed as the
family lega expert. He was a square-jawed, dark-haired, immaculately clothed and groomed, painfully
handsome character who had a hint of the weasel gleaming from the corners of his eyes. For some
reason | think of him asthe Lawyer of Timesto Come.

| know of no onein the Tate clan who likes cousin Lister. He' s tolerated because he’ skin and
because he’sgood at what he does.

Cousin Ligter has no clue how hisrelativesredly fed about him.

Like every human family in TunFaire, great or smdl, the Taes have menfolk buried in the Cantard.
Full-length frog fur coats are more common than grown men who avoided military servicein thewar
zone,

Ligter Tate, without hafway trying, wangled himsdf an army assignment that kept him right herein
TunFaire, asthe armed forces’ liaison with their biggest suppliers of boots and |egther accoutrements.
Hedidn’t even move out of the family compound. Nevertheless, he promoted himsdlf an
out-of-barracks housing allowance that exceeded the pay rates of men like mysdf, a my highest rank,
even including the combat bonus| got whilel wasin theidands.

| worked my way around to Tinnie. “My good fortune never ceasesto amaze me. | was
daydreaming about meeting a beautiful redhead. Look what waked through the door.”

“| saw what you were daydreaming about. A dutty blonde young enough to be your baby sster.”

Alyx snickered and bounced over aseat so | could settle between her and the redhead. She made
some crude remark about the chair’ swarmith, that would’ ve had her father looking for aswitch had he
heard it. | gave her awink. “Y ou could come be my baby-sitter.”

Tinnietold me, “Y ou ever call her bluff for red, big boy, you’ d better have your running shoeson.”
Alyx sad, “If he does, hewon’t be able to do anything but crawl.”

“You'regoing to put it al on mewhen she’staking likethat?’ | winked at Alyx again. She stuck
her tongue out at Tinnie and started to hop into my lap. Then she noticed her father, Gilbey, and Congo
Greeved| glaring at her. She needed to learn that some teasing wasn’t acceptablein public.

“Yes. Because | expect you to know how to say no.”

That seemed atad unredlistic but | didn’tingst. Instead, | said, “Uh-oh,” with very little regard for
Tinnie' sopinion.

Kayne Prose had arrived. Making a grand entrance, just ahead of Cassie Doap, who seemed to
have adopted a flamboyantly flirtatious persondity for the evening. Tinnie ssomped afoot. Shewasn’t
used to thislevel of competition.

In fact, she was rather exceeded.

Mother and daughter wore newly made gowns. Their creation must’ ve required the needles of all
Kayne's cooperative ssters. Both gowns flattered outrageoudy what begged for very little flattery in the



firdt place.
Sack-jaw disease raged among the menfolk in Morley’ s private dining room.
Even Dean’ simagination seemed to cometo life.
Rhafi camein behind his mother and sister, rendered dmost invisible by their glory.

As happenstance had it, Lister Tate was the only married man in the room. The bachelors and
widowersdl looked ready to revel inther status.

When time and doom catch up with me and | have to dough off this mortal redlm, | mean to thank
the gods for having blessed me with the chances |’ ve had to get to know so many comely women. |
expect to start working on my speech about ten thousand years from now.

Manvil Gilbey caught my eye, projected the unspoken question: Wasthissomething I’ d laid on for
Max? Max could not seem to stop staring at Cassie Doap.

| shook my head, mouthed, “But if it'Il help. ...

Puddle showed the newcomersto their seats, near Playmate and Kip. Even he was having trouble
breathing. There were far too many beautiful women in that room, each of them trying to one-up the
others.

Tinnielet me have an dbow, putting plenty of force behind it. “ That’ sfor what you’ rethinking.”

“I gpologize. 1’1l never think of you as an object again. From now on it’ s nothing but business.
From now onyou’ll be Mr. Tatein my every act and thought.”

That earned me arepeat stroke of the elbow. “1’ d better not be.” The fickle woman.
Alyx said, “Look a Dad! | think the old bull’ sinrut.”
Tinnie muttered, “ Alyx, Sometimes you'’ retoo juvenile even to amuse me.”

I moved up to my place beside Dean, which was my signd that the evening was about to become
serious. Thosewho weren’t in their officia seats found them. Once everyone sat down there was very
little room to spare. Morley had another place setting on each long side but it would’ ve taken a shoehorn
to get anybody in. | introduced everyone, including Morley as host, then Evas and Singe asthey took
their seatsto the left of Dean and to the right of me, without explaining their presence. | thought they
ought to stay mysterious. They drew stares but not even Lister Tate was gauche enough to demand
information about them.

| let Morley know that we were ready to be served.

Kayne and Cassie both managed admirably during dinner. Tinnie was not amused by the regard
they recelved. She was used to being the center of attention. But all the men at this banquet wererelated
to her or had known her since she was a pup. Except for me and Dean and Kayne' s drooling baby
boys. And she already had Dean on aleash and me wrapped around her finger.

Alyx was amused. She liked seeing Tinnie have to take second chair. Just to rub it in she kept right
on flirting with me. Her father wasn’t worried about her anymore.
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| tried not to cry when | thought about how much this evening was costing me. | tried to forget the
fact that, if it didn’t work out, | might end up spending severa years working fourteen-hour daysjust to
get back to the point where | could afford to save money buying beer by the keg.



As abusiness convocation the sequestered evening at Morley’ s place had to be some sort of
precedent. The gang of us came out of there having created a company dedicated to the creation,
production, and marketing of the fruits of the imagination of Cypres Prose, ingenious boy inventor. The
Weider brewing empire would provide financing. The Tate family would handle the actua production.
Kayne Prose and dl her offspring would move into the Tate compound, where they would live much
better than ever they had before, with no requirement that they do anything but be Kip’s support and
ingpiration. | myself would be the geniuswho held it dl together. Having been the genius who had gotten
it dl together.

| had afeding Kayne Prose wouldn’t have much attention to spare for industry. Not for afew
months, at least.

When Kayne Prose met Manvil Gilbey it was lust at first sght both ways. All therest of us had to
be grateful that they didn’t jump on one another right there in the banquet room.

Kayne' s behavior wasn't exactly asurprise. | had afeding she seldom met aman shedidn’t like.
But Manvil Gilbey isasreserved asawine butt normally.

The absolute absurdity of the universeis declared, in abellow, once again, by the fact that Max
Weider, age sixty, became infatuated with Cassie Doap, a completely ridiculous eventuation not
unilateral in nature. Nor did either of those two seem conscious of the fact that Cassie wasthree years
younger than Alyx Weider. And Alyx was the baby of Max’ sfive children.

Max told me, “Of courseit’s stupid. But she’sadead ringer for Hannah when | first met her.” And
hewaswilling to play delusiond gameswith himself in order to defy hispain.

More or less. Nobody cons Max Weider for long. Not even Max himself.

Cassie’ s positive response, wholly genuine, was agood deal more puzzling. We knew aready that
neither Cassie nor her mother were out for the easy ride, bought with their looks and bodies.

There' retimes when people do, honestly, connect on something besidesthe physica level.

That became one of the fine evenings of my life. One of those times when everything works out
even better than you’ d dared hope.

Sometime during the socidizing, following the crestion of the Articles of Agreement encompassing
the founders of the new company, my good pal Morley Dotes and the silver ef Evas disappeared.

| suspect that couples who do that tell one another no one will notice but, secretly, don’t givearat’'s
assif anybody does because their minds are fogged by anticipation.

The capper came when Lister Tate proved he wasn’t a complete waste of flesh by, belatedly,
providing adevice for getting around the legal age problem, aswell asthe potentia problem of afatherly
return. “Willard Tate can adopt the boy. The device goes all theway back to imperia times, when the
emperors wanted to handpick their successors. It’ s not much used anymore, except on the Hill, but the
tool isthere. Mrs. Prose can dlow it. If nobody chalenges right away only a Roya proclamation can
reverseit. And we could argue againg that that only an imperia edict isvalid since the adoption went
forward under a pre-Karantinelaw. | believe there are precedents.”

| told Tinnie, “Promise meyou’ Il keep Kip away from Rose.”

“I plan to keep him for myself. He has good prospects.”

“He'll beyour cousn.”

“Spiceisnice but incest isbest. Ouch! Y ou meanie. I'll bet he’ sgot stamina, too.”

“My prospects are looking up, too. | won'’t need a business excuse to get my foot in the door at



the Weider place anymore. Ouch! Alyx. She’ shurtingme”
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Do you fedl like a captain of industry?the Dead Man asked.

| waved ahand in adismissve gesture he couldn’t possibly see. “What | fed likeisaguy dancing
sx inches above the ground because | have completely, thoroughly, irrevocably nailed Morley’ smangy
hide to thewadll. | have hoisted him on his own petard. I’ ve spent months and months and monthstrying
to map out some absurdly complicated revenge scam to get even with him for the Goddamn Parrot. And
in the end a better answer just dropped her bottom into my lap. | just had to introduce Morley to Evas,
let Morley be Morley, let Evasbe Evas, and let Dedl Relway be his own suspicious sif.”

The Dead Man wasn’t pleased. Once |’ d decided to point Evasat my pa Morley, I’ d launched a
companion scheme which resulted in her wanting to keep the feathered clown with her.

Evascouldn’t leave The PaAms, now. There were too many watchers outside who reported to the
Emergency Committee for Roya Security. It may be along time before they tire of observing comings
and goingsa Morley’s place.

Oh, me! Oh, my! | loveit!
| wonder how long it’ Il take Morley to redize that he’ s regped the whirlwind?

No more Mr. Big, trying to get me stoned on the streets, following me everywhere, keeping track,
nagging me. Nomore. .. “Gah!”

A ferocious squabble had broken out inside the front wall.
Soundless, dmost gloating laughter ssemed to fill the atmosphere.
Wedl, hdl! He might not missastep.

Stll, I could cherish thoughts of Morley’ sddicious plight.
Although Fadfir didn’t approve.

She had managed to establish communications with the Dead Man. Shefound it painful to be
completely done. When Old Bones didn’t make her fed better she joined mein my office. By means of
notes, afew words spoken with difficulty, and my smal ability to sense moods, she made it known how
crudly terrifying being done and lonely was for her kind.

| told her, “Casey’shere”

But Fasfir found Casey nearly asaien as she did me, and hewas alot less fun after dark. | could
scramble her brains and push the fear away for awhile.

“Huh?YY ou worked hard enough but | never felt like you got much out of it.”

She informed me that she was much more diverted when | waswith Evas and shewasin Evas’
mind. Evas’ flesh responded more readily, thoroughly, and willingly than did her own. Though her
problem probably existed entirely within her own mind.

Odd. Though she bdieved she had mental hang-ups she admitted to being every bit as enthusiastic
asEvas. Only she enjoyed it best at second hand.

Life gets stranger by the hour.
Thisis TunFaire. That would be the taproot iron law. Things get weirder.



Ask the Dead Man what it waslike in the old days, when he was young and callow. He'll let you
know that everything was normal and straightforward, way back then.

The written record, however, doesn’t support him. There may be cycles of less and more but
werd iswith usaways.

Company is coming. Another Visitor.He had concluded that our slver elveswereidentical to the
strange people who had been called Vistors when he was achild. He' d found fragmentsin Casey’s
head to confirm his speculation. So from now on we were going to call them Visitors.

Fasfir whipped past me as| eased into the halway. She hurried to the front door, then stood there
baffled by al the mechanisms. | nudged her aside, looked through the peephole.

A very small, scruffy, nervous brunette was on the stoop. Homely enough to be related to Dean,
she was poised to knock but wasn’t sure she was ready to commit. She looked around to see who
might be watching.

Sheflickered.

| lifted Fasfir up so she could look. “Isthat your other friend?’

Fasfir nodded.

| opened the door, which startled the Visitor because she hadn’t yet announced hersdlf.

Fesfir reveded hersdf, dithering around me aslithely asa cat, before theill-favored little woman
could run away.

| shut the door and |eft the ladiesto their reunion.
| went to the Dead Man’ sroom. “Y ou been eavesdropping?’

| got the equivaent of amenta grunt in response. | noted that Casey, who seldom strayed from the
Dead Man’ sroom, was lapsing into deep. Again. By thetime heleft my place Casey was going to be
years ahead on his deep.

“Finding anything interesting? Like why this one is running around loose when she ought tobe a
captive of the Masker contingent?’

Given fewer distractions | might exploit the present moment of emotional vulnerability to
unearth those and further significant answers.

| pinched my lips closed.

We can call this woman Woderact. She seems to be what we would call a sorceress. She
would be the most socially reserved of the female crew. Sheis not an adventuress. Yet thereis
about her that same intense suppressed hunger that characterized Evas. Some not so suppressed
amusement. The Masker s kicked her out because she was of no use to them. She would not
cooperate. Also, the Maskers may have thought she could lead them to Fasfir and Evas, either of
whom might know something that would help them repair their ship.

These Maskers seem to be more hardened than are the other Visitors.
“Except for Casey.”

Except for Casey. | do believe that it isjust marginally possible that Casey could do direct,
willful physical harm to another being. None of the other Visitors seem able to entertain the
thought.

Ah! The excitement of the reunion has begun to ebb. Fasfir’s thoughts are no longer
accessible. And there goes the new mind. Ha!



A vagt miasmaof amusement wrapped itsdf around me.My metaphysical side seemsto be
asserting itself. | have suffered a psychic episode. You are going to have to teach night school at
least one more time.

“I canlock my door.”
But you will not.
No. Being an empathetic kind of guy, | probably wouldn’t. Not for anight or two.

Please move the women out of the hallway, now. We are about to suffer another caller. It
would be best that the Visitors are not seen.
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I looked out the peephol e as someone knocked. | saw alean beanpole of aman all dressed in
black. He had ablack beard and wore a wide-brimmed black hat. | didn’t recognize him.

Dean cameinto the hallway, started to go back when he saw that |’ d reached the door first. |
beckoned him forward, to answer while | eavesdropped and covered him from the small front room.
The gtillness and emptinessin there were sweet. With luck the parrot smell would fade away eventudly.

Dean followed indructions but didn’t fail to ssomp and employ hisfull arsend of disgusted
expressons.

The man on the stoop asked, “Isthis the home of the confidentia operative known as Garrett?’
Sounded to me like he knew the answer aready.
Dean thought o, too. “ Y es. Why?’

“I have amessage from Miss Contague.” Sounded like he was talking about aliving goddess, the
way he said that. “ For Mr. Garreit.” Making sure.

Hewent away without saying anything more.

“That was strange,” Dean told me, handing me avellum document folded and sedled with ared
wax sed asornate as any used by the nobility. “That man had avoice like an embamer.”

“She chooses her henchmen to ornament her own epic. Which she rewrites as she goes along.”

“It’ sacrying shame. Such alovely young woman to be so twisted. | blame her father.”

“Sodo|. But however crue Chodo was, he never put aknife to her throat and forced her to do
evil. She made the choices.” When first we' d met Bdinda had been trying to kill hersdf by dutting it up
down in the Tenderloin. At thetime that had been fashionable amongst unhappy young women from
wedthy families.

Even now Belinda seemed determined to bring about her own destruction. Except that these days
shewanted to go out in aflashy orgy of violence. So her pain could be seen and shared by everyone.

The Dead Man once told me that monsters aren’t born, they’ re made. That they are memorids
which take years of cruelty to sculpt. And that while we should weep for the tortured child who served
asraw material, we should permit no sentiment to impede us while werid the world of theterror strewn
by thefinished work. It took me awhileto figure out what he meant but | do understand him now.

Y ou just need one intimate look at what afully mature monster can do to achieve enlightenment.
He may have been the most wonderful pup you’ ve ever known but you don’t hesitate to strike the



dog if he goesrabid.
What isit?
“Bdindafound the flying ship that got away out in the wine country.”

Dean said, “It took that much paper just to tell you that?” No wondering on his part about why she’
d even been looking.

“There’ s some cry-on-the-shoulder stuff, too.” Almost like a confession. Which made me wonder
if I shouldn’t be more pessmistic about my personal longevity. | might be scheduled to share her funera
pyre. “And her people have found the stable where Casey keeps hisdonkey.” That for the Dead Man’s
benefit, not Dean’s. Dean didn’t care. “ Things he told the people there led Bdlinda’' s agents to another
gpartment. It doesn’t sound as fancy as Casey’ s Bic Gonlit place but the stuff she saysthey found there
makes mewonder if haf of TunFaire’ spopulationisn’t our pal Casey in disguise.”

Excellent. Will you want to relay any of thisto Colonel Block?

“Not today. Because he’d passit on.” And the people he’d passit to don’t redly need more
power than they aready have. “Y ou think we can use this as leverage to work on Casey?’ | wished we’
dfind something. | wasway tired of having the Visitor underfoot. “ Can we make him think we have him
over abarrel, now?’ He' d been around too long just to hand over to the Guard, now. Block and
Relway would want to know why | hadn’t bothered to mention him earlier.

Probably. And the point to doing that would be what?
“Oh. Yeah. He'sonamisson.”

| will discussit with him. Meanwhile, it istime you stopped lollygagging and went back to
work.

I’ d begun to loathe the captain of industry gig.

All right. Yes. Everybody did warnme. But . . . | guessit’ smostly because my partnersdon’t have
any patience with my relaxed atitude toward work. They’ re worse than tribe of dwarvestrained by
Dean.

Thereis supposed to be alot of humorless, from under the roots of mountains, al work and no
play, dwarfish blood up one of the branches of the Tate family tree. | can’t provide any arguments
againg the dlegation, of my own knowledge. Tinnie definitely findsit hard to step away from work for
any extended length of time.

| wasthe only key member of the new company not having greet fun with our venture. Kip haunted
his vast new workshop twenty hours aday, and usudly fell adeep there. Fawning Tate nephews and
cousins rushed hither and yon, making sure Kip’ s genius remained unencumbered by scutwork. Experts
from the discontinued military leather goods operations now stayed busy trying to determine the most
efficient means of three-wheel production.

My own three-whed!, the only pay 1’ d yet received for any of my trouble, had been spirited in from
Paymate’ s stable. It now resided in the Tate compound inner courtyard, where there were dways folks
lined up to take a short ride. The managers didn’t wanttheir several completed prototypes defiled by the
unwashed. Even brother, sister, and cousin unwashed.

Though two-thirds of the shoe factory floor had been turned over to new manufacture, the Tales
weren’t abandoning their traditiona business base. They were just scaling back to the peacetime levels
known by their great-grandfathers.

Shoes become aluxury when you have to pay for them yoursdlf.
The Tates would remain the leading producers of fashionable women’sfootwear. They’d held that



diginction Snceimperid times.
Though | was arabid fan of the three-whed and wasn'tinterested in much ese, lessthan half the
reassigned production space was intended for the manufacture of my vehicle. My associates were

equally taken with severd other Kip Proseinventions. Hiswriting sticks were in production aready, in
three different colors. And orders were piling up.

The Guard and the Hill folk hadn’t taken notice, perhaps because writing sticks don’t fly.

Kip was having thetime of hislife. He wasthe center of everything. Everyone e sewas having a
great time, meeting the challenges. Everyone but poor Garrett. There wasn’t that much for him to do.

I’d used up my ration of genius.

There were no crooks here, trying to steal from the boss. | didn’t have any other assetsto kick in,
except for knowing alot of different people | can bring to bear on adifficulty. But the only bringing
together | was getting done these days took place back at the house, nights. Woderact was proving to
be aresearcher every hit as dedicated as Evas had been. A tad more shy, initidly, but Fasfir kept egging
her on. And climbed right in there with us when the adventure called her.

TunFaire getsweirder by the hour. And my life marchesin the van.

Therewasn’t much | could do but all my business associates seemed determined to have meright
there at the factory not doingit.

I’m an old hand a Skating out of the boring stuff. | acquired that kill in the harsh realm of war. |
ducked out of the Tate compound. | recouped my spirit and recovered from my difficult nights by
undertaking the promised visits to the troubled Weider satellite breweries.

That killed three days but didn’t demand much genius. Like so many TunFairen villains, the various
crooks were completely inept. They betrayed themselvesimmediately. My report named severd
manageria typeswho had to go when the thieves went because bad guys as incompetent asthe ones|1’d
caught couldn’t possibly have operated without their superiors turning ablind eye while extending apam
for ashare of the proceeds.
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Fasfir decided she had to try her luck in person, one more time. No man could’ ve faulted her
enthusiasm. But something was missing from her makeup. Shejust wasn'’t aKatie. Inevitably, direct
participation left her disgppointed. But she didn’t have problems enjoying what Evas or Woderact
shared with her, mind to mind.

Weirder by the minute.
Thislatest time Fasfir had adifferent motive for joining me.

Of late we had been refining our communication skills until, using gestures, grunts, afew spoken
words, some writing, and what | could pull out of thin air, she could get ideas across. She had abig
something on her mind thistime.

“Y ou want to get your whole crew back together?’ | tried to appear distraught, though that very
notion had been worming around in my head for two days. Asthings stood, my having sicced Evas on
Morley hadn’t changed anything for me. Except that | didn’t have to listen to the Goddamn Parrot
anymore. “Could | count on you three to stay out of mischief?’

Absolutely.



That came through dmost as clearly as one of the Dead Man’s messages. | didn’t swdlow it
whole. Theladieshadn’t lost their interest in going home.

“I'll seewhat | cando.”

Fasfir became quite excited and grateful.

Moments later an equally excited and grateful Woderact joined us.
Weirder and weirder.

| hired a coach, grumbled about the expense the whole time, put thelady Vistorsingdeit. | let
them reclaim some of the fetishes Woderact had brought along to the house. They would appear to be
human if they were seen on the Street.

Casey got aggravated because he wasn't alowed to come dong. Neither of the ladies believed him
when hetold them that he’ d help them get home.

“Lookit dis,” Puddle enthused as | pushed insgde The Pams. “ Somebody done fergot talock da
goddamn door again.” Puddle wasn’t doing anything but loafing in achair. Hiswasthe only body in
gght. I’dtimed my vist perfectly.

“Morley around?’
“What was dat?’
“Huh?’

“T"ought | heard somet’in’.” A huge grin drove suspicion off hisface. “Wean’t seen much a
Morley dapast few days, Garrett. What wit’ him spendin’ so much timetakin’ care adat bird.”

Sarge shoved out of the kitchen, clearly having been eavesdropping. “Poor boy isgettin’ kinda
pale, Garrett. I'mt’inkin’ he mought oughta get out in the sunshine more. What da hell was dat?’

“What waswhat?’ | asked, asinnocent as the dawn itsalf.

“I fought | heared da stair creak.” Sarge scratched his drought-stricken, failing crop of hair. Heand
Puddle both eyed me suspicioudly.

“Wha?’ | inquired.
Puddle demanded, “Whatcha up to, Garrett?’
“Actualy, | just wanted to drop in to seeif | had any good reason to gloat.”

Both men nodded and smiled. They could understand that. Sargetold me, “1 don’ know whereya
found dat little gel, Garrett, but | sure do wish dey was one or two like her aroun’ back when | was *bout
Sxteen.”

Puddle nodded enthusiastic agreement. “Gloat yer heart out.”

“I'will,” I sad. “Wel, if the man can’t come down, then things are going just wonderfully. If you do
see Morley, tell him | stopped by. And that I’ m thinking of him. But don’t let him know I’ m havinga
hard time keeping astraight facewhen | do.”

A feeble groan limped, ssumbling, downdtairs.
Everybody snickered.

BeforeSarge and Puddle discovered my latest maneuver seemed like agood time to move myself
aong somewheredse. “Later, guys.”



Both henchmen observed my retreat with abiding suspicion.

| set course for home, making plansfor indulging in some serious rest and brew tasting. | kept
breaking out in giggles, which inclined the streets to clear away around me.
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My opinion of thelega profession seldom soars above ankle height. | believe that most troubles
would settle out faster without lawyers stirring the pot. So it irks me to have to admit thet Lister Tate and
Congo Greveredlly did turn out to be useful.

Tate was agood idea man. Greve seemed to know everybody who was anybody. Well, he did
know the lega beaglesthat everyone who was anyone paid to put wordsin their mouths. And he knew
how to work them when they were just hanging around.

Tatetold therest of us, “We'll create ademand for three-whedls by having them seen undernegath
the most important people.”

| didn’'t get it. | protested, “Y ou’ re talking about giving them away! Y ou don’t make money giving
thingsaway.”

“Y ou have to consider promotion as a part of the investment process, Mr. Garrett. It’san
investment in public exposure pardleling our investmentsin tools and materids. We' Il only comp ten
units, total. And those will be prototype and pilot units we put together while we’ re figuring out the most
efficient way to build the three-whedls.”

Congo Greve said, “1’ve placed dl ten dready, too. Two with theroya household! Onewith the
Metropolitan. Thousands of the best people will seethat old goof and his two acres of beard pedaing
around the Dream Quarter. Every Orthodox heretic in town will want oneto ride to church. Plus| got
one placed in Westenrache House, with the imperid family. How about that? Just those four units should
give us exposure enough to generate thousands of orders.”

| never got aprotest in because | couldn’t get my jaw moving. Greve knew peopleinside
Westenrache House? The remnants of the imperid family, with hangers-on, had been forted up, or under
household arrest, there, for centuries. Ever since the ineptitude of generations of ancestors let the empire
crumble into kingdoms and principdities and tiny quas states, each of which paid lip serviceto the
imperid crown whileignoring itswishes completely.

The sole function of the empire these days, insofar as Karentalis concerned, isto furnish somebody
who can crown the king whenever anew monarch ascends Karenta’ s throne. Which occurs with some
frequency, though we haven’t had a coronation recently. Our present monarch is particularly adept at
Sdestepping assassins. With Dedl Relway covering hisback he'll probably live forever.

| croaked, “1 think | understand.” If the King’ s daughters happened to be seen larking around on
our three-whedl's, every young woman of substance would demand she be provided one of her own.
And the herd ingtincts of their fathers would ensure thet the girls remained indistinguishable from the
princesses.

“Good, Mr. Garrett,” Mr. Greve said. “Once we establish alist, and the socia primacy of our
product to the exclusion of al imitators, we'll have written oursaves aletter of marque dlowing usto
plunder the aristocracy.”

| gave brother Greve the fish-eye. That sounded awhole lot like the true lawyer coming through.
Greve sghed, explained, “Wemust ensure that our three-whed! isthe only three-whed the eite find



acceptable once the fad gets started. Imitations are certain to appear as soon as someone capable of
building them lays hands on one he can tear apart. We have to make sure that anybody who actualy
buys a competing three-whed! is considered a second-rater. Or worse.” His expression suggested that
he had begun to rank me with the dimmer of the dimwit Tate cousins.

Ligter said, “I1t’ spossible that | can work my roya household connections to wangle a decree of
pamt.”

If the Crown s0 ordered, nobody would be alowed to build three-wheels but us. Until somebody
ableto offer abig enough bribe got the King to change his mind. Or got the people who made up the
King’smind for him to do so. Likely, the King himself would never know about the decree of patent.

“I'm glad you guys are on our side.” | thought | could see how Weider beers had become the
choice of beer drinkers, now. Snob appeal, backed by suggestions that any tavern brewing itsown
beverages on premises was an outdated second-stringer, its product likely fit only for the meanest
classes.

Whichistrue. In many cases. The uniformity and consstent quaity of Weider brews exceeds
anything produced by corner taverns. And | can claim acertain expertise in judging the qudity of beers.

Greve continued to pontificate. “ Obvioudy, our ability to produce three-whed swill be limited.
Demand will exceed supply for aslong asthefad runs. We want to sustain and exploit that Situation.
Firg, we'll set apublicly announced fixed unit price—exorbitant, of course—then we’ |l place our buyers’
nameson alist. Then Lister and I, being cheesy lawyers, will et those who want to do so bribe usto
movethelr namesup thelig.”

“Excdlent thinking!” Lister Tate declared. He actudly rubbed his hands together in washing
motions and chuckled wickedly till he realized some of uswere staring. He grinned, told us, “Sorry | don
t have mustache endsto twirl. Here. Let’ sdo thiswhilewe're at it. Publish thelist by posting it outside
the compound entrance. Update it daily. So the buyerswill know where they stand. In case they fed an
urgent need to move on up.”

“Oh, yes Excdlent ideal Here’sanother idea. We'll put serid numbers on the three-whedls. The
lower the serial number, the more exated the status of the three-whed .”

| said, “1 can see peoplefasifying serid numbers. ... ” Oh.

Both men gave melooks that said they wondered how a grown man could be so naive and till be
here among theliving.

More than one three-wheel would go out the door with the same low serid number.

Pure, raging, unbridled capitalism. Now, if they could just find waysto stedl our raw materials,
evade taxation, and not pay our workerstheir wages, our profit margin might begin to approach what
those guyswould consider minimally acceptable.

| was becoming increasingly certain that the best thing | could do for the company | had invented
would beto stay away. | should just let them haul my share of the profits over to the house aboard a
beer wagon.

My mind just wouldn’t fal into abusinesdike groove.

If I wasbuilding abusness|’d do it asif everybody involved was a partner. Kind of theway | had
thingsareedy.
Enough of that.

| saw Kip’sfamily whenever | visited the Tate compound. Kayne was bored. Prosperity was al
right with her but she wanted something to do. She was used to working, long and hard. | told her,



“There’ s plenty of work around here. I’ll passthe word. Cassie? Rhafi? How about you guys?’

Cassie was extremely adept at doing nothing useful and planned to keep right on doing what she
did best. Rhafi was content to polish hisloafing and consuming skillsaswell.

“Sobeit.”

| wasin the Tate compound when the workers completed our first presentation three-whed, haf of
the pair of gaily painted monsters meant for the King’ s daughters. We drew lots to see who would pedal
itaway. | didn’twin.
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Sleepily, the Dead Man again asked,How does it feel to be a captain of industry? Hisinquiry
had an amused, sharp, mocking edgeto it. The sort of edge his thoughts take on when things go exactly
according to his prognostications.

“| fed like aman wasting hislife. Likethe proverbia square peg.”

Indeed? But if you were not working there you would be here either sleeping off hangovers
or indulging yourself in some rakish indulgence.

“Yeah. That’ d be greet. Indulging in some indulgence.”

Hewasfeding generous. He didn’t mention the severd Vistor women |’ d finagled out of the house
not that long ago.

Singeinvited hersdf into the Dead Man’ sroom, then into the conversation. Evidently the Dead
Man had kept her posted. She took a sandwich out of her mouth long enough to ask, “ Are you having
problems with the red-haired woman again? | hope?’

“Absolutdly. Always. That goeswithout saying. But not as many asusud.” Mainly because Tinnie
was too busy working. And | stayed out of her way.

“l amsorry.”
“No, you’renot. Y ou’ ve been polishing up your sarky, haven’t you?’

“When you are lower than aratman’ s dog you do haveto try harder. John Stretch was here not
long ago. He wanted us to know that he knows where the other Visitors are hiding. The onesweran
into out in the country.” Singe till shivered when sherecadled that adventure, though it made her the awe
of dl ratpeople who heard the tale. “They are herein the city, now. Their skyshipishiddeninsdea
large, abandoned structure on the Embankment, alittle ways north of the Landing.”

Way up therein strange territory.

Coincidentally within a few hundred yards of the site where the ship belonging to Lastyr and
Noodiss is suspected to have gone beneath the water.

| frowned, trying to picture such afantasm as an abandoned building in TunFaire. |’ d expect to
bump snoots with aunicorn first. Thiscity isawash in refugees from the former war zone. Nothing that
remotely resembles shdlter isn’t infested with desperate, dangerous people.

Singe anticipated my question. “ People lived there until ten days ago. Something scared them into
moving out.” Meaning maybe somebody more dangerous had moved in.

“What do you think, Old Bones? Worth alook? Or are we out of the thing since Kip doesn’t seem



to bein trouble anymore?’ Though how could we be out while we still had Casey underfoot? | wished
there was someway | could give him to Morley, too.

The Dead Man’ s response was the mental equivaent of adistracted grunt.
“Don’t you dare go to deep on me! Who'll keep Casey under control 7’
The question icited only amenta snort and the equivaent of “1 wasjust resting my eyes.”

“Y ou don’t keep him managed, Chuckles, | won’t have any choice but to turn him over to the
Guard. | can’t handle him. We' ve dready seen that.”

Menta grumbles. Old Bones was getting testy, a sure sign he was headed for along nap. He's
predictable. Kind of like the westher is predictable. Y ou look out the window and tell everybody a
sorm ison itsway. No way you’ re ever wrong, given sufficient time.

What is your attitude toward unearthing Lastyr and Noodiss?

“Not quite obsessed but definitely il interested. Despite dl logic. They planted that one deep,
whoever did it.”

Hedidn’t tel mewhat | wanted to know.
“That was supposed to be a hint, Old Bones. Who messed with the inside of my head?’

| aminclined to suspect Casey but | do not know. | have not read direct responsibility in any
Visitor mind yet. But the Visitors have been exceedingly adept at concealing specific items.
Witness Evas and her sisters. Witness Casey himself. He has not yielded up a tenth of his secrets
even though he has been in direct mental contact with me for ages now.

Also, it might be wise to consider the possibility that your urgeis not of Visitor origin.
“What?’

We might do well to recollect, occasionally, Colonel Block’s several subtle cautions about
the intense interest in the Visitors being shown, behind the scenes, by several Hill personages. You
have been rendered unconscious with some frequency of late. We might review your memories of
those episodes with an eye toward the possibility that some of our own folk might have created
an opportunity to implant a compulsion.

“Maybewho redly isn’t asimportant as what. Who wants the secrets of the Visitors' magician't
truly critical to us. Who won't have much direct impact on our lives”

Perhaps. If you discount the moral dimension.
“Naturdly.”

And when the talking is over, you do want to meet the mysterious Lastyr and Noodiss
your self.

“I suredo. I know 1’1l be disgppointed. | alwaysam. But I’ d definitely like to see who got the
cauldron bubbling.”

Then cease investing your time in the three-wheel business. There is nothing you can
contribute there except exasperation for your associates.

I’d had the fedling that even Willard Tate was considering changing the locks on the compound
doors. Itisn’t just that | ask too many questions, | ask questions that make people uncomfortable.

Even the bloodiest villains have to work hard at conscience management sometimes. Until they get
their full arsend of judtificationsfiled, sanded, and polished to fit their shadowy needs.

Indeed you do. Also, you must stop juggling the women in your life. | understand that you



aretrying to live every young man’s dream and are managing a twisted approximation. But there
come moments when each of us must step away from the dreamtime.

Sometimes somebody besides me flops something uncomfortable onto the table.
Find Lastyr and Noodiss. Before they perish from old age.

| didn’t contradict him. But Evas had told methat Visitors never grow old, nor do they die of old
age. They live on until Fate findsaway to squash them with afdling boulder or until they do something
redlly stupid, like going into ahorse sl al aone, without awitness around anywhere.

Which sounds like some of those old, false legends about Morley’ s people.
“Singe, it ought to be safe out there now. Y ou ready for another adventure?’
“Whither thou goest.”

“Oh, that’ srude. All right. Firgt thing in the morning. Bright and early. For red. But for now, let’s
just hit the kitchen and tip afew mugs of Weider Sdlect.”

lam getting old. I thought about heading out to Grubb Gruber’ sto enjoy afew with the old
jarheads. | thought about wandering over to serenade Katie, whom | hadn’t seenin so long she might’ ve
forgotten her favorite little honey bunny. | thought about severd other waysto fritter my evening. And, in
theend, | just stayed in, Spping the dark and exchanging brew-born wisdom with my pa Singe. | hit the
sack early, never suffering athought about the feuding pixies.

77

Singeand | set out about aweek before my normd getup time. We headed for the Casey digs
Bdinda' s connections had discovered. We didn’t learn athing there except that the Guard had the place
under surveillance—afact that would interest Miss Contague agreat deal. We aso learned that thugs ||
assumed to be Relway’ swere kegping watch on usloya subjects, by means of some very clever
operatives and tactics.

The shiftiest operatives dive have trouble kegping up when the folks they’ re watching can step
around acorner and vanish. Which Singeand | did afew times. Then | decided it wouldn’t be smart to
give away thefact that we really could dide around a corner and disappear.

That invighility fetish wasawonderful device. | didn’t want it taken away by some Bubba
Dreadlock.

The pursuit did ahdll of ajob of hanging on. I’ d have to congratulate Block and Relway. Someday .

| told Singe, “We can’t shake them. Every time we give them the dip they get right back on track
after awhile” | hadn’t been too obvious about trying to lose them yet, however. | wasjust pretending to
take normd precautions. | didn’t want them to know that we knew we were the object of amassivetall.

Singe stopped being talkative as the morning wore on. Her shoulders hunched. She seemed to
shrink. Maybe | did alittle, too. We had reached the Embankment, which is an ancient docking and
warehousing digtrict dong the riverbank north of the Landing. It’ s rough country and | don’t know my
way around there. Nor do | know a soul amongst its denizens, which isn't true of the waterfront on the
south side. The Embankment seemed ablesker, harsher, less colorful digtrict than its more familiar
cousin.

The Embankment is the jumping-off point and home basefor al trade aong the navigable
waterways, some of which reach athousand miles beyond Karenta’ s borders, athousand milesinto the



heart of the continent. The south-side waterfront is the jumping-off point for what seemsto mefar more
exotic destinations along the ocean coasts and oversess.

“What isthat smdll?’ Singe asked.

“The sweet aroma of uncured animal hides.” | was able to answer that one because of my
intermittent association with the family Tate. “Y ou won’t believe this but there are men crazy enough to
hunt thunder lizards and mammoths and saber-tithed toogersin the plains and mountains and forests
back in places so far away they don’t even have dwarves or elvesthere yet. Fatboats bring hides and
teeth and horns and bones and ivory and fur and, sometimes, even meat down to TunFaire. And
sometimes gold or slver or gemstones, or lumber or untaxed whiskey. It al gets unloaded right here on
the Embankment.” Where severd of the bigger warehouses bel ong to the Contague family and store
none of the mentioned goods except whiskey.

A broad range of herbs and spices growswild in theinterior, too.
But hunting isthething.

A bold enough hunter, responding to the appropriate commercid demand, can set himsaf up for
life by making ahandful of theright kills. I expect alot of bold veteranswill toss the dice out there before
long. And have enough success that the market for animal by-products will get shaky.

Perhaps the Crown ought to encourage homesteading. That would bleed off alot of extra people.

Generally spesking, the quickest way to get dwarvesto give up their slver and gold isto take it
away, over their dead bodies. But if you can bring them the head of theright kind of thunder lizard—
which they won’t hunt themsalves, no matter what—they’ |l throw gold dust at you like the bags arefilled
with sand. But that head has to come off an adult specimen of one of the mgjor carnivores. Or off a
three-horn or the rarer five-horn, because an infusion of powdered horn will scareimpotence into the
next continent.

I’ve never heard why dwarves covet the teeth of the great mesat eaters, but who better than alady
dwarf to know, intimately, the meaning of rock hard?

Singetold me, “We must pass through this place that smells of old death.”
“Huh?
“The areawhere they make leather from those uncured animal hides.”

“Thetannery digtrict.” There were places which processed tallow and bone, too, though little of
that would be imported. None of those places lacked their enthusiastic odors. “Why?’

“Someoneis using ratman trackersto follow us. There can be no other explanation for their
success. Y et few of my people have the courage to vidt the fastnesses of death. Even if they forget that
not many generations have passed since our own kind were killed and flayed to provide fashionable
trousersfor young dandies, the stench will overwhelm anything as subtle as traces | ft by you and me.
Without leaving it obvious that we were trying to distort our backtrail.”

“Ah, my friend, you continue to amaze me.”
“A year from now you will be working for me.”
There was athought to rattle me.

Singe jumped up and down and clapped her paws. “1 did it! I didit! Y ou should see the look on
your face”

“| bdievel’ve created amonger.”

Ratpeople aren’t built to laugh but Singe sure did try. And she kept her mind on businesswhile she



was having fun. She led the way along a path aratman tracker ought not to find suspicious, yet one that
would overload any tracker’ snose.

Singe was too naive to understand that anything not going hisway would be suspiciousto Director
Reway.

| may have remained alittle naive mysdf.

Not till after we had begun taking advantage of the ditrict’ s natural odiferous cover did it occur to
me that having Relway’ s fanatics on my backtrail might be alesser evil.
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Singe and | were on aholiday stroll, giddy because we had shaken free. Singe more so than |
because she had a better appreciation of what she had accomplished—and of its cost. Her own
olfactory abilities had been dampened hugely.

A sudden whir. The pixie Shakespear materidized above my right shoulder. Hetold me, “You
must hide quickly. They will be hereinaminute”

Another whirr as Shakespear went away. | glimpsed a second pixie, hovering, pointing in the
direction of thethrest. | heard the wings of severad more.

Singe pulled me toward the nearest doorway. It was open. Beyond lay the noisome vats of asmal
tannery. | wondered how the flies stood the smell. | whispered, “ Did you know that the wee folk were
with us?’

“Y ou did not know?Y ou missed the sound of their wings?’

“Y ou have better earsthan | do. And you’ re sarting to make mefed old. | should’ ve been more
aware of what was happening around me.” Maybe my friends are right. Maybe | am getting too tied up
ingde my own head.

Therewasn't anything in the tannery. There was no tanning going on, thought the place was till in
business. It gave theimpression that the entire workforce had dipped out just minutes before we arrived.
Curious. It wasn’t amgor holy day that | knew of, though possibly the place employed only members of
some lesser cult.

Still, there ought to be somebody around to keep opportunists from finders-keeping al those
squirrel hides.

“ He.e.n

Singe had located alow opening in the outer wall, placed so air could waft in and rise to roof vents,
S0 the tannery could shareits chief wonder with the city. The opening lay behind aheap of petsfrom
small animals. The mgjority had come off rodents but some were scaly. The odor off the pile guaranteed
that no ratman tracker would find us here.

Singe had both paws clamped to her muzzle.
Gagging, | whispered, “Could you pick me out of this?’

Singe shook her head dightly, took a paw away from her muzzle long enough to tap her ear,
reminding me that her people aso had exceptiona hearing. Then she dropped down so she could watch
the street between bars that kept dogs, cats, and other sizable vermin from getting to the delicacies.
They would haveto stroll al the way down to the unlocked and open door if they wanted to compete
with the bugs.



Singe beckoned me. | went for the fresh air.

| got down on the dirt floor, amongst the crud and the hair and the fleas off the pelts, and observed.
And learned.

Thefirg few huntersweren’t unusud. They were just thugs. But they were extremely nervous, very
dert thugs. They were thugs whose main task was to protect a brace of extremely unhappy ratmen. The
trackers kept glancing over their shoulders. | didn’t recognize anybody but wasn't surprised. | didn’t
know many members of the Guard. And Relway was enlisting fellow fanatics like harvesting dragons’
teeth.

Then | saw white boots. With platform soles and cracked, fake jewels. Bic Gonlit was up on top of
them. Thered Bic Gonlit. And Bic wasn’t done. Nor was hein charge. His companion wore black as
tattered as Bic’ swhite but was alot more intimidating. He looked like he was about nine feet tall. He
wore amask. Arcane symbolsin gold and slver spattered something like amonk’ s hooded robe. An
extremely threadbare robe. This particular ssormwarden wasn’t enjoying agreet deal of prosperity.

That would make him especialy dangerous.

Singe was even more careful than | was about not attracting attention by breething. Her people
have nurtured that skill sSncether cregtion.

| didn’t recognize anybody but Bic.

My first inclination wasto drop everything and head for home. Let Bic and the big boy play the
game. Which is exactly what most people do and what al the big boys expect usto do. They count on
that, up there on the Hill. They don’t know how to react when ordinary folks refuse to fold and fade.

Usudly that’ sfollowed by alot of sound and fury and people getting hurt. Which explainsthe
prevdent cowardly attitude.

Oncethey passed by, | whispered, “1’ ve got Bic Gonlit figured out, now.” He' d taken Casey’s
money. He’ d underwritten histaste for high living by collecting booksfor Casey, but once things got redl
interesting the little pudgeball had made afast connection up the Hill.

That being the case, why hadn’t any Hill-type visitors come to the house?

Maybe Brother Bic hadn’t made himsdf adea s0 good that he fet like giving up everything he had,
informationwise. Or, morelikely, the Dead Man had revised his recollections before letting him leave the
house,

You' ve got to keep an eye on the dead guy. He' s sneaky.

Old Bones has been getting dicker every day for along time. He doesn’t keep me adequately
informed, though, | thought. I must have an unrecognized tendency to blab al over town.

Another pack of intense bruno types came aong, following Bic and hisbuddy in black. They were
dert. They were dl armed, too, though that was against the law.

Once again, neither Singe nor | breathed.

I’d love to see Relway attempt to impose hisidedlistic, no exceptions, rule of law outlook on the
lords of the Hill. Or even on their minions.

The resulting fireworks would make for great popular entertainment.
Bic' s stride faltered. He stopped. He seemed uncertain.

He bent to caress his ragged magic boots. Frowning, he looked straight at me, though without
seeing me. He frowned, shook his head, said nothing to the ragged wizard. The stormwarden beckoned
two ratman trackers. A conference ensued.



The whole crew had become confused.
Nobody had the track now, by scent or by sorcery.
Singe pinched me,
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| breathed, “ Thisisn’t thetime,” because she’ d snuggled up like she wanted to get redly friendly. It
hedn’t ever gotten this complicated when | was running with Morley. Then Singe proved that | had
migudged her again.

She pointed back past the heap of possum and muskrat hides.

Severd Vigtorswere up to something back there. Singe had pressed against me to make surethe
invighbility spell concealed us both.

| whispered, “What the hell are they doing? They’ re not supposed to be here.” One of the Visitors
had hisarm in ading. Another seemed to have abroken leg. Evidently the Maskers hadn’t been able to
work any medical magic.

Every Vigtor carried at least one gray fetish and Sudied it intently.

| whispered, “There're too many of them.” There were more here than the Masker four. | couldn’t
get themdl insight a once but | definitely counted at least five Visitors. Though it was hard to tell one
from another, even when the Vistor hailed from Evas’ crew. Unlessyou charmed them out of their silver
auits

| whispered, “We're still blocks away from where John Stretch said they’ re hiding.”

Singe murmured, “ Quit whispering so much,” then added athought I’ d had already and didn’t want
to be true. “Maybe they were warned about us coming. Maybe they are here because they expected us
to go to the place where we were told that they would be hiding.”

Maybe. Becausein TunFaire nothing ought to surprise you. The possible will happen. The
impossible takes only afew minutes longer.

In this case the probabilities were gpparent. Certain overly friendly Visitor ladies, desperate to get
aride home, had conned smple old Garrett into returning some Visitor fetishesthey said they’ d need in
order to sneak in and join Evasin her adventures with Morley Dotes at The Pams. Taking advantage of
smpleold Garrett’ s understandable and righteous desire to rectify anear-cosmic injustice.

If they got away | hoped the girls were dim enough to take the Goddamn Parrot with them.

Smirk. I’ d have to remember to call the place The Joy House next time | droppedin at Morley’s.
Smirk.

The extraVisitorslurking here had to be Lastyr and Noodiss, erstwhile missionaries. Just had to
be. Because no Vigtor would be going homeif they couldn’t al work together, and the Maskerswould
have been gone aready if they’ d gotten reinforcements from the old country. The women in particular
had to be extremely cooperative with the others. They were at everyone’ s mercy.

Disdaining Singe’ sadvice, | whispered. “Y ou watch them. I’ll keep an eye on the street.” The
confusion out there had begun to commence to begin to get ready to head on out somewhere el se.

Bic and hispa resumed moving, though confusion didn’t cease being their guiding spirit. They
faded away.



| expected them back. Y ou cast around a bit but you always return to the point where your track
evaporated, to hunt for the one thing you missed the last time you looked.

Minutes later Singe murmured agrand understatement. “We should leave. Sooner or later they will
sumble over usin spite of thisinvishility amulet.”

“Or they might have someway totdl if aninvighility spdll isbeing used anywhere nearby.” If |
invented aninvighility-maker I’ d sure try to come up with away to tdll if somebody elsewasusing
something like it around me.

“Or they might hear you whispering.”
That, too.

We' d cometo the Embankment to find Vistors. Although thiswasn't quite the Situation 1" d hoped
for. Thiswasn't good. Thisdidn’t fitin with my haf-assed plansat all.

Singe was spot on about whispering. But she was atad off when it came to who would do the
eavesdropping.

Yikes! Here came Bic Gonlit and his threadbare sormwarden buddy, hustling like they were being
driven by one of thewizard’ s spooky winds. Their trackers and henchmen scampered aong behind
them, confused and adert and able to keep up only because Bic had those stubby little pins.

Theflatilla’ s course ran straight toward me.

| poked Singe, indicated that she should peek through the airhole. Once she’ d done so we got up
on our hind feet and, chest to chest, in careful lockstep, began to ease along the brick wall, toward the
cover of another mound of hides. We found it necessary to freeze every few steps because the Visitors
had become extremely nervous, suddenly. They wereinclined to jump at the dightest sound.

They had to suspect that they had trouble in their hip pocket.

Severd Vigtors, fetishes extended before them, suddenly rushed the hide pile Singeand | had
abandoned. Bic and his cohorts were causing adisturbance outsde. And Singe and | hadn’t gotten but a
dozen feet away. So we froze. And shivered. And held our breaths. And hoped nobody stumbled into
us

The Vidgtor with hisarm in ading missed running into me by scant inches.

Tension mounted amongst the Visitors. The advent of danger reawakened the bad fedlings between
the Maskers and Kip’spas. | could sense just enough to tell that the Maskers blamed Lastyr and
Noodissfor everything. Kip’ sfriends blamed the Maskersfor zipping dl over the sky, thereby derting
the savages to their presence.

Lastyr and Noodiss had abandoned the dtruism that had brought them to TunFaire. In fact,
prolonged exposure to our fair flower of acity had turned them bitter and cynicd.

Imaginethét.

Singe and | continued to move, teensy baby steps, then with more vigor once we redlized that the
people outside intended to comeinside.

Vigtorsbegan flying dl over the place. Two quite literaly. | didn’t see any ropes or wires. “Keep
moving,” | told Singe, in what | thought would be an inaudible whisper.

Vigtorsfroze.
Something had changed. The Vistorswere dert in awhole different way.
The Vidtorsthen unfroze, every man jack getting busy with fetish boxes.



Those guys needed bandoliersto carry dl the fetishesthey had. Evidently every task imaginable
could be managed with the right gray box.

Two Visitors headed our way, weaving dow, serpentine Courses, zeroing in.
Bic's gang poured through the open door.

Big surprises happened. For everybody.

The confusion attained an epic leve.

At firg it looked likeit would be awak for the sartled Visitors. Thugs went down left and right,
exactly aseasly as| had in my first severa encounters with Masker magic.

Then Bic came through the doorway.
TheVidtor sorcery didn’t affect Little Bitty Big Boy.

Bic sdlected a paddle meant for tirring the contents of a curing vat. He took a swing at the nearest
slver figure, which happened to belong to the Masker with the broken leg.

The Vigtor rewarded Bic with a beaten-sheep sort of bledt.

The shabby stormwarden stepped insde. And ingtantly called down some of that old-fashioned
thunder and lightning, the ability to control which gave sormwardenstheir name.

Weather magic isthe flashiest and most obvioudy destructive power possessed by our lords of the
Hill—and the most common.

Hidesflew. Vats exploded. People shrieked. Bic Gonlit rose ten feet into the air, spinning faster
and fagter as he did so. The stormwarden followed, spinning himself. But he threw off spellslike the
gparks coming off one of those pinwhed fireworks.

| told Singe, “Wereally need to take ourselves somewhere else.”
The gamelooked like it wasjust Sarting to get serious.
“| thought you wanted to find the Vigitors.. . . ”

“Wefound them. Now let’ s take advantage of the fact that nobody here has us at the head of their
to-do list right now.”
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Pixiesflitted around us, giggling and squabbling, more annoying than aflock of starving mosquitoes.
Not asingle one had anything useful to say. Their presence didn’t help anything. Singeand | weren’t
invisble anymore. There was no need.

Nobody was interested in us. But the squawking bugs threatened to attract attention.

For the gawkers, trying to figure out what was happening in the dowly collgpsing tannery, aguy
hanging out with aratwoman bold enough to walk the streets by daylight was a secondary spectacle.

Threads of blue light asthin as spider silk crawled over the ruins. The entire heap of rubble hurled
itself skyward. Everything ingde went up with the building itself. People and debris dike floated on the
surface of an expanding, invisible bubble.

More time seemed to pass than actually did.
The bubble popped. And collapsed.



A raindrop smacked mein the cheek. | noted that a cold breeze had begun blowing. The changein
wegther wasn’t unseasonable or unlikely, it wasjust asurprise because | hadn’t been paying attention.

Vigorous lightning pranced over the remains of the tannery. One bolt struck something explosive,
probably chemicals used for tresting leather. The explosion scattered brick and broken timbersfor a
hundred yards around. A spinning diver sixteen incheslong flew between Singe and me, narrowly
missing us both.

Singe said, “We have found them. Do we redlly need to stay so close, now?’

“I don’t know. Y ou may have apoint.” | spied adirty white behind wagging as somebody
struggled to back hisway out of the mess. When the pile findly finished birthing Bic it devel oped that he
had hold of hisemployer by the ankle. He strove to drag the wizard out by main strength.

| said, “I think we might move alittle farther away.”

Lightning balts, like swift |eft and right jabs, rained down on the ruins, starting small fires, flinging
debris around. Despite his discomfiture and the inelegance of his Situation the sormwarden was dlill in
there punching.

Other things were happening at the sametime. They werelessintensaly visud. | credited them to
the Vigtors because Bic’ s gang were the peopl e being inconvenienced.

Damn! We' d dropped the invisibility spell and were trying to fade into the onlookers but Bic
spotted usamost immediatedly. But he didn’t get the chance to report us. A Visitor floated up out of the
ruins, jabbed one of those gray fetishesin hisdirection. And hefdl down, sound adeep. | wasn’t feding
real charitable. | hoped he woke up with a headache as ferocious as the worst |’ d enjoyed back when
they were knocking me out al day long.

| told Singe, “It’ [l be aweek before they get their stuff together back there. Let’ susethetime.”

Wedid. To no avail whatsoever. Not only were the Maskers not hiding where John Stretch said,
there was no sign of their skyship. 1’ d hoped it would be right there where | could sabotageit. Or
whatever seemed appropriate a the moment of discovery.

Why would | want to keep them from going away? The longer they hung around the more likely
they would fal into the hands of somebody off the Hill. Which would make timesjust that much more
interesting for those of uswho couldn’t fly away.

“Singe? Y ou smell anything that might be the Masker skyship?’

She gtrained vdiantly. And told me, “I can tell nothing. What happened back there has blinded my
nose”

Poor baby. “Follow me.” It wastimeto get the hell away from the Embankment.

Our line of retreat took us back past the ruined tannery.

Raindrops continued to strike randomly, scattered but getting fatter all the time. And colder. One
smacked me squarely atop the bean. It contained acore of ice. It stung. | regretted my prejudice against
hats.

“Look,” Singe said. We were dinking through the crowd of onlookers, which had swollento
scores, most of them tickled to see astormwarden looking like he had afirm grip on the dirty end of the
gick.

A groggy Bic was back up on one knee, ablack-clad ankle till in hand, glaring at the mob, not a
man of whom offered a hand. He spied somebody he thought he recognized, that somebody being
Mama Garrett’ s favorite boy. He croaked out, “ Garrett!”

Garrett kept on rolling. Maybe alittle faster. Garrett’ s sidekick puffed and hustled to keep up.



Bicyeled asloud as he could. His excitement didn’t do him any good at al. The one response he
did get was agrowing hum that sounded like a swarm of bumblebees moving in for thekill. It camefrom
within the rubble. Masker sorcery. Bic dapped another hand onto hisboss’ ankle and went back to

pulling.
“Look!” Singe gasped again.
The rubble had begun shifting and diding as though restless giants were awakening undernegth.
The bubble was coming up again. And now the bumblebees were snging their little bug hearts out.

The bubble got alot bigger thistime. Bricks and broken boards, ratmen and squealing henchmen
al did off. Bic forgot about me and Singe. He forgot his manners entirely. He yanked the mask off the
stormwarden, dapped hisface. | caught aglimpse of palor disfigured by indigo tattoos. A red
heartbreaker of aface. It must drive the hookers wild.

Something began rising up ingde the bubble. Something shiny, like freshly polished sword stedl.

The bumblebees | ost the thread of their hearty marching song and began to whine. The bubble
began to shrink and the steel to sink. But the bees picked up the beeat after afew fase notes.

The Masker skyship emerged from theruins.
The addled stormwarden popped it with his best lightning bolt.

The skyship popped him back. Enthusiagticaly. He flew twenty yards, ricocheted off abrick wall,
barely twitched once before an incoming Bic Gonlit, tumbling ass over gppetite, crash-landed on top of
him.

The Masker vessel lumbered into the sky and headed south, the bumblebees occasiondlly
sumbling, the ship itself wobbling.

“A little faster with the feet, | think,” Singe said when | dowed to watch. “I am developing astrong
need to find myself somewhere far away from here.” The crowd seemed to agree with her. Everybody
thought it wastime to be somewhere ese.

“Yes, indeed, girl. Yes, indeed. Before old Bic wakes up and decides to blame us for everything.”

We did go somewhere el se. But we weren’t much happier there than we’ d been on the
Embankmertt.
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“I’ve got abad feding about this, Singe,” | said, puffing as| headed south, the knees beginning to
ache. “1I’'mwilling to bet | know exactly where that thing was headed.”
No dummy she, Singe opined, “Mr. Dotes’ establishment.”
“Yeah”
Yesh.

The skyship was |ong gone by the time we reached The Palms but people were still hanging around
in the street, telling each other about it. There’ d been enough excitement for the vigitation to become a
neighborhood forty-day wonder. | noted a couple of familiar faces among the gossipers, guys asking
only occasiond questions and doing alot of listening.

Some snooty galoot got his heart broken when | didn’t even dow down going past him at the door
—with arat in tow, for the gods’ sake! For amoment | thought |’ d findly get me achanceto witnessa



genuine sputtering fit of gpoplexy.
Snooty galoot disappointed me.
People so often do.

“I smdls wit” my little smeller, somet’in” what aman ought not tagot tasmell,” Puddle announced
from the shadows at the other end of the room.

Sarge hollered from the kitchen, “Dat mean dat Garrett’ s here?’
“Dat it doesindeed.”

Settled.
“Sounds like we guessed right,” | told Singe. “ They did come here.”

a So pay up! | told yadaman don’t got aounce ashamean’ he’d turn up before da dust

“Hey, Greenwall,” Puddle yelled. “Y aneed more help talkin’ people outacomin’ in dadoor?’

The snooty character gobbled someair. It was obvious that Morley had hired him for his upthrust
honker, not for his ability to intimidate hard men.

| said, “Don’t betoo rough on the guy, Puddie.” | intended to explain how he naturaly went
gpinelesswhen he saw Singe and me bearing down, but Puddle interrupted.

“Yer right, Garrett. 1t’ shis secont day on dajob. Ain’t every day yalook out dadoor an’ dere’s
oneademflyin’ disk kindat’in'slandin’ in dastreet out front, wit’ goofy-lookin’ slvery df guysjumpin’
down an’ whippin’ up on everybody.”

| took a second glance at Greenwall. He did look like aman nursing aferocious headache. So did
Puddle, for that matter. “ So the girlsal got away.”

Puddle stared at me with narrowed eye for several seconds. “Y eah. Dey went. But one adem had
tabe dragged kickin’ and da udder two cried al daway ' cause dey didn’t want tago.”

“Wow! Y our bossis quite the man. He' |l be heartbroken, I'm sure”

“Morley’ sgonnabe singin’ hosannas, soon as he gets enough strengt’ back.” Puddle’sgrindid
away. Hisface turned serious. “1 hate ta be da one what gives ya da bad news, Garrett, but dem duts,
dey stole Mr. Big when dey went.”

“Oh, that isawful.” What an actor. | know what racket | ought to bein, now. Not involved in
inventing and manufacture. | ought to be on the stage. | managed to be convincing in my loss. “O Crud
Asp of Fortune, thou wicked serpent, how painful thy sting . . .”

“Gods, Garrett, you aren’t just aham, you'’ re the whole stinking pig.” Morley had managed to get
most of the way downgtairs. He looked like aguy fighting a big headache, too.

Onceagain | brought my acting skillsto bear and concealed my amusement. “Y ou look like degth
warmed over. Y ou been playing with the vampires?’

“Of asort. Right now | don’t think | ever want to see another woman.”

“Oh, | suspect you'll change your mind. After you recover from the fantasy cometrue.” Givena
few days |’ d found mysdlf thinking of Katie and Tinniein anonplatonic fashion again. But | am avery
reslient fellow.

“They stole Mr. Big, Garrett.”
“Y ou sound like that bothersyou.”
Morley’ s eyes narrowed suspicioudy. Like why wouldn’t that bother the gods themsdlves?



“It’ sno secret that | wasn’t fond of the ugly moth. But if you miss obnoxiousness fluttering around
you I'll send over some of the swarm of pixiesthat’relivingin my wals, now.”

“No need. Mr. Big will be back,” Morley predicted. He sounded so confident | wondered if |
ought to be worried.

“Y ou sound sure. And glum at the sametime.”
“Evas and her friends are going to come back with him.”

“Heh-heh-heh.” | pulled my most evil laugh out of my bag of attitudes for specia occasions. “You
surethey won't just wring his neck when they get tired of him?”

“You'll belaughing out the other side of your mouth when they get here, Garrett.”
“I'll move. I'll gointo hiding.”

“You're marked, buddy. Y ou’re specid. Y ou started something and now you’ re marked for their
Specid attention.”

“| gtarted nothing. It wasdl Evas' idea”

“Y ou gave her theideafor her new idea, Mr. Entrepreneur. She’ s going to get hold of abigger
skyship and gtart bringing slver ef women to TunFaire for very specia vacation getaways. And she sees
you as awholelot better partner in her enterprise than she seesme. Shetold me s0.” A hbit of
wickedness lurked in the corners of hiseyes. He just might have had something to do with the lady
Vigtor’ sattitude.

Tdling stories on me again, probably. | haveto break him of that habit.

“Their government will never let them do that.” Stopping adventurers was Casey’ sbusiness. His
whole purposein life was to prevent contacts between his people and ours.

“Youredly think? It’ s beyond corruption?’

“Glad to seeyou’redl right,” | said. “Get plenty of rest. And get some mest in your diet. You'll
need to beef up if you want to make it in the gigolo racket.” | began to sidle toward the door.

“I plan to maintain my amateur status. But you being a businessman now, you might want to exploit
the opportunity.”

Maybe | could recruit Kip and Rhafi and adozen of their friends. What they lacked in experience
they could make up in enthusiasm.

| sdled some more, noting that Singe was enjoying my discomfiture entirely too much.
“What’syour rush, Garrett?” my old pal asked.
“I’ve got to see a Dead Man about ahorse.”

Morley took histurn chuckling. Chances were he had afair notion what was going onin my head.
But he said only, “Y ou be careful on the Street. There are some ratfolk out there who resent what the
Guard did to Rdliance. And they think you and Singe might have had something to do with that. Y our
friend John Stretch is having trouble setting himself up as Reliance’ s replacement.”

“My friend John Stretch isgoing to get some grief from me, too.” I”d concluded that John Stretch
had given me completely bum information about whereto find the Maskers. That Singeand | had
sumbled into the right place a the wrong time dmost entirely by chance. That we never would have
found the Visitorsif Bic and his sorcerer friend hadn’t been dogging us.

Dotesgot in afina gouge as we stepped into the street. “ See you at Chodo’ s birthday bash. | think
you could sdll your gigolo franchiseto the Outfit.”



Chodo’ shirthday party. That bucket of ice water put everything elseinto amore favorable
perspective. Thereturn of theinsatiable Vistor girls sounded positively attractive by comparison.
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“What the hell do you mean, he got away?’ | yelled at Dean. “Between you and Old Bonesin there
you couldn’t manage one guy four feet tall and only about fifty pounds soaking wet?’

“Y ou exaggerate, Mr. Garrett,” Dean replied with cold dignity. “That creature has Powers. And
the thing in the other room went to deep.” He jabbed athumb in the direction of the Dead Man. “If you
ingst on pillorying someonefor derdiction, | suggest your candidate be the thing actualy capable of
having exercised control over theforeigner.”

“But he'sadeep. | can’t vent my frustrationsby yelling a him.”

Dean shrugged. My need to ydl was amatter of indifferenceto him. Unless| showed the
dack-witted judgment to zero in on him personally. “1 expect you’ re starved, Mr. Garrett. What do you
say to stuffed peppers?’

That was blackmail inits rawest form.

Dean’ s smile was wicked, even demonic. He'd do it. He' d redlly make the whole house reek of
that foul fruit.

“Y ou watch out | don’t change the locks next time you go out of the house.”
Dean amiled. It’ shisfirmly held conviction that | can’t get long without him.
Themanismad.

“I’m going to go into my office. I’ m going to put on my thinking cap. Singe, how about you grab us
apitcher and a couple of mugs?’ | redly wanted to go pummel the Dead Man but knew I’ d just end up
driving mysdlf crazy. If he was soundly enough adeep to let Casey get away there’ d be no waking him
up anytime soon.

Because beer was involved Singe overlooked my treating her more like an employeethan a
partner, which iswhat shefigured she was.

| didn’t give Eleanor more than a passing glance because | knew what 1’ d find if | bothered to
consult thewoman in the painting. No help at dl and awhole lot of amusement at my predicament.

Singe materialized with the beer. Not one pitcher but two, one in each paw, with mugs. We went
to work sipping, nobody saying much. After awhile she returned to the kitchen for refills. We spped
some more. | began to relax. Then Dean stuck his head in to tell methat Colondl Block was at the door
and wanted to see me.

| hadn’t heard him pounding.

Singe hadn’t ether, apparently. She said, “ Just when | was about to seduce you.”

“Life’ sabitch. There’ sdways aWestman Block ready to jump in and ruin the moment. Colond!

How good to see you. To what do we owe the pleasure?’” Singe moved her specia chair aside so Block
could plant himsdlf in the guest sest.

Block nodded his head sagely. “All right, Garrett. Y ou got mefooled. You'rethrilled to seeme. |
just wanted to share some news. We caught one of those silver dvesthat have been terrorizing the city.”

“Terrorizing?’ Being the superb actor | am, | kept astraight face and said, “Redly?



Congratulations.”
“Don’'t waste the effort.”
“Huh?’

“I know what’ s been going on, Garrett. Lucky for you, most of thetime | buy into Ded’ s concept
of theruleof law.”

“I'mglad to hear it.”

“Y our atitude, however, frequently makesit hard to cut you any dack.”

“So my best friends keep telling me. | had arough childhood. My daddy got killed in the war.”
Which waan’t the smartest choice of wiseass comments. But the good colonel set me straight.

“Don’t be adickhead, Garrett. Everybody’ s daddy got killed in thewar. That’ sthe way they did it
inthose days. They waited till aguy created afamily before they conscripted him. That way they could
be sure there’ d be more soldiers coming up.”

“Easy. Sorry.” Thiswas an aspect of Wes Block | hadn’t seen before. “ So let’ s be serious. You've
caught one of the slver elves”

“And heisn’t talking. We're not entirely sure that he can. The people who' ve examined him say it
might not be possible to make him talk because we don’t have the technica expertise.”

Clever, clever Casey. Hewas sdlling his strangeness. “And?’

“And there have been suggestions, from some quarters, that your partner might be ableto fill the
communicaions gap.”

Ah. Now we cameto the reason for the friendly visit. “ There’ san idea that hasn’t found itstime.
Assuming there was any way at al he could be talked into underwriting the delinquencies of the people
you’ refronting, there’ s till one problem. He’ s sound adleep. Based on grim experience, |'d say there’s
acruel chance he’ll stay that way for along time. Because he’ s had to stay awake alot, lately.”

“I’m trying to save you some grief, Garrett.”

“And | appreciateit. But no amount of good intentions on your part, or of anybody else’ swishful
thinking, can change the facts. Comeon. 1’1l show you.” Like there’ sanything visbly different about how
the Dead Man looks when he’ sdegping. “Stick apinin himif you want. Hewouldn’t fed it anyway but
if hewas awake he’ d respond to the insult. Or you could say something revolting but true about the

Loghyr.”

“I"ll take your word for it.” But histone wasn't that reassuring. “ Thetroubleis, | have people
pressing mewho don’t redlly care about such problems.”

“Y ou have people pressing you who’ re stupid enough to risk offending adead Loghyr?’
“Inaword, yes. Thereredly are people who don’t know any better.”
“People that survived the Cantard?’

“We have acrop of gpprentices coming up who didn’t get achance to experience the worst the
war had to offer before the VVenageti collgpse. They don’t know they’ re not invulnerable. They have no
grasp whatsoever on their true limitations. And they’ rein ahurry now.”

“Youdon’t say. And you don’t know any older, cooler headswho might rein them in?’
Block shrugged. He looked grim. He shuddered. | asked, “What?’
“I never expected it would be easy. But | did hope.”



“Which means?’

“Which meansthat I’ m going to have to find ahole and pull it in after me because Relway’ s gotten
abig head lately, too. Heindgststhat if any of those spook-chaser pups do step very far outside the law,
he'll nail them the same asiif they were muggers on the street.”

“Oh, boy. That'll bring their daddies out.” | took ahuge bregth, let it goinagrand sigh. “1 didn’t
think he’ d move this soon.”

“Thet little man is crazy, Garrett. But crazy like the proverbid fox. I’ d bet he’ salot more ready for
ashowdown than you or | think he could be. If he does go down he’ll make sureit’sin aconflagration
so dramatic that not just TunFaire but all Karentawill be changed forever.”

| Sghed me another one of those huge sighs. “All right. | don’t want to do this. | hate to get noticed
by those people. But there’sadim chance | can get through to your guy. If he’ sthe one we called
Casey. | assume heisbecause dl the rest of them seem to have gone aboard the skyship that was
terrorizing the city earlier today.”

Block gave me one of his squinty looks. He knew that skyship had made an up close and persond
gppearance at the digs of my friend Morley Dotes. But he didn’t press the matter.

| offered him abrief, thoroughly edited version of events on the Embankment, claiming I’ d been
therein theinterest of my client Kip Prose, who 4till felt threatened. “The point is, I’ m il finding mysdf
up to my anklesin Bic Gonlit. Nothing | do getsthat guy to go away. He's started to make me wonder if
itisn't persond after all.”

“Bic Gonlit. With astormwarden, en?’

“A thoroughly shabby stormwarden. Y ou’ d figure him for afake, just looking at him. Nobody of f
the Hill ought to be that scruffy. But he sure brewed up the lightning when the time came to show his
Suff.”

“I haven’t gotten the reports on that incident yet. 1’1l look into it when | get back.” He asked
severd questions evidently meant to give him cluesto the sorcerer’ sidentity. | don’t think | hel ped.

Singe decided to go refill our pitchers.

Block said, “That’s creepy, Garrett.”

“What is?’

“That rat running around here just like she was people.”

“Oh.” | didn’t start an argument. “Y ou get used to it. Y ou are holding the silver df at the d-Khar,
aen'tyou?

“ YS”

Good. It would’ ve been bad—for me—if they’ d decided to question Casey in the cellar of one of
those ugly stone pileson the Hill. “Waéll, let metie up afew loose ends here, then 1’| wander over there
with you and take ashot at seeing what | can do with your guy.”

Colond Black was suspicious, right away and right down to the bone. And he wasright to be.
“What’reyou up to, Garrett?’

“I"'m trying to kegp my life from getting infested with parasitic wizards. |’ ve had run-inswith Casey
before. If it’shim you’ ve got and not some other éf none of us knows about, | might be ableto
communicate with him. I managed once before. But he’ s stubborn. And heisn’t afraid of anything.”

Block’ ssuspicionswere dlayed only dightly. | don’t know why. I’ m atrustworthy kind of guy.
“I'm going to go help Singe. If Dean’ snot thereto do it for her she gets beer dl over drawing it out



of thecold wdl.” | went to the kitchen. “Singe, | need theinvisbility fetish.”
Somebody trusted me. She handed the thing over without a question.
“Y ou know if we have any more of these things squirreled away anywhere?’

She shook her head. “Y ou gave dl the rest back to the women or to that man in there. He' safraid
of me, in't he?’

“Inaway. Yes. He'll get over it. Say aprayer for meto the gods of theratfolk.”

“Or maybe | will not. Our godsare dl crudl and treacherous. Reflecting the world itsdf. We just try
to trick them into looking the other way.”

A philosophy | could embrace wholeheartedly.
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My interview with Casey took place in the same big room where |’ d gotten interviewed earlier. The
same main players seemed to be on hand. Block wasthere. Three quiet wizards were there, nonein
costume, and none of them the one who ran with Bic Gonlit. I’ m confident that Director Relway was
there aswell, back in the shadows, though | never actually heard or saw him.

Casey wasthere, seated in ahard chair at abare table when | arrived. They hadn’t bothered to
restrain him. Hewas no physical threat. As| settled opposite him one of Colond Black’s men dumped a
sack of ninefetish devicesin front of me. | said, “ Casey, old buddy, we'rein the redly deep shit here,
now. Y ou’ ve been around TunFaire long enough to have a pretty good idea of the kind of people who
have hold of you. Y ou have a pretty good ideawhat they want. And you know they’re not real good at
taking no for an answer. Y ou have to understand that some things are inevitable and that al you can do
ismakeit eeser ondl of us” Linesof asort everyonein that room, probably including Casey himsdlf,
would have used numeroustimes. | took out the fetish I’ d brought from home, added it to the pile while
daring sraight into Casey’ s strange eyes.

Could heread meat dl?
“Wha'sthat?' Block demanded.

“One of those amulet boxes of theirs. Singe found it today. When things were blowing up on the
Embankment. Figured | ought to bring it over. Casey. Do you understand anything I’ ve said? Do you
know what these people want?’

After along, long pause Casey nodded.

Of course he knew. It was his mission to make sure they didn’t get it, from him or the Maskersor,
especidly, the Brotherhood of Light. | hoped he would keep hismission in mind. Because | was
counting on himto get usal out of thismess.

“All right. Look here, Colond. We' re getting somewhere dready. Told you | could get through to
him. Whoathere, Casey. Slowly and carefully. We aren’ t sure which ones of those things are wegpons.”

Casey took such offense that hisindignance was plain to everyone. “Wedo not . . . make
wegpons!”
That caused astir, more because he’ d spoken than because of what he’d said.

“Isthat true? But I” ve been knocked unconscious over and over again by something that left me
with the worst headaches of my life.”



| believe Casey would have laughed if Vidtors had the capacity for laughter. “What you
experienced . . . wasan effect . . . of adeviceused . . . for theremova of . . . the parasites common
to...thebodiesof most . .. of your animas. .. andraces. Liceand. . . fleasin particular. With the
deviceset. .. a itsstrongest . . . power. Wedo not . . . make weapons.”

“I’ll take your word for that. Which one of these doohickeysis afleagetter ridder ofer?’
Casey extended one spider leg finger dowly.
“Good. Sergeant, you want to take that one away?’

Excdlent. Now | knew that Casey could tell these devices gpart. Hopefully. Which would mean
that he should know what kind of fetish | had placed on the table.

Maybe he was smart enough to understand what needed doing.

“So. Let’sgo over therest of these, one by one. Tell me what they’ re supposed to do. Start with
thisone here”

Casey did that. And after we’ d reviewed a couple of fetishes| redized that he couldn’t redly make
me understand what he was taking about. | didn’t have the vocabulary. Then hisvoice gave out.

| asked Block, “Can we get him some water in here? He' s obvioudy not used to talking.”

Block said something. One of his men moved. | glanced over. And when | looked back Casey
wan’'t there anymore. Neither were any of the fetishes. An instant later, as the shouting began, the
hammer of darknessfell. Again.
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“What happened?’ | mumbled. | wasthe last one to wake up. The delouser’ s effects were
cumulativefor sure,

“How about you tell me,” Block growled, dragging me into a seated position with my back against
awall.

“I’vegot anction | don’t have alot of fleas anymore. Gods, my head iskilling me! Hit me and put
meout again.” | meant it a the moment.

“No. | want you to get up. | want you hurting while you explain what just happened. Y ouwon’t be
able to concentrate enough to bullshit me.”

“I don’t know what just happened. Y ou were here. Y ou were paying attention. Y ou probably got
abetter look than | did.”

“Maybel did. Maybe| didn’t. | can’t shake the feding that there wasn’t a pea under any of the
Sels”

Nauseaovercame meas| tried to stand. Beer and my last meal beat meto the floor.
“Godsdammit! That just tops my whole day off, Garrett!”

| tried to climb the nearest chair. It was occupied. | gasped, “ Get me some water. Wasn't
somebody supposed to go after water?” And, “What happened to him?”

The man in the chair was one of the sorcerers. His eyes were open but nobody seemed to be at
home behind them.

The look was worse than the thousand-yard stare. With that you knew your guy would probably



come back someday. Seeing this, you knew hewouldn’t, ever.

“I don’t know, Garrett. He seemsto have turned into avegetable. They al have. But nobody else
was hurt.” He stepped carefully, avoiding my mess.

Wow. Casey must’ ve done that deliberately. He wasn’t anice guy after al. Unlesshe hadn’t been
aware what they were and thiswas a by-product of them owning their talent in the wrong place at the
wrong time.

Block declared, “I think their intelligence was ddliberately and systematically destroyed.”

“That would make our Casey avindictive little bastard, wouldn’t it? Completely without a sense of
humor about being misused. Why do you suppose he let you and me and the rest of these guys dide?
Because we'relike him, just battling the darkness the best we know how?’

“Gift horses, eh? Y ou could beright.” He didn’t say anything for awhile. | seized the opportunity
to concentrate on fedling sorry for myself. | wondered if Lastyr and Noodiss had gotten away before
they gave Kip an ideafor amiracle headache cure. |’ d better check. Then Block told me, “1”d better
have you taken home. | want you to stay indgde your house until | get this sorted out. There'll be
guestions. Some of you men want to get this mess cleaned up? Can’t anybody around here do
something without waiting to be told?’

It didn’t seem likely. Not when everybody was preoccupied with akiller headache.

“Thisisbad shit, Garrett,” Block whined. “This'sreal bad shit. I'll belucky to get out of thisjust
losng my job.”

“Aren’t you being alittle too pessmigtic?’ | clamped down and pushed the pain back. But not very
far. “Man, you let yourself get way too impressed by people off the Hill. Did Hill people give you your
job?1 thought Prince Rupert did that. And what were these guystrying to pull, anyway? They were
trying to cut the rest of those witch doctors up there out of the jackpot. Y ou watch. Therest of their
kind will take one quick look at the facts and figure they had it coming.”

“Y ou do have aknack for looking on the bright side, Garrett. | sure hopeit’saseasy asdl that.”

First I’ d heard of me being abrightsde kind of guy. But what the hell, en?1f | played to that maybe
Block would forget to nag me about Casey’ s getaway.

| reminded the good colond of hisobligations. “1 thought you were going to take me home.”
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Colond Block’s coach was gill ablock from my house when it bogged down in traffic. Macunado
Street was clogged with bodies, most of them human and only remotely acquainted with personal
hygiene, but with plenty of odds and ends and mixturesin the crowd, too. Everybody wanted to seethe
glowing blob in the sky that seemed so interested in our neighborhood.

Thisblob wasn't aflying disk. Nor wasit like those things that Evas and her friends had flown. This
was more of acylinder with gently tapered ends, with nothing protruding outside. To hear the crowd tell
it, the cylinder had descended to ground level several times but was now just hovering, likeit was
confused. Or just waiting.

| told Block, “I"’ mtelling you right now, flying around up in the air isn’t one-tenth as much fun as
you might think.”

“And you’ d know what you’ re talking about?’



“Haan’t been that long since | took afew rides on a pegasus.”

“Garrett, you ought to write dl your adventures down. Being mindful not to leave out any of the
bullshit you’ re dways laying on people you know.”

“I’d do that if there was any way to make afew coppersout of it. But even | have trouble believing
some of the stuff that’ s happened to me.”

“You'reright. You’ d have acredibility problem. | don’t believe some of it—and | was there when
it happened.”

The crowd oohed and aahed as the skyship suddenly dropped down amost to touching levd, just
about where the Garrett homestead stood. It hovered there only briefly. Colonel Block was looking out
the other sde of the coach at the time. He might not have noticed.

Hedid say, “All these weird things going on in the ky lately have had their pogitive side effects.”

“For ingtance?’ | wasn't paying close attention. | was worrying about Casey’ s stubborn streak.
Was he going to get after Kip again, now?

“Such asthe palitical shenanigans have quieted down for awhile. We haven’t had anybody march
for days. And it’s been at least aweek since there was asignificant raceriot.”

“People get tired of the same old entertainment.”

Casey’ s skyship rose up againgt the backdrop of the night, dwindled till it was a point lost among
the stars. | wondered just how strange his home country could really be. Presumably those of his people
that I’ d met were amongst the most bizarre specimens. The normal people would stay home, content to
do normal things.

Colonel Block dropped mein front of the house, the street having emptied quickly once the show
cameto an end. “Hang on, Garrett.” He made me wait. “What do you intend to do about Bic Gonlit?’

| hadn’t given that much thought. It didn’t need much. “Ignore him and hope he goes away, |
suppose. He' s just been doing hisjob. He can go on doing it. | don’t see how that could involve me
anymore.”

Block grunted, said, “1 do want to know which stormwarden he’ srunning with, if you happen to
sumble acrossthat bit of information.”

“Yougotit.” | started up the stepsto the house.

A moment later | was surrounded by acloud of pixies, every one of them squeaking, dl of them
determined to have me adjudicate countless disputes and quarrels. | was rude to them al, whether or not
| knew them.

Singe opened the front door. She held abig, cold mug of beer. Ah, thelittle woman, welcoming me
home.

As| garted to extend my drinking hand Singe tossed back half the mug. Then shetold me, “The
Dead Man said you were coming.”

“He' sawake agan?’

“That Casey woke him up. Hesaid.”

“Damn! That’satrick | wish he’ d taught me before he went away.”
Garrett.

“All present and accounted for, near as| can tell. Headache and everything. What’ sup, Big Guy?
What'd the Viditor haveto say?’



Just no hard feelings and farewell and thank you and do not be too concerned about
reactions to hisreport. He does not believe that his superiorswill insist upon any follow-up. The
damage done by the Brotherhood of Light was slight and should damp itself out within a
generation. Apparently it did the same last time around.

“That’ s good to know. Whatever it means. |’ m going to go deep off thisheadache.” After | drank
some beer and chased it with headache powders.
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Ded Relway himsdf came to the house. He never made it quite clear why. Thelittle man has
trouble articulating sometimes. He did hint that he was convinced thet 1’ d collaborated in the escape of a
particular roya prisoner and that | had been an accessory to the total moronification of three
aready-subhuman subjects of the Karentine Crown. Not that that was necessarily abad thing in the
case of those particular subjects.

Asfar as he was concerned, justice had been served.
“What wasthat all about?’ | asked the Dead Man after the director took his leave.

The only response | got was the psychic equivalent of asnore. | wanted to scream. |’ d counted on
the Dead Man to pluck Relway’ s psychic bones.
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Karenta’ s current monarch has been so deft at surviva that most of his subjects have had the
opportunity to learn hisbirth date. They have begun taking advantage of the fact that the King’ s Birthday
is, traditiondly, aKarentine holiday.

Thisyear the people of substance had chosen to collect in the reservoir park. There they would
show off their new seasond outfits and their participation in the latest fad, the wonderful world of
inventions called three-whedls.

Any family that showed up without being able to clam at |east one three-whed on order might as
well resign itsdlf to being the butt of condescending gossip for at least aslong asit took for usto develop
agrander, bigger, more expensive modd.

| had to attend with my business partners, who brought most of their families. Which meant there
were beautiful women in every direction | looked, bethey Tate, Welder, or Prose. | didn’t get much
chance to exercise my eyes, though. Tinnie had decided | was back on her A list. Which, apparently,
awarded her complete custody of where | directed my vision.

Alyx Weider was too busy scooting around, showing off her own custom three-whed, to afford
her usud digtraction.

| seered mysdlf toward Tinnie’ sUncle Willard. “ Thisisan amazing show, Sr.” Every damned
three-whed we' d built was here somewhere. So it seemed. “When are we supposed to do the judging?’
A huge part of the festivities was a contest to see which young lady could dress up her three-whed the
prettiest.

Our end users, so far, were dmost dl girls and young women of extremely considerable substance.
A demographic I’ d have found particularly interesting if | hadn’t been claimed. For the moment.



“Ha” | told the redhead. “Iam supposed to be looking.” Then, “Why aren’t you out there
outshining Alyx and Rose?’

Pout. “One of my whedls broke when we were leaving. They wouldn’t let me get it fixed. That
would make uslate.”

Two painfully homely young women, paced by four fierce-looking, thoroughly well armed
characters on foot, passed us, leisurely following the bridle path. “Ugh!” | said.

Willard Tate cautioned me. “ Those are the roya daughters, Garrett.”

“Guaranteed to be winnersin the contest,” Tinnie added, because | would be too obtuse and
democratic to figure that out for mysdif.

| tried to remember how to do the tug at the forelock thing. | was out of practice. | asked, “How
are we doing, businesswise?’

“Overdl?We couldn’t be plundering the rich more effectively if we were abarbarian horde. And
we' re doing it without any bloodshed. Y ou hit this one square on the nose. Y ou’ re awedthy young man,
now. Or you will be before much longer. Have you been giving any thought to your future?’

Beyond maybe getting a bigger cold well installed so we could keep up with Singe’ s added
demands on the beer supply, no.

| said, “Uh-oh.”
“What?’
“Sounds like I’ m about to be offered an investment opportunity.”

Willard laughed, something hedidn’t do very often. Normally, he was as sour and serious as an
accountant. “Y ou might say that, Garrett. Dedl of alifetime. What I’ m wondering about is, what are you
and Tinnie thinking about?’

“UncleWillard!”

UndeWillard ignored Tinnie completely. “Y ou’ ve been playing cat and mouse with each other for
severd years, now. Y ou're both getting alittle long in the tooth to keep it up.”

“I’m thinking you might want to address your questionsto the cat. The mouse don’t get much say.”
Which observation earned me an enthusiagtic dig in theribs.

“Y ou planning to go on the way you’ ve dways done?’

| checked Tate’s expression for aclue to how he meant that. | thought | got it. “It’swhat | do. |
find things. | find things out. | try to help people who areintrouble. It’swhat I’ m good at. I’ m not good
a managing abig manufacturing thing. Hell, I have trouble managing the everyday business sde of what |
do now. Dean does mogt of that. So if you need meto fill in asthe son you no longer have, well, | can
try to play therole, but | don’t think you’ d be happy with theresults” Deciding maybe | wasn't quite as
great an actor as had seemed the case the other day.

“| understand that. Come. It’ stimefor the forma judging. | hope you brought enough prize
ribbons, Tinnie. Because everybody who’ s anybody hasto get some kind of award.”

“I brought onefor every unit we’ve sold, plusafew extras.”

“Ian’t having been born into the aristocracy wonderful?” Tate asked. “Y ou don’treally haveto
compete. Y ou’reawinner automaticaly.”

| agreed. “ Beats hard work and study all to hell.”
“Y ou know what they say. Work like adog and what do you get? Dog tired.”



Tinnie hurried off to one of the Tate family carriages, of which there were severd present. She
came back with ashesf of ribbons. I 1et her dide back in under my right arm, thinking itwas , maybe,
timeto start putting the boy’ slife behind. If she maybe thought so, too. The only other candidate |’ d ever
honestly considered was ayoung woman named Maya, who hadn’t been patient enough to wait for me.
And Eleanor, of course, but that would’ ve been alittle too etheredl ardationship for me.

Just then ahdf dozen shimmering objects streaked across the northern sky in atight formation,
low, in thefar distance. Three seemed sizable, sausage-shaped vehicles. The rest were exactly like the
odd little skyships that Evas and her henchwomen preferred. The Masker ship must have flown home
very fast indeed. And Evas’ secret hunger must be one she shared with alot of Vistor women—if this
waswhat Morley had predicted and not somekind of raid.

Dotesmight’ ve made the whole thing up.
Still, maybe | ought to get into the entrepreneuria spiritand . . .

Tinnie made hersdlf a home under my right wing again. | wastill on her A ligt. After dl these
minutes. Despite Uncle Willard. She asked, “ Aren’t you done with those people?’

“I guess. Aslong asthey’re done with Kip.” | did worry about the Goddamn Parrot, though. Buit |
wouldn’t tell anybody.

| shook the unsettling notion that those larger vessels might be troopships. They were hovering over
the Embankment now. Up to something.

Within minutes they headed back the way they had come. With an extra, disklike vehicle floating
amongst them.

| tried to concentrate on the three-whed festival. And spied Harvester Temisk immediately. Riding
athree-whed of hisvery own. He was headed my way. L ooking atogether too serious for my time of
life

Chodo’ s party was drawing close.

For us heroes party timeis never done.



