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I
| hate tel ephones.

For one thing, they have a habit of waking you up at the

nmost inconvenient times. It was still dark outside when the
one on ny nightstand went off Iike a bonmb. | groaned and
tried to turn off the alarmclock. Since it wasn't ringing, it
| aughed at ne. The horrible racket fromthe phone kept

right on.

"VWhat time is it, anyhow?" | rmunmbled. My nouth tasted
I'i ke sonething you'd spread on nasturtiumns.

"It's 5:07," the clock said, still giggling. The horol ogica
denmon in there was supposed to be friendly, not sappy. |'d

t hought nore than once about getting the controlling cantrip
fixed, but twenty-five crowns is twenty-five crowmns. On a
governnent salary, you leamto put up with things.

2 Harry Turtl edove

| picked up the receiver. That was the cue for the noise

el emental in the base of the phone to shut up, which it did—
Ma Bell's magic, unlike that froma cheap dock conpany,

does exactly what it's supposed to do, no nore, no |ess.

"Fi sher here," | said, hoping | didn't sound as far
underwater as | felt

"Hell o, David. This is Kelly, back in D. SfcC"

You coul d have fooled ne. After the inp in one phone's
nmout hpi ece rel ays words through the ether to the one in an-
ot her phone's earpiece and the second i np passes them on

to you, they hardly sound as if they came froma real person,
| et alone fromanyone in particular. That's the other reason

hat e phones.

But the cursed things have sprouted |ike toadstools the past
ten years, ever since ectoplasm c doning |let the phone
conpany crank out |egions of near-identical speaker inps, and
since switching spells got sophisticated enough so you could
reliably select the inp you wanted from anong t hose | egi ons.

They say the/re going to have an answer to the voice
probl em real soon. They've been saying that since the day af-
ter phones were invented. |'Il believe it when | hear it Sone
thi ngs are even bigger than Ma Bell

Nondescri pt voice aside, | was willing to believe (his was
Charlie Kelly. He'd probably just got to his desk at

Envi ronment al Perfection Agency headquarters back in the
District of St Columba, so of course he'd picked up the
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phone. Three-hour time difference? They don't think that
way in D.SfcC. The sun revol ves around them not the other
way round. St Ptol eny of Al exandria has to be the patron of
the place, no matter what the Church says.

Al this flashed through my mind in as nuch of a hurry as
I could nuster at 5:07 on a Tuesday norning. | don't think
m ssed a beat—er not nore than one, anyhow-before

said, "So what can | do for you this fine day, Charlie?"

The insulating spell on the phone nout hpi ece kept ne
fromhaving to listen to nmy inp shouting crosscountry to his
imp. | waited for his answer: "W have reports that there

m ght a problemin your neck of the woods worth an unoffi -
cial look or two."

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUMP 3

"Wher eabouts in nmy neck of the woods?" | asked
patiently. Easterners who live in each other's pockets have no
feel for how spread out Angels City really is.

The pause that followed was | onger than conversations

bet ween phone inps woul d have required; Charlie had to be
checking a map or a report or sonething. At last he said, "Ifs
in a place called Chatsworth. That's just an Angels City dis-
trict nane, isn't it?" He made it sound as if it were just
around the coner from ne.

It wasn't. Sighing, | answered, "It's up in St. Ferdinand's
Vall ey, Charlie. That's about forty, naybe fifty mles from
where | amright now "

"Ch," he said in a small voice. Afifty-mile circle out from
Charlie's office dragged in at |east four provinces. Fifty niles
for m won't even get nme out of ny barony unless | head

straight south, and then I'monly in the one next door. | don't
need to head south very often; the Barony of Orange has its

own EEA investigators

"So what's going on in Chatsworth?" | asked. "Especially
what's going on that you need to bounce ne out of bed?"

"l am sony about that," he said, so calmy that | knew he'd
known what tinme it was out here before he called. Which
meant it was urgent. Wich neant | could start worrying.
Which | did. He went on, "W nay have a problemwth a

dunmp in the hills up there."

I riffled through ny nental files. 'That'd be the Devon-
shire dunmp, wouldn't it?"

"Yes, that's the nane," he agreed eagerly—too eagerly.
Devonshire's been giving Angels Cty on-and-off problens

for years. The trouble with magic is, it's not free. Al the good
it produces is necessarily balanced by a |ike amount of evil

Yeah, | know peopl e have understood that since Newon's

day: for every quality, there is an equal and opposite counter-
quality, and all the math that goes with the law. But nostly

it's a lip-service understanding, along the lines of, as |long as
don't shit in ny yard, who cares about next door?

That attitude worked fine—er seemed to—as |ong as next
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door neant the w de open spaces. If byproducts of magic
blighted a forest or poisoned a stream so what? You just

4 Harry Turtl edove

moved on to the next forest or stream A hundred years ago,
the Confederated Provinces seemed to stretch west forever.

But they don't | ought to know, Angels City, of course,
sits on the coast of the Peaceful Ccean. W don't have
unlimted unspoiled |and and water to exploit any nore. And
as industrial magic has shown itself ever nore capabl e of
marvel ous things, its byproducts have turned ever nore nox-
i ous. You woul dn't want them com ng downstream at you,
believe nme you wouldn't. My job is to nake sure they don't.

"What's gone wong with Devonshire now?" | asked. The

answer | reaBy wanted was nothing. A lot of |ocal industries
di spose of waste at Devonshire, and sonme of the biggest ones
are defense firms. By the very nature of things, the bypro-
ducts fromtheir spells are nore toxic than anybody el se's.

Charlie Kelly said, "We're not really sure there's anything
w ong, Dave." That was dose to what | wanted to hear, but
not dose enough. He went on, "Some of the |ocal people"—
he didn't say who—have been conpl ai ni ng nore than

usual , though."

"They have any reason to?" | said. Local people always

conpl ai n about toxic spell dunps. They don't |ike the noise,

they don't like the spells, they don't like the flies (can't blane
themtoo nmuch for that; would you want byproducts from

dealings with Beel zebub in your back yard?). Mst of the

time, as Charlie said, nothing is really wong. But every once

in awhile...

'"That's what we want you to find out," he told ne.

"Ckay," | answered. Then sonething he'd said a while

before clicked in nmy head; | hadn't been awake enough to

pay attention to it tiB now "What do you mean, you want ne
to take a quiet | ook around? Way shouldn't | go up there
with flags flying and conets blaring?" A formal EPA inspec-
tion is worth seeing: two exorcists, a thaumaturge, shamans
fromthe Americas, Mngolia, and Africa, the whole nine
yards. Sometinmes the incense is a toxic hazard all by itself.

"Because | want you to do it this way." He sounded har-

assed. "l've been asked to handle this unofficially as |long as
can. Wiy do you think I"'mcalling you at hone? Unl ess and
until you find sonething really out of line, it would be best
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for everybody if you kept a low profile. Please, Dave?"

"Ckay, Charlie.”" | owed Charlie a couple, and he's a pretty
good fellow. "It's politics, isn't it?" | made it into a swear
wor d.

"What's not?" He let it go at that. | didn't blane him he
had a job he wanted to keep. And tel ephone inps have ears
just like anything el se. They can be tormented, tricked, or
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sonetinmes bribed into blabbing too nuch. Phone security
systens have cone a | ong way, yeah, but not all the devils are
out of themyet.

| sighed. "Can you at least tell me who doesn't want me
snoopi ng around? Then if anybody tries anything, I'll have
sonme idea why." Just silence in ny ear, save for the |ight
breathing of my phone inp. | sighed again. It was that |and

of morning. "Okay, Charlie, I'll draw nmy own conclusions."
Those concl usions nmade for one ugly drawing, let nme tel
you. After a last sigh for effect, | said, "I'll head up to the

Valley right away. God willing, | can get going before St
Janmes' Freeway turns inpossible."

Thanks, David. | appreciate it," Kelly said, com ng back
to life now that I was doi ng what he want ed,

"Yeah, sure." | resigned nyself to a |long, mserable day.
"' Bye, Charlie." | hung up the phone. The inp went dor-
mant. | wi shed | could have done the sane.

| grabbed a quick, cold shower—either the sal amander

for the block of flats wasn't awake yet or sonebody had

turned it into a toad overni ght—a nuddy cup of coffee, and

a not quite stale sweet roll. Feeling as near human as | was
going to get at half past five, | went out to the garage, got on
my carpet, and headed for the freeway.

My buil ding has access rules like any other's, | suppose:

anybody can use the flyway going out, but to conme in you

have to nake your entry talisnan known to the watch denon

or else have one of the residents propitiate himfor you. Oh-
erwi se you conme dowmn—with quite a bunp, too—eutside

the waB and the gate.

I rode west along The Second Boul evard (don't ask ne
why it's The Second and not just Second; it just is) about
twenty feet off the ground. Traffic was noving pretty well,
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actual ly, even though we all still had our |anterns on so we
could see one another in die predawn darkness.

The Watcher who lets carpets onto St. Janes' Freeway

froma feeder road is of a different breed fromyour average

bui l ding's watch denon. He holds the harder closed so many
seconds at a time, then opens it just |ong enough for one

carpet to squeeze past. Nobody's ever figured out how to
propitiate a Watcher, either. Ch, if you're quick—and

st upi d—you may be able to squeeze in on sonebody el se's

tail, but if youtry it, he' B note down the weave of your carpet,
and in a few days, just like magic, a traffic ticket shows up in
your mail box. Not many people are stupid twice.

The freeways need rules like that; otherw se they'd be

i mpossibly jamred. As things were, | got stuck no matter

how early I'd left. There was a bad accident a little north of
the interdicted zone around the airport, and sonebody's car-

pet had flipped. The dammed fool —ell, of course | don't
actually know the state of his soul, but no denying his foolish-
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ness—hadn't been wearing his safety belt, either

One set of paranedics was down on the ground with the
fell ow who'd been thrown out. They had a priest with them

too, so that didn't | ook good. The other Red Cross carpet was
parked right in the mddle of the flight of way, tending to vic-
tims who hadn't been thrown cl ear—and maki ng everyone

detour around it. People gawked as they slid by, so they went
even slower. They always do that, and | hate it.

After that, | made pretty good tine until | had to sl ow
down again at the junction with St. Mnica's Freeway. Merg-
ing traffic in three dinensions is a scary business when you
think about it. Commuters who do it every day don't think

about it any nore.
The rush thinned out once | got north of Wstwood, and-|I

pretty nmuch sailed into St. Ferdinand's Valley. | slid off the
freeway and cruised around for a while, getting closer to the
Devonshire dunp by easy stages and | ooking for signs that

m ght tell nme whether Charlie Kelly had a right to be wor-
ried about it.

At first | didn't see any, which gl addened my heart. A cou-
pl e of generations ago, the Valley was nostly farns and citrus
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groves. Then the trees went down and the houses went up

Now the Vall ey has industry of its own (if it didn't, | wouldn't
have had to worry about the toxic spell dunp, after all), but
inlarge neasure it's still a bedroomcomunity for the rest

of Angels City: lots of houses, lots of kids, lots of schools. You
don't care to think about anything nasty in a part of town |ike

t hat .

Before | went out to the dunp itself, | headed over to the
monastery to do sone honework. The Thomas Brothers

have chapter houses in cities all across the west; nore
meti cul ous record-keeping sinply doesn't exist. Even if die

Val | ey | ooked normal, | had a good chance of finding trouble
sinmply by digging dirough die nunbers diey enshrined on
par chnment

I'"ve heard die Thomas Brodi ers have an unwitten rule

di at no abbot ofdieirs can ever be named Brodi er Thomas. |
don't know if diat's so. | do know di e abbot at die Valley
chapter house was a bi g-nosed Arnenian named Brodi er
Vahan. W'd met a few tines before, diough | didn't often
wor k far enough north in Angels City to need his help.

He bowed politely as he et ne precede himinto his

office. Candlelight gleamed fromhis skull. He was the bal d-
est man |'d ever seen; he didn't need to be tonsured. He
waved ne to a confortable chair, dien sat down in his own
hard one. "What can | do for you today. |nspector Fisher?"
he asked.

I was ready for diat. Td like to do sonme conpari son work
on births, birth defects, healings, and exorcisnms in die north-
west Valley ten years ago and in die past year."
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"Ah," was all die abbot said. Wen viewed against his

hairless skull, die big black caterpillars he used for eyebrows
seemed even nore alive dian diey mght have odierw se.

They twitched now. "How big a radius around di e Devon-

shire dunp would you |ike?"

| sighed. | should have expected it. |I'mJew sh, but | know
enough to realize fools don't generally nake it up to abbot's
grade. | said, 'This is unofficial and confidential, you under-
stand. "

He | aughed at ne. | turned red. Maybe | was die fool,

8 Harry Turtl edove

telling an abbot about confidentiality. He just said, 'There
are places you would need to be nore concerned about that
aspect than here, Inspector."

"1 suppose so," | munbled. "Can your data retrieval sys-
temhandle a five-mle radius?"

The caterpillars drooped; |'d offended him "I thought
you were going to ask for sonmething difficult. Inspector." He
got up. "If you'd be so kind as to follow nme?"

I foll owed. W wal ked past a couple of roons my eyes

refused to see into. | wasn't offended; there are places in the
Templ e in Jerusal em and even in your ordinary synagogue

where gentiles' perceptions are excluded the sane way. All
faiths have their nysteries. | was just thankful die Thomas
Brothers didn't reckon their records too holy for outsiders to

Vi ew.

The scriptoriumwas underground, a traditional construc-
tion left over fromthe days when anyone literate was
assunmed to be a black wi zard and when books of any sort
needed to be protected fromthe torches of the ignorant and
the fearful. But for its placenment, though, the room was

t horoughly nodem with St. Elnp's fire gl owi ng snoothly
over every cubicle and each of those cubicles with its own
ground- gl ass access screen

As soon as Brother Vahan and | stepped into a cubicle, the
spirit of the scriptoriumappeared in the ground glass. The
spirit wore spectacles. | had to work to keep ny face straight.
I'"d never imagined folk on the Gther Side could | ook

booki sh.

I turned to the abbot. "Suppose |I'd conme in without you
or soneone el se who's authorized to be here?"

"You woul dn't get any information out of our friend
there," Brother Vahan said. "You would get caught" He
sounded quietly confident | believed him The Thomas

Br ot hers probably knew about as much about keeping docu-
ments secure as anyone not in governnent and what they
didn't know, Ronme did.

Br ot her Vahan spoke to the ground-glass screen. "G ve
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this man unlimted access to our files and full aid for... wll
four hours be enough?"

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DuwmP 9

"Should be plenty,"” | answered.

Tor four hours, then," the abbot said. Treat himin al

ways as if he were one of our holy brethren." That was as

bl anche a carte as he could give ne; | bowed ny head in pro-
found appreciation. He flipped a hand back and forth, as if to
say. Think nothing of it. He could say that if he wanted to
(humility is, after all, a nonkish virtue), but we both knew I
owed hima big one.

"Anyt hi ng el se?" he asked me. | shook ny head. "Happy
hunting, then," he said as he started out of the scriptorium
Til see you later."

The spirit manifesting itself in the access screen turned its
nearsi ghted gaze on ne. "How may | serve you, child of
Adam gi ven four hours of unlimted access to the files of the
Thomas Br ot her s?"

| told it the sane thing |1'd told Brother Vahan: "I want to
go through births, birth defects, healings, and exorcisnms
within a five-mle radius of the Devonshire dunp, first for
the year ending exactly ten years ago and then for the year
endi ng today." Hunmans can handl e approxi mate data; with
spirits you have to spell out every word and make sure you've
crossed your t's and dotted your i's (and even your/s).

"I shall gather the data you require. Please waif" the spirit
said. The screen went bl ank.

In the beginning was the Wrd, and Wrd was with God,

and the Wrd was Cod. Yes, | know that's Brother Vahan's

theol ogy, not mne. It's a lot older than Christianity, for that
matter. In Od Kingdom Egypt, the god Ptah was seen as

both the tongue of the primeval god Atum and as the instru-

ment through which Atumcreated the material world. O

course thought is the instrunment through which we perceive

and influence the Gther Side; without it, we'd be as blind to
magi ¢ as any dunb ani nal s.

But John 1:1 and its variants in other creeds are also the
basi s of nodeminformation theory Because words partake

of the divine, they manifest thenselves in the spiritual world
as well as in our own. Properly directed—ensorceled, if you
will—spirits can gather, read, manipul ate, and nove the
essence of words without ever having to handl e the physica
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docunents on which they appear. If the Greek and Roman
mages had loiown that trick, their world could have been
drowning in information, just as we are now.

I didn't have to wait long; as |'d expected. Brother Vahan
used only the best and nost thoroughly trained spirits.
Ghostly i mages of docunents began flashing onto the access
screen, one after another—records fromten years ago.
"Hold on!" | said after a few seconds.

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (7 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:08 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

The spirit appeared. "I obey your instructions, child of
Adam " it said, as if daring ne to deny it.

"I know, | know," | told it; the last thing | wanted was to
get the heart of the access systemnad at ne. "I don't need to
| ook at every individual report, though. Let me have the
nunbers in each category for the two periods. Wen | know

what those are, |'M exam ne specific docunments. That way, 1l
be able to see forest and trees both."

The spirit |ooked out at ne over the tops of its spectra
spectacl es. "You should have no difficulty in maintaining

your nental view of both categories,” it said reprovingly.
That's easy for soneone on the ther Side to say, but | have
the usual limts of flesh and blood. | just stared back at the
spirit. If it kept acting uppity, I'd sic Brother Vahan on it
After a last sniff, it said, "It shall be as you desire."

One by one, the nunbers came up on the screen. The

Thomas Brothers certainly did have a well-drilled scripto-
riumspirit; the creature wote so its figures ran the right way
for me to read them It hardly needed to have bothered. I'm

so used to mirror-image witing that | read it as well as the

ot her | and. Maybe | earni ng Hebrew hel ped get ny eyes

used to noving fromright to left.

When the final figure faded fromview, | |ooked down at

the notes I'd jotted. Births were up in the nost recent year

as opposed to ten years ago; St. Ferdinand's Valley keeps fill-
ing up. Blocks of flats have replaced a | ot of what used to be
single-famly homes. W aren't as crowded as New Jorvik,

and | don't think we ever will be, but Angels City is losing
the small-town atnmosphere it kept for a while even after it
becane a big city.

The rate of healings hadn't changed significantly over the

past ten years. "Spirit," | said, and waited until it appeared in
the access screen. Then | played a hunch: "Please break out
for me by type the healings for both periods I'minterested

m
"One nmonent," it said.
When they canme up, the data weren't dramatic. | hadn't

expected themto be, not when the overall frequency had
stayed pretty nmuch constant. But the increased incidence of

el f-shot within the pool of healings was suggestive. Elves
tend to be drawn to areas with high concentrations of sor-
cery. If the Devonshire dunp were as dean as it was

supposed to be, there shouldn't have been that many el ves
runni ng around | oose shooting their little arrows into people.
Elf-arrows aren't |ike the ones Cupid | ooses, after all

Exorcisms were up, too. | asked the access spirit for sam
ple reports for each period. | wasn't after statistical elegance,
not yet, just a feel for what was going on. | got the inpres-

sion that the spirits who' d needed bani shing this past year
were a nastier bunch, and did nore danage before they
were expelled, than had been true in the earlier sanple.
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But the nunbers that really | eaped off the page at ne

were the birth defects. Between ten years ago and this past
year, the/d alnost tripled. | whistled softly under ny breath,
then called for the scriptoriumspirit again. Wen it
reappeared, | said, "May | please have a listing of birth
defects by type for each of my two periods?"

"One nonent," the spirit said again. The screen went

bl ank. Then the spirit started witing on it The first set of
data it gave nme was for the earlier period. Things there

| ooked pretty normal. A few cases of second sight, a
changel i ng whose conditi on was di agnosed earlier enough to

gi ve her renediation and a good chance at living a nearly
normal life: nothing at all out of the ordinary.

When the birth defect information for the year just past

came up on the ground glass, | alnost fell off nmy chair. In
that year alone, the area around the Devonshire dunp had

seen three vanpires, two |ycanthropes, and three cases of
apsychi a: human babi es born without any soul at all. That's a
truly dreadful defect, one neither priests nor physicians can
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do a thing about. The poor kids grow up, grow old, die, and
the/re gone. Forever. Makes ne shudder just to think about
it

Three cases of apsychia in one year in a circle with a five-
mle radius ... | shuddered again. Apsychia just doesn't

happen except when sonething unhallowed is |leaking into

di e environnent You night not see three cases of apsychia

in a year even in a place like eastern Franlda, where the toxic
spells both sides flung around in the First Sorcerous War stil
poi son the ground after three quarters of a century.

I finished witing up nmy notes, men told the spirit,
Thank you. You've been nmpbst hel pful. May | ask one nore
favor of you?"

That depends on what it is.

"OfF course," | said quickly. "Just this: if anyone but

brother Vahan tries to | eamwhat |'ve been doing here, don't

tell, him her, or it." Scriptoriumspirits, by their nature, have
veiy literal minds; | wanted to make sure | covered both

genders and both Sides.

The spirit considered, then nodded. °l woul d honor such

a request froma nonk of the Thomas Brothers, and am
instructed to treat you as one for the duration Brother Vahan
specified. Let it be as you say, then."

I didn't know how well the spirit would stand up under
serious interrogation, but I wasn't too worried about that.
Shows how nmuch | knew, doesn't it? | guess |I'mnaive, but I

t hought the automatic anathenma that falls on anyone who
tampers with Church property would be plenty to keep

snoops at arms length. I'"'mno Christian, but | wouldn't have

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (9 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:08 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

wanted an organi zation with a two-thousand-year track
record of potent access to the Other Side down on ne.

O course, the veneration of Mamon goes back a lot far-
ther than two thousand years.

| stopped by Brother Vahan's office on the way out so
could thank himfor his help, too. He | ooked up from what -
ever he was worki ng on—Aone of ny busi ness—and sai d

two words: That bad?"

He coul dn't possibly have picked that up by nmagic. Al ong
with the standard governnent-issue charns, | wear a set of

my own nade for me by a rabbi who's an expert in
kabbal i stics and ot her neans of navigating on the O her
Side. So | knew | was shiel ded. But abbots operate in this
world, too. Even if he couldn't read ny m nd, he nmust have
read mny face.

"Pretty bad," | said. | hesitated before I went on, but after
all, 1'd just pulled the information fromhis files. Al the
same, | lowered ny voice: "Three soulless ones bomw thin

that circle in the past year."

Three?" Hi s face went suddenly haggard as he made the

sign of the cross. Then he nodded, as if remninding hinmself.
"Yes, there have been that nany, haven't there? | talked with
the parents each tinme. Thatfs so hard, knowing they' |l never
meet their loved ones in eternity. But | hadn't realized they
were all so dose to that accursed dunp.”

An abbot does not use words |ike accursed casual ly; when
he says them he means them | wasn't surprised he hadn't
noti ced the apsychia cluster around the dunmp. That wasn't
his job. Conforting bereaved fanmlies was a | ot nore inpor-
tant for him But the Thomas Brothers collected the data
used to draw my own concl usi ons.

"Elf-shot is up in the area, too," | said quietly.

"I't would be." He got up from behind his desk, set heavy
hands on ny shoul ders. "Go with God, |nspector Fisher. |
think you will be about Hi s business today."

I didn't even twit himabout turning One into Three, as

m ght have if |I'd cone out of his scriptoriumw th better
news. Bl essings are bl essings, and we're wi sely advised to
count them 1 said. Thank you. Brother Vahan. | just wi sh I
t hought He was the only Power involved."

He didn't answer, fromwhich | inferred he agreed with
me. Wshing |I could have conme to sonme ot her conclusion, |
went out to ny carpet and headed over to the Devonshire

dunp. | drove around it a couple of times before | set down.
Scout first, then attack; the arnmy and the EPA both drill that
into you.

Not that | |earned nuch frommy circumavi gati ons. You

t hi nk dunp, you think eyesore. It wasn't like that. Fromthe
outside, it didn't look like anything in particular, just a couple
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14 Harry Turtl edove

of square blocks with nothing built on them nothing, at

| east, tall enough to show over the fence. And even that

fence wasn't ugly; ivy clinbed trellises and spilled over
inside. If you wanted to, you could probably clinb those trel-
|ises yourself, junp right on down.

You'd have to be crazy to try it, though. For one thing, |
was certain catchspells would grab you if you did. For

anot her, the ornanents on the perinmeter fence weren't just
there for decoration. Crosses, Magen Davids, crescents,
Oiental ideograms | recognized but couldn't read, a bronze
al pha and onega, a few kufic letters like the ones that |ead
off chapters of the Qu' ran... Things were being controlled
in there. Things you wouldn't want to ness with.

They weren't being controlled well enough, though, or
babi es around the dunp wouldn't come into the world with-
out souls. | dribbled a few drops of Passover w ne onto ny
spel | checker, murnured the bl essing that thanked the Lord
for the fruit of die vine.

The spellchecker duly noted all the apotropaic incanta-

tions on the wall... and yes, there were catchspells behind
them But it didn't see anything else. | shrugged. | hadn't re-
ally expected it to: its nagical vocabulary wasn't that |arge
Besides, if the sorcerous |eakage fromthe dunp was so obvi -

ous that anybody with a thirty-crown gadget from Spells 'R

Us could spot it, Charlie Kelly wouldn't have needed to send

me out to look things over. Still, you' d like things to be easy,
j ust once.

There was a parking | ot across the street fromthe entrance.

| set my carpet down there, chanted the antitheft geas before
clinmbed off it | do that automatically; Angels City has had
big-city crine for a long tine. Leave a carpet unwarned for

even a few mnutes and you're apt to find it's wal ked with Jesus.

I crossed in the crosswal k. They still call it that here,
though in a nelting pot like Angels City it also has synbols
to let Jews and Muslins, H ndus and Parsees and Buddhi sts,
and several different flavors of pagan (neo and ot herwi se)

get fromone side of the street to the other in safety. | don't
know what you're supposed to do if you're a Sanpan who

still worships Tanaroa. Run like hell, | suppose.

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUWP 15

The entryway to the Devonshire dunp projected out

several feet fromthe rest of the wall. A guard in a neat blue
deni muni form came out of a glassed-in cage, tipped his cap

to ne. "May | help you, sir?" he asked politely, but in a way
that still nmanaged to inply | had no | egitimte business
maki ng himget off his duff and step outside.

| flashed ny EPA sigil. At a toxic spell dunp, that effec-
tively turns ne into St. Peter—+'mthe fellow with the power
to bind and | cose, at |east. The guard's eyes w dened. "Let
me call M. Sudalds for you. Inspector, uh. Fisher, sir," he
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sai d, and ducked back into his cell. He grabbed the phone,

started talking into it, waited for his ear inp to answer, then
replaced the handset in its cradle. "You can go in, sir. I'll help
you."

Hel p ne he did. The gate was the land with the little whee

on the bottomthat retracted in back of the fence. He pushed it
open. Behind it was a single, synbolic strand of barbed wire,
with a placard whose nessage appeared in several |anguages

and al nost as nmany al phabets. The English version read, ALL
HOPE ABANDON, YE WHO UNAUTHORI ZED ENTER HERE

Dant e al ways nakes people sit up and take noti ce.

The guard noved the wire out of ny way, too. Behind it

was a thin red line painted on the ground which went across
the gap where the two sections of wall canme out to formthe
entryway. The guard picked up a little arched footbridge
made of wood, set it down so that one end was outside the
red line, the other inside. He was very careful to make sure
neither end touched the strip of paint. That woul d have
breached the dunp's outer security contai nment, and doubt -

| ess cost himhis job no matter how nany backup systens

the pl ace had.

"CGo ahead, sir," he said, tipping his cap again. "M.
Sudal ds i s expecting you. Please stay within the confines of
the wires and the anber lines inside." He grinned nervously.
"I don't know why I'mtelling you that—you know nore

about it than | do."

"You' re doi ng what you're supposed to do," | answered as -«
I nounted the little footbridge. Too many people don't
bot her any nore."

16 Harry Turtl edove

As soon as |'d got off the bridge, the guard picked it up

and put it back on his side. The anber lines on the concrete
and the barbed wire strung above them narked the safe path

to the adm nistrative office, a | ow cinderbl ock building that

| ooked |like a citadel in both the mlitary and sorcerous senses
of the word.

I 1 ooked around as | wal ked the path. | don't know what

I'd expect ed—bl asted heath, maybe. But no, just a couple of
acres of weeds, nostly brown now because nobody's spells
have been able to bring nmuch rain the past few years. And
yet -

For second or two, the fence around the dunp seened

very far away, with a whole |ot of Nothing stretching the dirt
and brush the sanme way you' d use bread crunbs to nmake
hanburger go farther. Astrol ogers babble about the nearly
infinite distances between the stars. | had the bad feeling
was | ooking at nore infinity than | ever cared to neet,

pl opped down there in the mddle of Chatsworth. Magic,
especially byproducts of magic, can do things to space and
time that the mathematicians are still trying to figure out.
Then | | ooked again, and everything seened nornal .

I hoped the wards the anber |ines synbolized were as po-
tent as the ones the red line had continued. By the data |I'd
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taken fromthe Thomas Brothers' chapter house, even those
weren't as good as they should have been

A stocky fellowin shirt, tie, and hard hat canme out of

the cinderbl ock building and up the path toward ne. He

had his hand out and a professionally friendly smle plas-
tered across his face. "lInspector—Fisher, is it? Pleased to
meet you. |'m Antanas Sudakis; ny job title is sorcerous
contai nment area nmanager. Call me Tony—'mthe guy

who runs the dunp.”

We shook hands. His grip showed controlled strength.

was at least six inches taller than he; | could | ook down on

the top of his little helnet Just the same, | got the feeling he
could break me in half if he decided to—+'m a beanpol e,

while he was built |ike sonebody who' d been a good high

school |inebacker and m ght have played college ball if only
he' d been taller

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUMP 17

He wasn't hostile now, though. "Wy don't you come into
my office. Inspector Fisher—=

"Call nme Dave," | said, thinking I ought to keep things
friendly as long as | coul d.

"Ckay, Dave, come on with nme and then you can let ne

know what this is all about. Al our inspection parchnents

are properly signed, seal ed, blessed, fum gated, what have
you. | keep the originals on file in ny desk; | know you gov-
ernment fol ks are never satisfied with copies called up in the
ground gl ass."

"What sorcery sumons, sorcery may shift,” | said, mak-
ing it sound as if | was quoting official EPA policy. And | was.
Still, | believed him If his parchnentwork wasn't in order,

he woul dn't brag about it. Besides, if his parchmentwork
wasn't in order, he'd have nore to fret about than a surprise
visit froman EPA inspector. He'd be worrying about the

wath of God, both from bosses who didn't pay himto screw
up and maybe from On High, too. Alot of things in the

dunmp were unholy in the worst way.

H's office didn't feel like a citadel, even if it had no w n-
dows. The diffuse glow of St. Elnb's fire across the ceiling
gave the roomthe cool, even light of a cloudy day. The air
was cool to breathe, too, though St. Ferdinand's Valley,
which like the rest of Angels City was essentially a desert
before it got built up, still has desertly weather

Sudaki s noticed me visibly not toasting. He grinned.
"We're on a circuit with one of the frozen water el enen-
tals up in Greenland. A section of tile here"-he pointed
to the wall behind his desk—touched the el emental

once, and now it keeps the place cool thanks to the |aw of
cont agi on. "

"Once in contact, always in contact,"” | quoted. "Mydem

as next week." A lot of buildings in Angels City cool them
sel ves by contagi ous contact with ice elementals. That wasn't
what | neant by nodem the | aw of contagion may be the
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ol dest magi cal principle knowmn. But regulating the effect so
peopl e feel confortable, not stuck on an ice floe thensel ves,
is a new process—and an expensi ve one. The peopl e who

made a profit off the dump didn't stint their enployees; |

18 Harry Turtl edove

wonder ed how the | eak had happened if they had noney |ike
this to throw around.

Once his secretary had brought coffee for both of us,

Sudal ds settled back in his chair. It creaked. He said, "What

can | do for you, Dave? | gather this is an unofficial visit: you
haven't shown nme a warrant, you haven't served a subpoena,

you don't have a priest or an exorcist or even a lawer wth

you. So what's up?"

"You're right—this is unofficial." | sipped my coffee. It

was delicious, nothing like the reconstituted stuff that makes
aliar of the law of simlarity. Td like to tal k about your con-
tai nment schene here, if you don't mnd."

H's air of affability turned to stone as abruptly as if he'd
gazed on a cockatrice. By his expression, he'd sooner have
had me ask himabout a social disease. "W're tight," he said.
"Absolutely no question we're tight. Maybe we'd both better

have priests and | awers here. | don't like "unofficial' visits
that hit me where | live. Inspector Fisher." | wasn't Dave any
nor e.

"You may not be as tight as you think," |I told him "That's

what |'mhere to talk about™

"Talk is cheap." He was hard-nosed as a |inebacker, too. "I
don't want talk. | want evidence if you try and come here to
say things like that to nme."

"El f-shot around the dunp is up a lot fromten years ago
till now," | said.

"Yes, |'ve seen those nunbers. W've got a |ot of new
imrigrants in the area, too, and they bring their troubles
with them when they come to this country. W have a case of
jaguaranthropy, if that's a word, a couple of years ago. Try
telling ne that woul d have happened when all the neighbors
sprang from northwest Europe."

He was right about the nei ghborhood changing. |'d gone

past a couple of houses that had signs saying Curandero
tacked out front. If you ask ne, curanderos are frauds who
prey on the ignorant, but nobody asked ne. A basic principle

of magic is that if you believe in sonething, it'll be true—for
you.

I"I'l tell you sonmething | believed. | believed that if the
CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUMP 19

EPA t ook Devonshire dunp to court just on the strength of

an increase in elf-shot around the area, the | awers Sudal ds
peopl e would throw at us would | eave us so nuch not-too-

| ean ground beef. | had no doubt Tony Sudal ds believed it,

t 0o.
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So |l hit himw th sonething bigger and harder. "Are you
going to blame the immgrants for the three cases of apsy-
chia around here in the past year?"

He didn't even blink. "Coincidence," he said flady. One
hand, though, tugged at the silver chain he wore around his
neck. Qut popped the ornanent on the end of it I'd

expected a crucifix, but instead it was a polished piece of
anber with sonething enbedded inside—a pretty piece,

and one that probably cost a pretty copper.

"Speaking off the record, M. Sudalds, you know as well as
| do that three soulless births in one area in one year isn't co-
incidence," | answered. "It's an epidemc."

He l et the anber anulet slide back under his shirt. |

deny that, off the record or onit." H's voice was so | oud and
ringing that I would have bet something was Listening to

every word we said, ready to spit it back in case we did end

up in court Interesting, | thought Sudal ds went on

"Besi des, Inspector, think of it like this: if |I didn't think this
pl ace was safe, why would | keep coming to work every day?"

I raised what | hoped was a placating hand. "M.

Sudal ds—Fony, if | may—+' mnot repeat not, claimng

you're personally responsible for anything. | want you to un-
derstand that But evidence of what nay be a problem here

has conme to ny attention, and | wouldn't be doing ny job if |
ignored it"

"Ckay," he said, nodding. "I can deal with that Look,
maybe | can clear this up if | show you the contai nnent
schene. You find any holes in if Dave"—+ was Dave again,
so | guess he'd cal med down—and | will personally shit in

my hat and wear it backwards. | swear it."
"You're not under oath," | said hastily. If he turned out to
be wong, | didn't want to | eave himthe choice of doing

somet hi ng di sgusting or facing the wath of the Gther Side
for not follow ng through.

20 Harry Turtl edove

"You heard ne." He got up from his desk, went over to a

file cabinet off to one side, started pulling out folders. "Here,
| ook." He unrolled a parchment in front of nme. "Here's the

outer perineter. You' |l have seen sone of that; here's what

all really goes into it And here's the protection schene for

the complex we're sitting in."

I was already pretty nmuch convinced the outer perineter

of the dunp was tight; that's what the speUchecker had

i ndi cated, anyhow. And a cursory glance at the plans to keep

t he bl ockhouse safe told ne Sudalds didn't need to be afraid
when he came to his job. Satan hinmself mght have forced his
way through those wards, or possibly Babylonian Tiamat if

her cult were still alive, but the | esser Powers would only get
headaches if they tried.

"Now here's the underground setup." Sudal ds stuck
anot her parchnent in front of ny face. "You | ook this over,
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Dave. You tell ne if it's not as tight as a Vestal's—=

Unli ke the other two plans, this one really did demand a

careful onceover. Proper underground containment is the

Bal der's mistletoe of alnmobst any toxic spell dunp. The idea
solution, of course, would be to float the dunp on top of a

pool of al kahest which woul d di ssol ve any evil that

percol ated through to it. But al kahest is a quis custodiet ipsos
cust odes? phenomenon—bei ng a universal solvent, it

di ssol ves everything it touches, which would in short order

i ncl ude the dunping grounds thensel ves.

Sone of the wilder journal articles suggest using either

| odestone levitation or sylphs of the air to raise the dunp

above the ground and to keep it separated fromthe al kahest

bel ow. | think anybody who'd try such a schene ought to be

made to live in the dunp office. Lodelev is a purely physica
process, and, |ike any physical process, vulnerable to magica
interference. And syl phs of the air really are just as flighty as
their reputation nmakes themout to be. They'd get bored or

pl ayful or whatever and forget what they were supposed to

be doi ng.

That woul dn't be good, not where al kahest is involved.
They used it in the First Sorcerous War, but not in the Sec-
ond. It's just too potent, even as a weapon. As it eats its way

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DumP 21

straight toward the center of the earth, it's liable to bring
magnma or anci ent buried Powers through the channel

up
it

cuts. Nobody even stockpiles it—how could you?

So, no al kahest under the Devonshire dunp. Instead, the
designers had put in the usual nmakeshifts: blessings and rel -
ics and holy texts fromevery faith known to nmankind, and

el aborate spells renewed twice a year to use the |law of conta-
gion to extend their effect to the places where they weren't
actual |y buri ed.

"I't | ooks hke a good arrangenent on parchnment,"” | said
grudgingly. "l presune you rigidly adhere to the
resanctification schedule." | nade it sound as if | assuned

not hing of the sort.

Tony Sudal ds set nore parchnents in front of ne. "Certi-
fication under canon | aw, the ordnances of the Baron of
Angel s, and national secular |aw"

I exam ned them They |ooked |ike what they were sup-

posed to be. The dunp managenent outfit m ght have

forged the secul ar docunents; the worst the Baron of Angels
can do is send you to jail, the worst the secul ar power can do
is |l eave you short a head. But you'd have to be pretty bold to
forge a canon | awyer's hand or seal. The puni shnent for that

| and of of fense could go on forever.

I shoved the pile of parchnents back at Sudal ds. Now mny
tone of voice was different "I have to admt | don't know

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (16 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:08 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

what to tell you. This really does | ook good on parchnent

But sonething's not right hereabouts; | know that too." |
told himabout the rest of the birth defects I'd spotted, the
vanpi ri sm and | ycant hropy.

He frowned. "You're not nuking that up?"

"Not a word of it. I'lIl swear by Adonai El ohaynu, if you
like." I am God knows, an inperfect Jew. But you'd have to

be a lot nore inperfect than | amto falsify that oath. People
who would risk their souls by falsely calling on the Lord
won't make it past the EPA spiritual background checks, and

a good thing, too, if you ask ne.

Sudal ds' beefy face set in the frowm as if it were nade of
qui ck-drying cenent. "Qur attorneys will still maintain that
the effects you cite are just a statistical quirk and have

22 Harry Turtl edove

nothing to do with the Devonshire dunp, its contents, or its
activities. If we go to court, we'll win."

"Probably.” | wanted to hit him The certain know edge
that he'd nmurder nme wasn't what stopped ne. Getting in a
good shot or two would have nmade that worthwhile. Far as
I'"'mconcerned, people who hide "it's wong" behind "ifs
| egal " deserve whatever happens to them The only thing
that held me back was knowing |I'd bring discredit to the
EPA.

Then Sudal ds pulled out that little amber charm agai n.

He licked a fingertip, ran it over the snooth surface of the
amul et, and nurmured something in a |language | not only
didn't know but didn't come close to recogni zing. Then he
put the anul et back and said, "Now we can talk privately for
alittle while.™

"Can we?" | had no reason to trust him every reason to
think he was trying to trap me in an indiscretion. The | awers
he' d been throwi ng at me woul d have | oved t hat.

But he said, "Yeah, and | think we'd better, too. | don't
like the nunbers you laid out for me, | don't like '"emat all
This place is supposed to be safe, it's been safe ever since
took over here, and | want it to keep on being safe. That's
what they pay nme for, after all."

"Why do you have to turn aside the Listener if that's so?"
asked. Cone to that, | didn't know his outre Httie ritual really
had turned asi de anything.

He said, "Because the company basically just wants nme to
run this place so it makes themnoney. | want to run it right."

Al I could think was, HeU of a note when a nman has to

deafen the Listener before he says he wants to do a proper
job. But he'd convinced me. Too nmany top corporate nanag-

ers hide dorsal fins under expensive inported suits. If one of
those types got wi nd of what Sudal ds had said, |et al one what
he'd done, he'd be out on the street with a big dusty foot-
print on his behind.
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"How d you get word there was trouble here, anyhow?"

he asked. "Did you paw through the Thomas Brothers' files
hopi ng you'd stunbl e over sonething you could use to curse
us?"

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DuUwmP 23

H s bosses woul dn't have | et himmanage the dunp if he

was stupid. | answered, "No, as a matter of fact, | didn't |
got a call fromthe District of Sfc Colunba this norning, tell-
ing me | ought to check things out So |I did, and now you

know what | found."

"Thaf s—nteresting." He stuck out his chin. "How d

Charlie Kelly know back there that something was up when

you hadn't heard anything out here?" No, he wasn't stupid at
all, not if he knew the fellow at the EPA who was likeliest to
give me orders.

"H's job is to hear things |like that," | answered, suspicious
again. Not all the ways Sudal ds m ght have | earned about
Kelly were savory ones.

"Yeah, sure, sure. But how?" If he was acting, he could

have given | essons. He | ooked down at his wist, said sone-
thing scatological. Thafs a safer way to work of f your feelings
than swearing or cursing. "My stinking watch says ifs day

bef ore yesterday. Must be eddy currents fromthe garbage
outside."

"You ought to wear sonething better than that cheap
mechanical ," | said. | touched the tail of the tinekeeper that
coiled round nmy wist. It's a better-behaved little denon
than the one that sits on ny nightstand at hone. It yawned,
stretched, piped, "Eleven forty-two," and went back to sl eep

Sudal ds scatol ogi zed again. The Listener will go back on
duty any minute now. | can't put it out two times running;

the magi ¢ doesn't work. | hate doing it even once: too much
magi ¢ | oose here as is. That's why | don't wear a fancy watch
i ke yours. Mechanicals are all right. Wen one gets bollixed,
| just buy another one: no need to wony about rites or any-
thing like that"

| shrugged; it wasn't ny business. But | have as little to do
with nechanicals as | can. If the Oher Side weren't as rea

as this one, they mght be all right. But as Atheling the Wse
put it, though, nost forces are al so Persons, and mechanical s
have no Personalities of their own to withstand the slings and
arrows of outrageous fortune—to say nothing of outraged (or
sometines just mschievous) Forces. That's why you'll never
see | odestone levitation under an al kahest pool
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Sonmetimes, when I'min the nood for Uopian flights of
fancy, | think about how smoothly the world would run if al
natural forces were as inanimate as the ones that |et
mechani cal s operate. W' d never have to screen agai nst
megasal amanders | aunched on the wi ngs of supersylphs to
incinerate cities anywhere in the world. Neither of the Sor-

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (18 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:08 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

cerous Wars that devastated whol e countries could have
happened. For that matter, | wouldn't have had to worry
about toxic spell dunps or the ever-grow ng pollution of the
environment. Things would be sinpler all around.

Yeah, | know ifs a dreamfromthe gate of ivory. Wthout
magi ¢, the world woul d probably have fanners, nmaybe

towns, but surely not the great civilization we know. Can you
i magi ne mass production without the law of similarity, or any
ki nd of conmuni cati ons network without the | aw of conta-

gi on?

And medi cine? | shiver to think of it Wthout ectoplasmnc

bei ngs to see and reach inside the body, how woul d nedi -

cine be possible at all? If you got sick, you'd bl oody well die,
just like one of Tony Sudal ds' cheap watches when nmagic

touched its works.

I pulled nmy mnd back to business and asked him "Can

you give me a list of the firns whose spells you're storing at
this containnment facility?" That was a question | could legiti-
mat el y ask him regardl ess of whether the Listener was

consci ous.

He said, "Inspector Fisher, in view of the unofficia

nature of your visit, | have to tell you no. If you bring nme a
warrant, | will of course cooperate to the degree required by

civil and canon law. " He thought he was being heard
agai n—he tipped nme a wink as he spoke.

"Such a list is a matter of public record,"” | argued, both
because it was sonething | really wanted to have and
because | still wasn't sure | could trust him

"And | will surrender it to properly constituted authority,
but only to such authority,"” he said. "But it could also give
conpetitors inportant information on the spells and charns
we use at this facility. Limted access to nmmgical secrets is
one of the oldest principles of both canon and civil |aw."
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He m ght have been playing it to the hilt for the sake of
the Listener, but he had me and | knew it Sophisticated
magi ¢ has to be kept secret or else everyone starts using it
and the originator gains no benefit fromhard and often dan-
gerous research work. People who want to socialize sorcery
don't realize there wouldn't be nmuch sorcery to socialize if
they took away the incentive for devising new spells.

"l shall return with that warrant, M. Sudalds,"” | said
formally.

He grinned and gave ne a silent thunbs-up the Listener
woul dn't notice, so he was either really on ny side or one fine
con man. "WIIl there be anything el se. |Inspector?" he asked.

| started to shake my head, then changed ny mnd. "Is
there a safe spot in this building where | can | ook out at the
whol e dunp?"

"Sure is. Wiy don't you cone with ne?" Sudal ds | ooked
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happy for any excuse to get up from behind his desk. My
guess was that he'd been prompted for outstanding work in
the fiel d-he probably |iked the noney from his adm nistra-
tive job but not a whole |ot of other things about it

Qur shoes rang on the spiral stairway that led to the

roof of the cinderblock office. Steps and rail alike were
cold iron, a sensible precaution in a building surrounded
by such nasty magi c. The trapdoor through which we

clinmbed was al so of iron, heavily greased against the rains
Angels City wasn't seeing lately. Sudalds effortlessly
pushed it out of the way.

"Here you are," he said waving. "You're about as safe here

as you are indoors; topologically, we're still inside the sane
shielding system But it doesn't feel the sane out in the open
air, does it?"

"No," | admitted. | felt exposed to | didn't know what. |
wondered if the air itself was bad sonehow. | inmagined tiny
denons | couldn't even see crawling down into ny |lungs and
relieving thensel ves anong ny bronchi al passages. An

unpl easant thought—+ scuttled it as fast as | coul d.

The dunp still | ooked |ike a couple of acres of overgrown,
underwat ered ground. If it had been paved over, it would
have been a perfect used carpet lot. | don't know what 1'd
26
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expected froma panoram c view. nmaybe that | could spot

boxes or barrels with corporate nanmes on them | didn't see
anyt hi ng, though. The npbst interesting thing | did see was a
little patch of ground about fifty yards fromthe office build-
ing that seened to be noving of its own accord. | pointed.
"Whaf s over there?"

Tony Sudal ds' eyes followed ny finger. "OCh, that IfB be a
whi | e before decon does nuch with that area, |'m afraid.
Byproducts from a defense plant—+ can say that much.
Those are flies you see stirring around."

"Ch." | dropped the subject, at once and conpletely. I'd

t hought about the Lord of the Flies on the way over to the
dunmp. He's such a potent denon prince that even saying his
nane can be dangerous. Speak of the devil, as everyone
knows, is not a joke, and the sanme applies to his great cap-
tain, the prince of the descendi ng hierarchy.

I didn't care for the notion of the Defense Departnent
dealing with Beel zebub, either. | know the Pentagram has

the best wizards in the world, but they're only human. Leave
out a single line—by God, msplace a single conma—and

you're liable to have hell on earth.

I | ooked back toward the place where |I'd seen a whol e | ot

of Nothing when | was com ng up the protected (I hoped)

wal k toward Sudal ds' office. Fromthis angle, it didn't | ook
any different fromthe rest of the dunp. | thought about
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mentioning it to Sudalds, but didn't bother; he probably saw
enough weird things in the course of a week to last an ordi-
nary chap with an ordinary job a lifetime or two.

Besi des, that thought gave rise to another: "How often do
you run across synergistic reactions anong the spells that get
dunped here?"

"I't does happen sonetines, and sonmetines it's no fun at

all when it does." He rolled his eyes to show how big an
under st atenent that was. "Persian spells are particularly bad
for that, for sone reason, and there's a |l arge Persian comu-
nity here in the Vall ey—+efugees fromdie | atest secul ari st

t akeover, nost of them When their spiritual elenments fused
with some froma Baghdad! candy-naker's preservation

charm of all the unlikely things—=

| drew ny own picture. It wasn't pleasant. Shia and Sunni
magi ¢ are starkly different but aigue fromthe sane prem

i ses. That nmakes the m nghngs worse when they happen: as

if Papists and Protestants used the sane dunp in Irel and.
The Confederation is a nelting pot, all right, but sonetines
the pot wants to nelt down.

I didn't see anything el se about which to question

Sudal ds, so | went back down the spiral stairs. He followed,
pausing only to shut the trap door over our heads. As we

wal ked back to his office, | said, 'Til be back with the war-
rant as soon as | can: in the next couple of days, anyhow "

"\What ever you say. Inspector Fisher." He wi nked again to
show he was really on ny side. | wondered if he was. He
sounded very much |ike a man speaking for the Listener
when he said, Tm happy to cooperate informally with an
informal investigation, but | do need the formal parchnent
before | can exceed the scope of ny instructions from man-
agenment . "

He went out to the entrance with nme. | craned ny neck to

see if the Nothing reappeared as | passed the place where

I'"d seen it before. For an instant | thought it did, but when
blinked it was gone.

"What's there?" Sudal ds asked when | turned ny head.

"Nothing," | said, but I neant—+ guessed | neant—t
with a small n. | laughed a little nervously. "A figleaf of ny
i magi nation."

"You work here a while, you'll get those for sure." He nod-
ded, hard. | wondered what all he'd seen—er maybe not
seen—si nce he started working here.

When we got out to the front gate, the security guard

again carefully placed the footbridge so it straddled die red
line. | felt like a free man as soon as | was on the outside of
the dunp site. Sudal ds waved across from his side, then

went back to his citadel

It wasn't until 1"'d crossed die crosswal k, chanted die
phrase di at unl ocked die antitheft geas on ny carpet, and
actually gotten into die air diat | renenbered die vanpires,
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the werewol ves, the Idds born w diout souls, all die odier
birth defects around di e Devonshire dunp. Getting outside
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the site didn't necessarily free you fromit. Were that so, |
woul dn't have had to nake this trip in the first place

M dday traffic was a | ot thinner than the usual norning

madness. | was nore than twice as far fromny Wstwood
office in the Confederal Building as | was when | left from
my flat, but | didn't need any nore tine to get there than |
do on ny normal conmmute. | slid into ny reserved parking

space (penalty for unauthorized use, a hundred crowns or an

extra year for your soul in purgatory, or born—udge's discre-
tion: if he thinks you won't rate purgatory, he'll just fine you),
t hen wal ked i nsi de.

The el evator shaft snelt of alnond oil. At the bottom was

a virgin parchnent inscribed with the words GOMERT and

KAI LCETH and the sigil of the demon Khil, who has con-

trol over some of die spirits of the air (he can al so cause
eart hquakes, and so is a useful spirit to knowin Angels City).

The alnond oil is part of the paste that sunmons him the
other ingredients being olive oil, dust fromclose by a coffin,
and the brain of a dunghill cock. "Seventh floor," | said, and

was |lifted up.

As soon as | got into the office, | called Charlie Kelly He
listened while | told himwhat |'d found, then said, "N ce

pi ece of work, Dave. That confirns and anplifies the infor-
mation |'d already received. Go to work on that warrant right
away. "

"I will," | promsed. "I know just the judge: 1'll take the

i nformati on over to gadi Ruhollah. He's about the strictest

man in A .C. when it cones to environmental danage."

chuckl ed. 'Tor that matter, he's a rigorist on just about every-
t hi ng—Maxi mum Ruhol | ah, we call himout here."

"Sounds like the fell ow we need, al] right,"'
"Anyt hi ng el se?"

Kelly said.

| started to say no, but had to think better of it. There is
one other thing, as a matter of fact. Sudal ds—the dunp
manager -wonder ed how you' d heard sonet hi ng new

m ght be wong at his place when no one out here had a

clue. | couldn't give himan answer, but it nade me curious,
too."

As it had once or twice when he'd called ne at honme, the

silence stretched longer than inmp relay could account for by
itself. Finally Charlie said, "A bird told ne, you m ght say."

"Alittle bird, right?" | started to laugh. "Charlie, | stopped
believing in that little bird about the sane tinme | found out
the stork only brings changelings."

"However you want it," he said "That's all | can tell you,
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I thought about pushing sone nore, but decided not to.
Peopl e back in D.C. are supposed to have good sources; diey
justify the fancy salaries that cone out of your purse and
m ne by knowi ng what's going on all over the country and
how to find out about it even if the people who are doing it
don't want it found out. But | was still noderately gravel ed
that sonmebody a continent away had picked up on sone-

thing I hadn't heard die first thing about right in ny own
backyard

"Get the warrant, Dave," Charlie said "W'll go from
there, depending on what we learn.”

"Bight," | said, and hung up. Then | grabbed a sandwi ch

and a cup of coffee at the litde cafeteria in the building. They
perfectly bal anced virtue and vice: they were | ousy but

cheap. Lousy or not, ny stonmach stopped growing. | nade

anot her phone call.

The phone on the other end nust have yamered for

quite a while, because | listened to ny inp drumm ng his
fingers on the inside of the handset until at last | got an
answer: "Hand-of-dory Press, Judith Adier speaking."

"H, Judy—it's Dave."

"Ch, hi, Dave." | thought her voice went from business-

like to warm but with two phone inps between us | had a

hard time being sure. "Sorry | took so long to pick up there. |
was in the nmiddle of a tough passage, and | wanted to get to
the end of a sentence so | could be sure | wouldn't mss even
a single word when I went back to it."

"Don't apol ogize," | said. "Doing what you do, you have to
be careful .

Hand-of -d ory Press, as you'd guess fromthe nane,
publishes grimoires of all sorts, fromsinple ones on carpet
mai nt enance up to the special secret sort with olive-drab
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covers. Judy's their number one proofreader and copy editor.
She's the nost intensely detail-mnded person |I know, and
she needs to be. An error in a grinoire on flying carpets

m ght end you up in Boston, Oregon, instead of Boston,

Mass. An error in a mlitary magi c manual mght | eave you
dead, or worse

She said, "So what's up?"

"Feel like going out to dinner with me tonight?" | asked.

"I ran into sonething interesting today, and | wouldn't m nd
hearing what you think of it." Knowi ng soneone who can see
not only forest and trees but also count |eaves is wonderful
Being in love with her is even better.

"Sure," she said. "Meet at your place after work? | ought

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (23 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:08 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

to be able to get there before six."

"You'll probably beat ne there, then, the way traffic on St
James' has been lately,” | told her.
"Sounds good."

There's a new Hanese place a few bl ocks away that |
want to try."

"Sounds good to nme, too. You know how much | |ike
Hanese food."

"See you tonight, then. Now I'll et you get back to what
you were doing. 'Bye."

I went back to work, too, although my mnd wasn't really
on the main project that currently infested my desk. A cou-
pl e of days before, a big carpet carrying funm gants had

overturned in an accident, spilling finely ground |inseed,
psellium seed, violet and wild parsley root, aloes, mace, and
storax. Because they're materials used in conjurations, | had

to draft the environnmental inpact statenent.
I could have just witten no inpact and let it go at that:

the funigants were harm ess in and of thensel ves, and

requi red conbustion and ritual to become magically signifi-
cant A two-word report, however, woul d not have nade ny

boss happy, and ni ght have given peopl e outside the EPA

the idea that we didn't take seriously the job we were doing.

So, instead, | wasted taxpayers' tine and parchment witing
five |l eaves that ended up saying no inpact but did it in a
bureaucratically acceptable way. | do soneti nes wonder why

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DuUwmP
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governnent al agencies have to act like that, but it seenms as
uni versal as the | aw of contagi on

Suffused in virtue, | dropped the draft of ny statenent

on ny boss' desk for her changes, then went down the slide,
out to nmy carpet, and onto the freeway. Sure enough, traffic
was beastly, especially down by the airport. Not only was
everybody getting on and off there, but the flight |anes for
the big international carrier really cranp air space for |oca
travel ers

Judy was waiting for ne when | got hone, as |'d thought

she woul d be. W'd been seeing each other for about two

and a half years, then; I'd gotten her a spare entry talisnman
and gi ven her the unlocking Wrd for ny door pretty early in
that tinme, and she'd done the sanme for ne.

She greeted ne with a pucker on her lips and a cold beer

in her hand. "Wonderful woman,"” | told her, which m ght

have hel ped heat the loss a little. She got a beer for herself,
too. W sat down to drink them before we went out.
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Judy's a big tall brunette with hazel eyes and a mass of

wavy brown hair that falls hal fway down her back. She

doesn't wal k, exactly; when she noves, it's nore like flow ng.
She | ooked too feline ever to seemquite at home on ny
angul ar apartment - house furniture. | enjoyed watching her

all the sane.

"So what did you cone across today?" she asked.

I finished nmy beer and said, "Let's talk about it at the res-
taurant. If | start explaining it now, we won't get to the
restaurant, and then you'll think | invited you over just to
lure you into bed."

"It is nice to know you occasionally have other things on
your mnd," she admitted, upending her own bottle. "Let's
go, then."

We rode on ny carpet; the safety belts held us conpan-

i onably close. The restaurant parking lot had a sign with a big
Hanese dragon breathing ornately stylized fire and a bl unt
war ni ng: TRESPASSERS W LL BE | NCl NERATED. Judith

smled when she sawit. | didn't. | live in a noderately tough
part of town, and | figured there was at |east one chance in
three the sign was no joke.
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Wonderful snells greeted us just inside the entrance. The
only trouble with Hanese restaurants is that so nuch of what
they serve is forbidden to those who observe the Law. Sea
cucunbers | can live without, but |'ve heard so nuch about
scal l ops and | obster that |'m always tenpted to try them But
how can a man who' d break what he sees as God's Law be
trusted to uphold the laws of men? | was good again. So was
Judy, whose job and whose life also took discipline.

Still, you cant really conplain about hot and sour soup,

beef with black mushroons, crispy duck, and crystal-boiled

chi cken with spicy sauces. Everything was good, too; this was
a place I'd visit again. Wile Judy and | ate, | told her about
t he Devonshire dunp.

"Three cases of apsydua this year?" she said. Her eye-
brows went way up, and stayed way up. "Sonething's badly
wong there."

"I think so, too, and so does the dunp adm nistrator—fel-

| ow named Tony Sudal ds—even t hough he won't say so

where a Listener can hear him" | sipped ny tea. "You dea
with magic nore intinmately than | do, maybe even nore inti-
mat el y than Sudakis: intimately in a way different fromhis,
anyhow. |'mglad you're worded, it tells me I'mright to feel
the same way."

"You certainly are." She nodded so vigorously, her hair
flew out in a cloud around her head. Then her eyes filled
with tears, "just think of those poor babies—=

"I know." 1'd thought about thema lot | couldn't help it.
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Vanpi res and | ycant hropes have their problens, heaven

knows, but what hope is there for a kid with no soul ? None,
zero, zip. | drank nore tea, hoping it would cleanse ny m nd
along with nmy palate. No such luck. Then | told Judy what
Charlie Kelly had said about a bird telling himsonething

m ght be amiss at the dunp. "He wouldn't give ne any
detai |l s—he wanted to be coy. What do you suppose he

meant ?"

"A bird? Not a litde bird?" She waited for ne to shake ny
head, then started ticking off possibilities on her fingers.
"First thing that occurs to me is sonmething to do with

Quet zal coat f. "
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"You just made dinner worth putting on the expense
account," | said, beaming. "I hadn't thought of that."

| felt stupid for not thinking of it, too, for no sooner had
spoken than a busboy stopped at the table to cl ear away

some dirty dishes. Unlike our waiter, he wasn't Hanese; he

was stockier, a litde darker, and spoke his litde Angl o- Saxon
with a strong Spainish accent. A lot of the scutwork in Angels
City gets done by people fromthe south. As Sudal ds had

said, nore of them come here every year, too. Tines are so
hard, people so poor, down in the Enpire that even scut-

wor k | ooks good to a | ot of people.

Angels City, nuch of the Confederation's southwest, used

to belong to the Enpire of Azteca. The nobl es, sone of

them still plot revenge after a century and a half. For that
matter, though nost people in the Enpire speak Spainish
these days, sonme of the old famlies there, the ones that go
back before the Spaniards cane, go right on worshiping then-
own gods in secret, even though they go to Mass, too.
Quet zal coaU, the Feathered Serpent, is nmuch the nicest of
those gods, believe ne.

The old fanmilies crave the Enpire's old borders, too, even

if their own ancestors never ruled hereabouts. They call our
sout hwest Azdan, and dreamit's theirs. The way inmmgration
is headed, in a couple of generations that may be true in all
but nanme. Sone people, though, night not want to wait. So,
Quet zal coat i

Judy asked, "What ideas have you had yoursel f?" Think-
ing is hard work. She didn't want to do it all herself, for
which | couldn't blane her.

| seized a big, meaty nmushroom on ny chopsticks, then
sai d, ' The Peacock Throne crossed ny mnd."

Judy was chewi ng, too. She held up a finger, swallowed,
then said, "Yes, | can see that, especially since—didn't you
say?-you know sonme Persian firns use that dunp?"

"That's right. Sudalds told me so." The Peacock Throne is

the one which was wanned by the fundanent of the Shahan-

Shah of Persia until the secularists threw himout a few years
ago. St. Ferdinand's Valley has a | arge Persian refugee com
munity. And if Persians had been whispering in Charlie
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Kell/s ear, | wouldn't have any trouble getting a warrant
fromold Maxi mum Ruhol | ah, either. He was plus royal que
le roi, if you know what | nean.

"After the Peacock Throne, the next possibility | thought
of was the Garuda Bird project,” | went on. "Aerospace and
defense are Siamese twins, and a | ot of defense outfits use
t he Devonshire dunp.”

Judy nodded, slowly. Her eyes caught fire. So did m ne
whenever | thought about the Garuda Bird. Up till now, no
one's ever found a sorcerous way to get us off Earth and
physically into space. People have even tal ked about trying to
do it with pure mechanicals, though anybody who' d fly a
mechanical in a universe full of nystic forces is crazier than
any three people | want to deal with.

But the Garuda Bird project |links the ancient Hindu

Bird with the nost nodern western spell-casting tech-

ni ques. Before long, if everything goes as planned, we'll
try visiting the nmoon and the worlds in person, not just by
astral projection.

There's a good-sized Hi nd community up in the Vall ey,
too," Judy said.

"That's true." It was, but | didn't know how nuch it

meant. Angels City and its metropolitan area are so big, they
have good-si zed communities fromjust about every nation

on earth. If CGod decided to build the Tower of Babel now,

he'd put it right here: the schools, for instance, have to try to
teach | ads who speak close to a hundred different |anguages,

and sone towns have | aws that signs have to be at |east partly

in the Roman al phabet so police, firefighters, and exorcists

can find the places in case of energency.

| ate another nushroom then said, "Any nore ideas?"

"I didn't have any others until you mentioned the Peacock
Throne, " Judy said, "but that nade ne think of sonething
el se.” She didn't go on; she didn't look as if she wanted to.

"Wl | ?" | asked at | ast

She | ooked around and | owered her voice before she

spoke; maybe she didn't want anybody but me hearing.
"There's the Peacock Throne, but there's al so the Peacock
Angel . "
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Not everybody, especially in this part of the world, would
have taken her neaning. But while neither one of us is a sor-
cerer, we both deal with the Gher Side as much as a | ot of
peopl e who nmake a good living at wi zardry. | felt a chill run
up nmy back. The Peacock Angel is a euphem smthe Persians

use for Satan.

"Judy, | hope you're wong," | told her
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"So do |I," she said. "Believe ne, so do I|."

I remenbered the knot of stirring flies I'd seen in the
dunmp—Beel zebub is very high up (or | ow down, depending

on how you |l ook at things) in the infernal hierarchy. And that
Not hing—had | really seen it, or was it just jitters at being in
a—titerall y—spooky place? If it was real, what, or Wo,

caused it? Those were interesting thoughts. | didn't |ike any

of them

Suddenly a little bit of Nothing seenmed to fall |ike a cloak
over the warm confortable restaurant. | didn't want to be

there any nore. | waved for the bill, pulled noney fromny
wal l et to cover it, and left in a hurry. Judy didn't argue. Even
euphem snms can bring trouble in their wake.

My flat felt like a fortress against our gloom As soon as |'d
| ocked the door and touched the nmezuzah that warded it,

Judy cane into ny arns. W hugged, hard, just hol ding each
other for a long time. Then she said, "Wy don't you bring

me anot her bottle of beer?"

When | got back fromthe icebox with it, she'd taken from

her purse two small al abaster cups, thin to the point oftrans-
lucency. Into each she poured a little powder froma vial she
carried. 1'd once asked the ingredients of the "cup of roots,"”
and she'd told me gum of Alexandria, liquid alum and gar-

den crocus. Mxed with beer, it was a contraceptive that

dated back to the ancient Egyptians. | was convinced it

wor ked: not only had it never failed us, how many ancient
Egypti ans have you seen lately?

Just to be safe, though, | also followed Plin/s advice and
kept the testicles and bl ood of a dunghill cock under ny bed.
Unlike the old Roman's, mne were sealed in glass so they
woul dn't prove contraceptive nerely by stinking prospective
partners out of die bedroom

36 Harry Turtl edove

If you ask me, making |ove, especially with someone you

do love, is the nost sympathetic magic of aU, Afterwards, |
asked Judy, "Do you want to stay the night?" | adnmit | had an
ulterior notive; she's different fromnost of the wonmen |'ve
known in that she often feels frisky in the norning.

But that night she shook her head. Td better not. 1'd
have to take the cup of roots again if you wanted ne, and
don't want to drink beer and then steer a carpet through

rush-hour traffic."
"Ckay." | hope | gave in with good grace. If you | ove

sonebody not |east for having a good head on her shoul ders,

you' d better not get annoyed when she uses it

She went into the bathroom cane back and started to get
dressed, then stopped and | ooked over at me. "Could we tiy
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agai n toni ght?"
" Tr/ is probably the operative word." But | was off the

bed Iike a shot and heading for the kitchen. "Wman, you'l
run ne out of beer and nake ne go up with the w ndow

shade, but you're nice to have around."

"Good," she said, a smle in her voice. Beer in hand, | hur-
ri ed back toward the bedroom Her nice, sensible head was
not the only reason |I |l oved her. No indeed.

Judy did end up staying the night, because she didn't fee

like flying after two rounds of the cup of roots. (In case
you' re wondering how we did the second tinme, it's none of

your business.) No hanky-panky in the norning, though. W

were both up early, her to go back to her place and change
bef ore she headed for work, ne to to the parchnentwork 1'd
need to get a warrant from Judge Ruholl ah.

After a fast breakfast, | wal ked her out to her carpet (as
said, | don't live in the best neighborhood), then went back
to ny owmn and headed for the Crininal and Magical Courts
bui | di ng downt own.

The commute downtown wasn't too bad, but parking in
the heart of Angels City is outrageously expensive, even
t hough they stack carpets up higher than you' d see in a rug

37
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mer chants' bazaar. | was alnost as upset as if |1'd had to pay

with my own noney, not the EPAs.
You want to see every kind of human being any | and of

CGod ever made, go the the Criminal and Magi cal Courts
bui | di ng; secul ar judges in black robes, canon |l aw judges in
red ones, bailiffs and constabul ary and sheriffs | ooking nore
like soldiers than anything el se, defendants sonetines | ook-
ing guilty of everything in the world (regardl ess of whether
they're only charged with flying a carpet too fast) and others
who fromthe outside m ght be candi dates for sainthood,

Wi t nesses, doctors, rabbis, wizards ... If you |ike peopl e-
wat chi ng, you won't find better entertai nment.

Judge Ruholl ah's bailiff was a big Swede named Eric

somet hi ng-or-ot her—+ never can renenber his |ast nane,

though 1'd dealt with himbefore. He said, "lI'msorry,

I nspector Fisher, but the judge won't be able to see you till

about el even. Sonething's come up."

| sighed, but what could | do about it? | went over to the
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bank of pay phones across the hall fromthe courtroons.
When | told the nouthpiece inp what nunber | wanted, it

Suawked back, "Forty-five coppers, please." | pushed

ange into the outstretched hand of the little pay phone
denmon, which nust be descended from Manmon by way of

the Gadarene swine. If I'd turned ny back on it, I'msure it

woul d have tried to pick ny pocket.
After | called in at the office to say |I'd be late, | bought

sonme coffee (and a Danish | didn't really need) and cool ed

my heels in the cafeteria, |looking with one eye at the data I'd
be giving the gadi and with the other at people going past.

Two cups and anot her Danish later (I prom sed nyself |

woul dn't eat lunch), it was a quarter to eleven. | threw the
parchments back into nmy briefcase and presented nyself to

Eri c again.

He picked up a phone, spoke into it, then nodded to ne.
“"Go onin." | went.

How do | describe Judge Ruhollah? If you're Christian

(which he wasn't), think of God the Father when He's had a
| ousy eon. | don't know how ol d Ruhouah is, not even to the
nearest decade. Long white beard, nose |ike a pronontory,
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eyes that have seen everything and di sapproved of nobst of it
If you're up before himand you're innocent, you're all right
But if you're even a little bit guilty, you'd better run for

cover.

He glowered at ne as | approached the bench. Had this

been the first tine I'd come before him 1'd' ve been tenpted

to pack it in as a bad job: either fall on ny knees and pray for
mercy (not somet hi ng Maxi mum Ruhol | ah handed out in big

doses) or else turn around and run for ny life (for who's not
alittle bit guilty of sonething?). But | knew he gl owered

nost of the time anyhow, so he didn't intinmdate ne ...

much.

| began as etiquette prescribed—My it please your
honor"—though | knew it was just a polite phrase in his case.
| set forth the reasons the Environnental Perfection Agency,
and | as its representative, wanted to exam ne the records of
t he Devonshire Land Managenent Consorti um

"You have supporting docunents to show probabl e

cause?" he asked. He didn't have an old man's voice. He'd

been in the Confederation for close to forty years (he was
expelled fromPersia the last tine the secularists there seized
power for a while), but he'd never lost his accent

| passed himthe docunents. He put on reading glasses to
i nspect them Just for a second, he rem nded ne of die
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scriptoriumspirit at the Thomas Brothers nonastery. Before

I could even think of smling, though, his hard old face
becane so terrible that | wanted to | ook away. | had a pretty
good i dea what he'd cone across, and | was right

He stabbed at the parchnent with a forefinger shaking

with fury. "It is an abomi nation before God the Conpassion-
ate, the Merciful," he ground out, "the birthing of children
wi t hout souls. Al should have the chance to be judged, to
delight with God the great in heaven or to eat offal and drink
boiling water forever in hell. This dunp is causing the birth
of soull ess ones?"

That's what we're trying to | eam your honor," |
answered. "Finding out just who dunps there—which is
what the warrant seeks—will help us determne that."

This cause is worthy and just," Judge Ruhol | ah decl ar ed.
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"Pursue it wherever it may lead." He inked a quill and wote
out the warrant in his own hand, signing it at the bottomin
bot h our own al phabet and the Arabic pothooks and squi g-
gles he'd grown up with.

I thanked himand got out of there in a hurry; his wath
was frightening to behold. As | went back to where ny car-

pet was parked, | skimred through the docunment he'd
given ne. Wien | was finished, | whistled softly under ny
breath. If 1'd wanted to, | could have cl osed down the Dev-

onshire dunp with that warrant. O course, if I'd tried it, the
consortium s | awers woul d have descended on ne |ike a

flock of vanpires and gotten the whole thing thrown out. |
didn't want that, so | planned on carrying out the strictly lim
ited search I'd already had in nind.

Bather to ny own surprise, | was virtuous enough to slap
lunch. | just headed straight for the Valley; the sooner |
served the warrant, the sooner | coul d+ hoped-start find-
i ng answers.

Thanks to a stupid publicity stunt, | got stuck in traffic in
Hol | ywood. If you ask ne, stunts by the side of the freeway
ought to be illegal; it goes slow enough w thout diem But

no. One of the |ight and magi c conpani es was rel easing a
spectacul ar called St. George and the Dragon, so nothing
woul d do but to have one of their tanme dragons roast a
swor d- swi ngi ng stunt man right where everybody could stop
and stare and ooh and ahh. People who actually had to go
sonmepl ace—nAe, for instance—got stuck right along with the
rubber necki ng f ool s.

Behind the stunt man in his flame-retardant chain nail

stood a bl onde who wasn't wearing enough to retard fl anes.
The dragon was weB trained; he didn't breathe fire anywhere
near her. Even so, | wondered what she was doing there. She
wasn't the sort of maiden | pictured Sfc George rescuing. |f
they' d been nmaki ng Perseus and Androneda, naybe—but

St George?
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Well, that's Hollywood for you

I made good time after | finally put dragon, stunt man,
and binbo behind ne. | parked in the |lot across fromthe
Devonshire dunp 1'd used the day before. This tinme the
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security guard was on the phone before | got across the
street He canme out of his cage, started wheeling back the

gate. "M. Sudalds is expecting you, sir," he said.

"Thanks." | crossed the wooden footbridge, went into the

dump site. Sure enough, Tony Sudal ds was already on his

way out to greet me. | still wasn't sure whose side he was on,

but he brought a lot of energy to whichever one it was.

"How may | be of assistance to you today. |nspector
Fi sher?" he asked in a loud, formal voice that said he knew
what was coni ng.

| produced die parchnent and did ny best to speak in
ringing tones nyself: "M. Sudalds, | have in ny possession
and hereby serve you with this warrant of search issued by
Judge Ruhol | ah authorizing ne to examine certain records of
your business."

"Let me see this warrant," he said. | passed it to him |
thought his scrutiny would be purely pro forma, but he read
every word. When he spoke again, he didn't sound formal at

all: "You do everything this parchment says you can do and
you'll break us to bits. Maybe |'d better call our legal team"

I held up a hasty hand. "I don't intend to do or seek any
nmore than we tal ked about yesterday. |Is that still agreeable
to you?" Light the candle or cast the spell, M. Sudalds.

"Let's go to ny office," he said after a pause tike the ones
I'"d been hearing fromCharlie Kelly. "I'Il show you where the
client lists are stored."

By the time | thought to | ook for the Nothing | m ght

have seen the day before, | was already past the place on the
wal k where 1'd noticed it. | had nore concrete things on ny
m nd, anyhow.

Sudal ds pulled open a file drawer. "Here are clients who
have used our facility in the past three years. |nspector
Fi sher."

| started pulling out folders. "I will copy these parchnents
and return the originals to you as soon as possible, M.

Sudal ds." We were both talking with half a mnd for the Lis-
tener in his office. | asked, "Does this list also include the
spel I s and thaumat urgi cal byproducts each of die consortia

and individuals stated were assigned for contai nnent here?"
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"No, not all of them Thafs a separate form you know. "
He gl anced down at the warrant he was still holding. "W
didn't discuss those lists yesterday. This thing"—he waved
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the warrant—=grves you the authority to go fishing... unti
and unl ess our people try to quash it Shall | nake the phone
call now?"

| pointed to the anber amul et he wore—+t made a snal |

| ump under his shirt. He nodded, pulled it out, went

through his little ritual. | wondered agai n what | anguage he
was using. As soon as he nodded a second time, | said,

"Look, Tony, you know as well as | do that finding out what's
in here will help us | eamwhafs | eaking."

"Yeah, but we didn't talk about it yesterday." He | ooked
st ubbor n.
| talked fast. "I know we didn't If you want to play all con-

sortiate, you can lick me on this one. For a while. But how

wi B you feel when you read the next little story in the Valley
section of the Tines about a kid who's going to vani sh out of
the universe forever sonme time in the next fifty or seventy or

ni nety years?"

"You fight dirty," he said with a fierce scow .
"Only if | have to," | answered. "You're the one who told

me you wanted to keep this site safe. Did you nean it, or was
it so much Fairy gol d?"

He | ooked at his watch. It nust have been a new one,

because he didn't ask me what tinme it was. After about a

m nute and a half (my guess; | didn't bother checking), he
said, "Very well, Inspector Fisher, | shall conply with your
demand." Cearly we were out fromunder the rose.

More folders foll owed, too many for ne to cany. Having
deci ded to be hel pful. Tony was very hel pful: he got ne a
wheel ed cart so | could trundl e them down die path and out
to ny carpet. | said, "I hope |losing these won't inconven-
i ence your operation."

"I wouldn't give "emto you if it did," he said. "I have
copi es of everything. The/re magically nmade, of course, so
they aren't acceptable to you, but they'll keep this place
running until | get the originals back."

I didn't say that mght be a while. If we ended up going to
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court again to seek a closure order, the parchnents woul d be
sequestered for nmonths, maybe for years if the dunmp's | ega
staff used all the appeals they were entitled to. Sudal ds had
to know that, too. But he seened satisfied he could go on
doi ng what he needed to do, so | didnt push him

He even trundled the cart out to the entrance for ne.

When we got there, a slight hitch devel oped: the cart was too
wi de to go over the footbridge. "Can't | just stand on one
side of the line and you on the other?" | asked. "You can pass
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t he docunents out to ne."

"Ifs not that sinple," Sudakis said. "Go on outside; |I'D

show you." | crossed the bridge, stepped a couple of feet to
one side of it. Sudalds nade as if to pass ne a folder; | nade
as if to reach for it. Qur hands came cl oser and closer to one
anot her, but wouldn't touch. Sudal ds chuckl ed. "Asynptotic
zone, you see? The footbridge is insulated, so it cleaves a
path right on through. W do take containment seriously,

Dave. "

"So | notice." Even if Anything was on the ranpage in the
dump, that zone would go a | ong way toward keeping it

i nside where it bel onged. Wen | | eaned toward Sudal ds

above the footbridge, he had no trouble passing ne the files.
| turned to the security guard. "Do you have twi ne? | don't
want these bl owing away after | load themonto ny carpet”

TLemme | ook." He went back into his cage and cane back

out with not only a ball of twine but also a scissors. | hadn't
expected even that nuch cooperation, so | was doubly gl ad
to get it

Sudal ds wat ched ne tie parcels for a minute or two, then
said, "l'mgoing back to work. Now that you've officially
taken t hese docunents, you understand |I'm going to have to
notify ny superiors about what you've done."

"Yes, of course,"” | said. Decent of himto rem nd ne,
though. | thought he really might be on ny side, or at |east
not altogether on the side of his conpany.

I carted the docunents across the street to ny carpet; |
needed three trips. Like anybody, | had storage pockets sewn
on, but the great pile of parchnents overwhel ned them |
don't know what | would have done if the guard hadn't had
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any twine. Sat on some of the folders and hung onto others, |
suppose, until | flew by a sundries store where |I could buy
some for nyself. You see people doing that every day, but ifs
neit her el egant nor what you'd call safe.

Back to ny Westwood office, then. Wien | got there, |

di scovered the el evator shaft was out of order. Sone idiot
had managed to spill a cup of coffee on die Wrds and si gi
that controlled Khil. A nage stood in the shaft readying a
new conpact with the denon, but readying didn't nean

eready. | had to haul ny parchnents up the fire stairs (you
woul dn't want to be in an elevator shaft when the controlling
par chment buns, would you?), slide back down, and then

climb the stairs again with the other half of ny load. | was
not pleased with die world when | finally plopped die |ast
parcel down by ny desk.

I was even | ess pleased when | saw what |urked on that

desk: ny report about die spilled fum gants, all covered over
wi di red scribbles. That nmeant | wasn't going to get to die
docunents |'d so | aboriously lugged upstairs by quitting
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time. | drought diey were a lot nore inportant dian die
report, but ny boss didn't see dungs diat way. Sonetines |
wish | were triplets. Then I m ght keep ny desk dean
Maybe.

The office access spirit appeared in die ground gl ass when

| called it. | held up die pages one by one so it saw all die
changes, dien said, "Wite me out a fresh version on parch-
ment, if you please.”

"Very well,"” the spirit said grunpily. It likes playing w di
words, but has die attitude diat actually dealing widi die
material world and getting diemdown in permanent formis
somehow beneadi it. It asked me, "Shall | dien forget die
versi on you had ne nenorize yesterday?"

"Don't you dare," | said, and dien, because it was literal -
m nded, | added a sinple, "No."

My boss had die habit of making changes and di en going
back and deci ding she'd radier have diings die first way after

all. Yes, | knowifs a fenale cliche, but she really was a
worman and she really was like diat. Judy, now, Judy is nore
decisive dian I'll ever be.
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After die spirit promised it would indeed renmenber bod
versions of die report, | waited for it to finish setting down
die new one. Wien diat finally wafted over to ny desk, |

read it dirough to make sure all the alterations were accu-
rately transcribed, dien set it in ny boss* in-basket for die
next round of changes. And dien, it being about die tine it
was, | went out to ny carpet and headed hone.

| took widi ne die list of firnms diat used die Devon-
shire dunp. | left behind die forns diat showed what

di e/d dunped diere; diose would be nore secure behind

die office's wards dian the cheap ones ny block of flats
uses. But | figured | could do sone useful work at die
kitchen table, just grouping die firns by type. That woul d
al so give ne at last a start on knowi ng what sort of toxic
spells were in diere.

After a dinner |1'd radier not renenber—ertainty nodi-

ing to conpare to die |lush Hanese spread |I'd enjoyed wi di
Judy die night before—+ piled dishes in die sink, gave die
tabl e a coupl e of haphazard w pes, took out a sheet of parch-
ment and inked a pen, dien buckled down to it

The first dung diat hit ne was just how many defense

firnms dunped at die Devonshire site. Al die big aerospace
consortia that have kept die Angels City econony boom ng

for decades used die place: Confederated Voodoo (it's Con-
voo di ese days, what widi die stupid and paranoid nania for
clipping consortiate names into neani ngl ess syllables: who'd
waste tinme widi nane nmagic against as diffuse an entity as a
consortiun®?). North American Aviation and Levitation,
Denondyne, Lold (I wondered if byproducts fromLola's fa-
mous Cobol d Wrks were trying to triclde dirough die wards
around di e dunps; sonme of diem m ght be very bad news

i ndeed), all die odier fanbus nanes.
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Along widi diemwere a host of snmaller outfits, subcon-
tractors nmosdy, diat nobody's ever heard of except dieir
nmodiers: firms with names |ike Bakhtiart Precision Burins,
Portentous Potions, and Essence Extractions, Inc. | |ooked

at diat last one for a while, trying to figure out in which
square it belonged: mny transmogrifled Iist had evolved into a
chart. Finally | stuck it in alnost at random wi di a nane |ike
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that, it could have done just about anything (another nodem
trend | despise).

Along with the defense outfits were several of the Holly-
wood |ight and magi ¢ conpani es. Wen | thought about it,
that made sense; Hol |l ywood has al ways been a magi c-i nt en-
sive business. | wished | renenbered which outfit had nade
the St. George epic that had snarled traffic this norni ng—+
m ght have been tenpted to try sone nane nagic on it

mysel f, nmore because | knew it would be usel ess than for any
ot her reason.

I was a little nore surprised to find how many hospitals
were on the list Layfolk see only the benefits nedicine
brings; they don't think nuch about the costs involved
(except the ones that cone fromtheir purses). But healing
bodi es—and especially working with di seased soul s—takes
its toll on the environnent |ike any high-tech enterprise.

There's only one najor carpet plant left in Angels Cty—

the CGeneral Mvers | ooms in Van Nuys. They dunped at

Devonshire, too. The GM plant wasn't high on my Iist of

probable cul prits, though. For one thing, | had a solid notion

of the kinds of spells it used. For another, it's likely to close
down in die next year or two: too rmuch conpetition from

| ess expensive Oiental rugs.

And what was | supposed to nake of outfits called Gal

Di vided, Slow Jinn Fizz, and Red Phoeni x? Until | got back
to the office to see what they were dumping, | was as mnuch
in the dark about what they actually did as | was with
Essence Extractions, Inc. They sounded nore interesting,

t hough, | rmust say.

After a nonment, ny eyes cane back to Red Phoeni x.

underline the nane, just on the off chance. The phoeni x was
a bird neither Judy nor | had thought of the night before. It
woul d be worth checking out, at any rate.

| started to call Judy to tell her about it, then renenbered
Wednesday was her night for theoretical goetics. She's only a
coupl e of classes away fromher master's initiation. One day
before too long | expect her to be witing grinoires instead
of copy-editing them

Havi ng done as nuch on the list as | could do, | tossed it

back in nmy attache case, read for a while, and then got ready
for bed. Through the thin wall of ny flat, | heard the fellow
next door howling with [aughter at whatever ethenet pro-
gram he was |istening to.
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One of these days soon, | figured |I'd break down and buy

an ethemet set for nyself. They're based on a variant of the
cloning technique that's put tel ephones all over lately. In the
et henet, though, they clone thousands of inps identical to a
few masters. \Watever one of the nasters hears, each done
repeats exactly—provided you' ve chosen to rouse that par-
ticular inmp from dormancy.

You can buy plug-in inmp nodules that |let you choose

fromup to eighty or a hundred different ethenet offerings

at any one tine. Mdire and nore people all over the country
are listening to the sanme shows, admring the sane perform
ers, telling the sane jokes. Unity isn't bad, especially in a
country as big as the Confederation, and | don't deny the
advant ages of being able to pass on news, for instance,

qui ckly.

So why didn't | have an ethenet set of my own? | guess

the basic reason is that too nuch of what they spread is, par-
don ny Latin, crap. Not to put too fine a point onit, |I'd
sooner think for nyself than get ny entertai nnent prenasti-
cated. Go ahead, call ne ol d-fashi oned.

Wen | got to the office the next norning, the w zard was
still working on the elevator shaft. No, | take it back; nore
likely, the wi zard was working on the el evator shaft again.
VWhat with everybody's budget being tight these days, the

governnent isn't enthusiastic about overtime. | walked up to
my office. Yes, | knowit's good exercise. It also wasted the
shower 1'd taken just before |I left hone.

And on ny desk waiting for me, just as I'd known it would

be, was ny second draft of the report on the spilled | oad of
fum gants. | gave it a quick | ook-through. Not only had my boss
changed about half of her revisions back to what | originally
wote, she'd added a whol e new set, sonething she didn't often
do on a second pass. And on the |ast page, in green ink that

| ooked as if it would be good for pacts with denons, she'd
witten, "Please give me final copy this afternoon.”

48 Harry Turtl edove

I felt like pounding ny head on the desktop. Tliat cursed
silly report, which could have been and shoul d have been
two words |long, was going to keep ne fromgetting any use-
ful work done that norning. Then the phone started yelling
at me, and the report turned into the | east of nmy worries.

"Envi ronmental Perfection Agency, Fisher speaking," |
sai d, sounding as brisk and businesslike as | could before I'd
had nmy second cup of coffee.

Just as if | hadn't spoken, nmy phone asked nme, "You are

I nspector David Fisher of the Environmental Perfection
Agency?"—and | knew | was talking to a |awer. Wen |
admtted it again, the fellow on the other end said, "I am
Sanuel Dill, of the firmof Elworthy, Frazer, and Wiite, rep-
resenting the interests of the Devonshire Land Managenent
Consortium | am given to understand that yesterday you
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absconded with certain proprietary docunents of the afore-
said Consortium?"

Even through two phone inps, | could hear that capita

"C'" thud into place. | could also hear M. Dill building him
self a case. | said, "Counselor, please let nme correct you right
at the outset. | did not 'abscond with' any docurments. | did
take certain parchnments, as | was authorized to do under a
search warrant granted in Confederal court yesterday."

"I nspector Fisher, that warrant was a farce, which you
must realize as well as |. Had you fully inplenented all its
provi si ons—=

"But | didn't," | answered sharply. "And, in case you have

a Listener on this call, |I make no such adm ssion about the
warrant. It was duly issued in reaction to a perceived threat
to the environnent fromthe Devonshire dunp. And surely

you, sir, must admit exam ning dunp records is not unrea-
sonable in light of evidence showi ng, anong other things,
increased birth defects in the comunity surrounding the

dunmp. "

"l deny the | and nmanagement consortiumis in any way
responsible for this statistical aberration," Dill replied, as I'd
known he woul d.

| pressed him "Do you deny the need to investigate the
matter?" When he didn't answer right away, | pressed

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DuUwmP 49

harder: "Do you deny that the EPA has the authority to
check records to eval uate possible safety hazards?"

By now, | ought to be old enough to know better than
to expect straight answers fromlawers. Wat | got
i nstead was about a five-m nute speech. No, Dill didn't

deny our right to investigate, but he did deny that the
dump (not that he ever called it a dunp, not even once)
coul d possibly be responsible for anything, even, it
sounded |i ke, the shadow the containment fence cast. He
al so kept coning back to the scope of the warrant under
whi ch 1'd conducted the search.

Bl ast Maxi mum Ruhol | ah. That warrant was the juristic

equi val ent of perform ng necronancy to get soneone to tie
your shoel aces for you. | said, "Counselor, let me ask you
again: do you think nmy taking the docunents | took was in
any way exceptionabl e?"

| got back another speech, but what it boiled down to was

no. Dill finished, "I want to put you on notice that the Dev-
onshire Land Managenent Consortiumw || not under any
circunstances tol erate your use of that outrageous warrant

to conduct fishing expeditions through our records."

"l understand your concern,"” | said, which shut himup

wi t hout concedi ng anything. He finally got off the phone,
and | put the second-generation changes into that worthl ess
Hydr a- headed report. | was about hal fway through letting
the access spirit scan it when the phone yow ed agai n.
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| said something | hoped nobody (and Nobody) noticed
before | answered it. Turned out to be Tony Sudal ds. He
said, "l just wanted to let you know ny people aren't too
happy about my turning records over to you yesterday."

"They' ve nade ne aware of that already, as a matter of
fact," | said, and told hi mabout the phone call fromthe
Consortiuns |awer. "I hope | haven't gotten you into a
pi ckl e over this."

"Il survive," he said. "However much they want to, they
can't send me to perdition for obeying the law. |f you push
that warrant too hard, though, things'!! get nore conplicated
t han anybody really wants."

"Yeah," | said, still puzzled about where he was coni ng
50 Harry Turtl edove

from The contenptuous way he di snmi ssed hi gher manage-

ment nmade ne guess he'd worked his little charmwith the
anmul et again, but the nessage he delivered wasn't that dif-
ferent fromDbDill's. I'd got somewhere pushing Dill, so |
decided to push Sudalds a little, too: "You aren't having any
kind of trouble out there, are you?"

But Sudal ds didn't push. "Perkunas, no!" he excl ai ned, an
oath | didn't recognize. "Everything' s fine here... except for
your ugly nunbers."”

"Believe ne, | don't like those any better than you do," |
said, "but they're there, and we need to find out why."

"Yeah, okay" He suddenly turned abrupt. "Listen, | gptta
go. 'Bye." He probably had done his little charm then, and
run out of time on it.

I pulled out ny Handbook qf Coetics and Metapsych/ics to

see what it had to say about Perkunas. | found out he was a
Li t huani an t hunder-god. Was Sudal ds a Lithuani an name?
didn't know. The Lithuanians, | read, had been about the | ast

Eur opean people to cone to ternms with Christianity, and a
ot of themalso remained on famliar terms with their old
gods. Tony Sudal ds certainly sounded as if he was.

Grunting, | put the handbook back on the shelf. Anybody
who uses it a | ot devel ops shoulders |ike an A ynpiadic
wei ghdi fters—f you hung two copies on opposite ends of a
barbell, you could sure train with 'em

I'"d just started nmy third stab at revising that blinking

report when the phone went off again. | thought hard about
ordering the inp to answer that | wasn't there, but integrity
won. A nonent later, | wished it hadn't "Inspector Fisher?

Pl eased to make your acquai ntance, sir. | am Colleen Pfeif-

fer, of the legal staff of the Denobndyne Consortium"

"Yes?" | said, not wanting to give her any nore rope than
she had al ready.

"I nspector Fisher, | have been infornmed that you are
i nvestigating the sorcerous byproducts Denondyne deposits
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in the Devonshire containment area."

"Among others, that's correct. Counselor. May | ask who
told you?" 1'd expected calls fromsone of the consortia that
dunmped at Devonshire (1'd al so expected nobody's | awyer
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woul d say anything so bald as that), but | hadn't expected to
get the first one by half past nine of the norning after |
sear ched

Li ke any |l awer worth a prayer, Mstress Pfeiffer was bet-
ter at asking questions than answering them She went on as
if I hadn't spoken: "I want you to note two areas of concern
of Denondyne's, |Inspector Fisher. First, as you nust be
awar e, byproduct information can be valuable to conpeti -
tors. Second, much of our work is defense-rel ated. Sone of
the informati on you have in your possession m ght prove of
great interest to foreign governnents. An appropriate secu-
rity regine is indicated by both these considerations."

' Thank you for expressing your concern, Counselor," |

said. "I have never had any reason to believe the EPAs secu-
rity precautions don't do the job. The parchnents to which
you refer have not left ny office.”

"I amrelieved to hear that," she said. "May | assune your
policy will remain unchanged, and nake note of this for the
rest of the |egal staff and other consortiumofficial s?"

Such an innocent-soundi ng question, to have so many

teeth in it | answered cautiously: "You can assune |'ll do mny
best to keep your parchnents safe and confidential. |I'm not
in a position to nmake prom ses about where they'll be at any

gi ven nonent . "
"Your response is not altogether satisfactory," she said.

Too bad, | thought. Qut loud, | said, "Counselor, |'m
afraid it's the best | can do, given ny own responsibilities and
oaths." Let her nmake something of that.

My phone inp reproduced a sigh. Maybe | wasn't the

only one who thought | was having a bad day. Colleen Pfeif-
fer said, "I will transmt what you say, |nspector Fisher.
Thank you for your time."

I'"d just reached for the fum gants report— still hadn't

had the chance to | et our access spirit finish looking at it—
when t he phone yarped again. | took in vain the nanes of
several Christian saints in whose intercession | don't believe.
Then | lifted the handset It was, after all, part of ny job,

even if | was growing ever nore convinced | wasn't going to
get around to any other parts today.
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No, you're wong—t wasn't another |lawer. It was the

owner of Slow Jinn Fizz, an excitable fell ow nanmed Ranzan
Durani. 1'd noted that as one of the smaller conpanies that
used the Devonshire dunp; evidently it wasn't big enough to
keep | awyers on staff just to sic themon people. But the
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owner had the same concerns the worman from Denondyne

and the fellow fromthe Devonshire Land Managenent
Consortium had had. For some reason or other, | began to
suspect a trend.

Then | found nyself with another irate proprietor trying

to screamin ny ear, this one a certain Jorge Vasquez, who

ran an outfit called Chocol ate Weasel. | tried to distract him
by aski ng—eut of genuine curiosity, | assure you—ust what
Chocol ate Wasel did, but he was in no nood to be dis-

tracted. He seemed sure every secret he had was about to be
published in the dailies and put out over the ethenet.

Cal mi ng himdown, getting himto believe his secrets

could stay safe for all of ne, took another twenty m nutes.
still wanted to know why he called his business Chocol ate
Weasel and what sort of nagic he did in connection with it,
but I didn't want to know bad enough to listen to himfor
twenty mnutes nore, so | didn't ask. | figured | could nmake
a fair guess fromthe dunp records anyhow.

When | got around to them |If | ever got around to them

That all began to |l ook extremely unlikely. Just as | was about
to let the spirit start noving with the report again, soneone
cane into ny office. |I felt like scream ng, "Go away and | et
me work!" But it was my boss, so | couldn't

Despite ny grunblings, Beatrice Cartwight isn't a bad

person. She's not even a bad boss, nost ways. She's a bl ack

| ady about ny age, maybe twenty-five pounds heavier than

she ought to be (she says forty pounds, but she dreans of
being built like a light-and-magic celeb, which |'mafraid
ain't gonna happen). She's usually good about keeping

hi gher-ups of f her troops' backs, but she can't do rmuch when
Charlie Kelly calls you (or, nore to the point, me) at hone at
five in the norning.

"David, | need to talk with you," she said. | nust have
| ooked as harassed as | felt, because she added hastily, "I
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hope it won't take up too nuch of your tine." Even talking
busi ness, her voice had a touch of gospel choir in it She
never hit people over the head with her faith, though. | Iiked
her for that

| said, "Bea, |'ll have that fum gants report for you as soon
as the bl oody phone stops squawking at nme for three mn-
utes at a stretch."” | looked at it, expecting it to go off on cue.

But it kept quiet

"Never mind the report" She sat down in the chair by ny
desk. "wWhat | want to know is why |'ve gotten calls from
Lol d and Convoo and Portentous Products this norning, all
of them screanming for ne to have you pulled away fromthe
Devonshire dunp. | didn't even know you were working on
anyt hing connected with the Devonshire dunp." She gave

me her nore-in-sonrowthan-in-anger |ook, the one cal cu-
lated to nmake even an eighth-circle sinner get the guilts.

Mor e-i n-sorrowt han-i n-anger di sappeared 'when |
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expl ai ned how Charlie had gone around her to call ne.

Real anger replaced it. If she'd been white, she'd have
turned red. She said, "I amsick to death of people playing
these stupid ganmes. M. Kelly will hear fromne, and that
is a promise. Doesn't he have any idea what channels are
for?" She took a deep breath and deliberately cal nmed

down. "All right, so that's how you got involved with the
Devonshire dunp. Wiy are these peopl e phoning ne and
scream ng bl ue nurder?"

"Because sonething really is wong there." By now,

could ratde off the nunbers fromthe Thormas Brothers’
scriptoriumin my sleep. "And because I'mtrying to find out
what, and— thi nk—because the Devonshire Land Man-

agenment Consortium honchos aren't very happy about that."

"It does seem so, doesn't it?" Bea thought for maybe half a
mnute. "I still amgoing to talk to M. Charles Kelly, don't
you doubt it for a mnute. But | would say that, however you
got this project David, you are going to have to see it

t hrough. "

"I thought the same thing the minute I first saw those
birth defect statistics up at the nonastery," | answered.
"All right. 1'mglad we understand each ot her about that
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then. From now on, though, | expect to be kept fuBy
i nformed on what you're doing. Do | make nyself clear?"

I al nmost sprained ny neck nodding. Even if she weren't

my boss, Bea wouldn't be a good person to argue with. And
she was dead right here. | said, "I was going to tell you as
soon as | got the chance—Mnday norning staff neeting at

the latest. It's just that"—+ waved at the chaos eating mny
desk—1've been busy."

"l understand that. You're supposed to be busy. That's

what they pay you for." Bea stood up to go, then turned back
for a Parthian shot: "In spite of all this, | do still want the
revisions on that spilled fum gants report finished before you
go hone tonight." She swept away, long skirt trailing regally
after her.

| groaned. Before | had the chance to let the access spirit
finish scanning the secondary revisions (and, let us not for-
get, the primary revisions about which Bea had | ater

changed her nind), the phone yelled for attention again.

After Judy and | went to synagogue Friday night, we flew

back to my place. 1've already remarked that nmy orthodoxy is
imperfect. Really observant Jews won't use carpets or any
other magic on the Sabbath, though sonme will have a sprite
trained to do things for themthat they aren't allowed to do
t hensel ves—a shabbas devil, they call it.

But such fine scruples weren't part of ny upbringing, so

don't feel sinful in behaving as | do. Judy's attitude is close to
m ne. O herw se, she would have called nme on the carpet

i nstead of getting on one with ne.
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Wien we were settled with cold drinks in the front room
she said, "So whafs the |latest on the Devonshire dunp?"

| took a sip of aqua vitae, let it char its way down to ny
belly. Then, mny voice huslder than it had been before, |
expl ai ned how all the consortia that dunped at Devonshire
were so delighted to have their records exam ned

"How do they know their records are being exam ned?"
Judy, as |'ve noted, does not miss details. She spotted this
one well before | needed to point it out to her

"Good question,” | said approvingly. "I wish I had a good
answer. The peopl e who' ve been calling e, though, sound

|ike they' ve been rehearsing for a chorus.” My voice, to put it
charitably, is less than operatic. | burst into song anyhow "It
has conme to ny attention that— | gave it about enough

vibrato to fly a carpet through

Judy winced, for which | didn't blame her. She tossed

back the rest of her drink, then got out those two |itde porce-
lain cups. | would have been nore flattered if | hadn't had

t he naggi ng suspicion she was trying to get ne to shut up

What ever her reasons, though, | was happy to | et her use up
some of ny beer. And, not too |long afterwards, we were both
pretty happy. Later, she got up to use the toilet and the spare
toot hbrush in the nostruns cabi net Then she came back to

bed. Neither of us had to go to work in the nmorning. Except for
Sat urday norning services, we'd have the day to ourselves.

I thought

We were sound asl eep, half tangled up with each other as

if we'd been married for years, when die phone started
screaming. W both thrashed in horror. She bunped ny

nose and kneed ne in a nore tender place than that, and
doubt | was any nore gallant to her. | had to scranble over
her to answer the phone; ny flat's laid out to suit ne when
I"mthere by nyself, which is nost of the tine.

| spoke ny first coherent thought aloud: Tm going to kil
Charlie Kelly." Wio else, | figured, would call me at what-
ever o'clock in the dark this was?

But it wasn't Charlie. Wien | nunbled "Hullo?" the re-
sponse was a crisp question: "lIs this Inspector David Fisher
of the Environnental Perfection Agency?"

"Yeah, that's ne," | said. "Wio the—who are you?"

wasn't quite ready to start swearing until | knew who ny tar-
get was.

"I nspector Fisher, | am Legate Shiro Kawaguchi, of the

Angel s City Constabulary." That nmade ne sit up straighten

was beginning to be fully conscious. Having Judy pressed al
warm and sil ky against nmy left side didn't hurt there, either.
But what Kawaguchi said next made nme forget even the

sweet presence of the woman | |oved: "lnspector Fisher,

Br ot her Vahan of the Thomas Brothers nonastery requested

that | notify you imredi ately."
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"Notify me of what?" | said, while little ice lizards slith-
ered up ny back. Judy nade a questioning noise. |I flapped
my free hand to show her | couldn't fill her in yet. "O
what ?" | repeat ed.

"I regret to informyou. Inspector Fisher, that Brother
Vahan's nonastery is nowin the final stages of burning down.
Br ot her Vahan has forcefully expressed the opinion that this
may be related to an investigation you are pursuing."”

"CGod, | hope not," | told him But | was already getting
out of bed. "Does he—do you—want nme to come up there
now?"

"If that would not be too inconvenient," Kawaguchi

answer ed.

"I"'mon nmy way," | said, and put the handset back inits
cradl e.

"On your way where?" Judy asked indignantly, nashing

her pretty face into the pillow against the glare of the St
Elno's fire | called up so | could find nmy pants. "What tine
isit, anyhow?"

"Two fifty-three," said the horol ogical demon in ny alarm

cl ock.

Tmgoing up to St. Ferdinand's Valley." | rummaged in

my drawer for a sweater; Angels City nights can be chilly. As
I pulled the sweater over ny head, | went on. The Thonas

Brot hers nonastery up there, the one with all the daming
data about the Devonshire dunp, just burned down."

Judy sat bolt upright, the best argunent |1'd seen for staying
horme. "lItwasn't an accident, or they wouldn't have called you."
Her voice was flat She started getting dressed, too.

By then | was buckling ny sandals. "Brother Vahan

doesn't seemto think so, fromwhat the cop | talked with
told me. And the tinming of the fire is—weD, suggestive is the
word that comes to mind." No, | wasn't |ooking at her.

Besi des, by that time she already had on skirt and bl ouse and
headscarf. "You don't really need to bother with all that," |
said. "Sleep here, if you like. I'lIl be back eventually."

"Back?" |If she'd sounded indi gnant before, now she was
furious. "Who care when you'll be back? I'mcomng with
you. "

ProceduraBy, that was all wong, and | knewit. But if you
think | argued, think again. It wasn't just that | was in |ove
with Judy, though I'd be lying if | said that didn't enter into
it. But procedure aside, | was glad to have her eyes al ong.
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She was likely to notice sonmething I'd mss. And as far as in-
vestigating arson went, 1'd be pretty useless up there nyself.
That's a job for the constabulary, not the EPA

The freeway flight corridors were al nost enpty, so

pushed ny carpet harder than | coul d have during the day.

Al the sanme, sone people shot by ne as if | was standing
still. And one maniac alnost flew right into me, then darted
away like a bat out of hell. | hate drunks. The one advantage
of being a regular comuter is that you don't see a |ot of
drunks out flying during regular commuting hours. It's not
much of an advantage, but commuters have to take what they
can get.

One of these days, the w zards keep prom sing, they' Il be

able to train the sylphic spirits in new carpets not to fly for
drunks. This is another one I wouldn't stake my soul on. Syl -
phic spirits are naturally flighty thensel ves, and they hardly
ever get hurt in accidents. So why should they care about the
state of the people who ride their rugs?

I pulled off the freeway and darted north up al nost
deserted flight lanes toward die Thonas Brot hers nonas-
tery. Toward what had been the Thomas Brothers
monastery, | should say. It was still snoldering when
stopped at the edge of the zone the constabul ary and
firecrews had cordoned off.

Fighting fires in Angels City is anything but easy. Undines
are weak and unreliable here: sinply not enough under-
ground water to support them Firecrews use sand when

they can, and the dust devils which keep it under control
For big fires, though, only water will do, and it has to cone
through the cooperation of the her Side: the Angeles Gty
firecrew mages have pacts with El el ogap, Focal or, and

Vepar, the denons whose power is over water. Mst of the
time, that just neans keeping the infernal spirits from har-
assi ng the nechanical system of danms and pi pes and punps
that fetch our water fromfar away.
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But sonetines, |like tonight, the crews need nore than

sand can do, nore than pipes can give. | was just show ng
my sigil to a wom |l ool dng constabl e when one of the
nmonastery towers flared anew. A wizard in firecrew crinson
gestured with his wand to the spirit held inside a hastily
drawn pentacle. | saw the nmernmai d-shape within withe:

he'd sumobned Vepar, then.

That mage had a job | wouldn't want. Incanting always in

a desperate hurry, drawing a new pentacle in the first open
space you find, never daring to take the tine to do a thor-
ough job of checking it for gaps the sumoned spirit could
use to destroy you... only mlitary magic takes a tougher tol
on the operator.

But this fellow was cool as an ice elenmental. He called on
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Vepar in a dear and piercing voice: "I conjure thee, Vepar, by
the living God, by the true God, by the holy and all-ruling
God, Who created from not hi ngness the heavens, the earth,

the sea, and all things that are therein, Adonai, Jehovah,
Tetragrameton, to pour your waters upon the bl aze there

in such quantity and placenment as to be nost efficacious in
extinguishing it and | east danaging to life and property, in
this place, before this pentacle, without grievance, deformty,
noi se, nurnuring, or deceit. obey, obey, obey!"

"It pains me to cease the destruction of the nonastics
housed therein." | felt Vepars voice rather than hearing it.
Li ke the demon's visible form it was sensuous enough to
make me want to forget fromwhat sort of creature it really
care.

The wi zard didn't forget. "CObey, lest | cast thy nane and
seal into this brazier and consune them w th sul phurous and
stinking substances, and in so doing bind thee in the Bot-
tomess Pit, in the Lake of Fire and Brinstone prepared for
rebellious spirits, renmenbered no nore before the face of
God. Onbey obey, obey!" He held his closed hand above the
brazier, as if to drop into the coals whatever he held.

| woul dn't have ignored a threat like that, and |I'ma mate-
rial creature. To Vepar, who was all of spirit, it had to be
doubly frightening. Water suddenly saturated the air around
the burning tower; you could see fog turn to nmist and then to
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rain. The sane thing had to be happening inside, too. The
flames went out.

"Gve ne |eave to get hence," Vepar said sullenly. "Am
now sufficiently humliated to satisfy thee?"

The mage fromthe firecrew was too smart to let the

demon lure himinto that kind of debate. Wthout replying
directly, he granted Vepar permi ssion to go: "O Spirit Vepar,
because thou hast diligently answered ny denmands, | do

hereby license thee to depart, without injury to man or beast.
Depart, | say, but be thou willing and ready to come when-
ever duly conjured by the sacred rites of magic. | adjure thee
to withdraw peaceably and quietly, and may the peace of

God continue forever between us. Anen."

He stayed in his own circle until the nermaid-shape van-

i shed fromthe pentade. Then he stepped-staggered,

actual ly—eut. | hoped the fire truly had a stake through its
heart; that mage didn't ook as if he could sumon up ten
coppers for a cup of tea.

A slim Asian-1ooking man in constabul ary uniform cane

up to nme. "lnspector Fisher?" He waited for me to nod

bef ore he stuck out a hand. Tm Legate Kawaguchi-As |

sai d, Brother Vahan asked for your presence here." He

affected to notice Judy for the first tine. H s face went from
i npassive to cold. "Who is your, ah, conpani on here?"

VWhat are you doing bringing your girlfriend al ong on
busmess? he neant. | said, "Legate, allow me to present ny
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fiancee, Judith Adier." Before he could blow up at ne, |

added, coldly nyself, "M stress Adier is on the staff of Hand-
of-Aory Publishing. As | feared magic night well be

involved in this fire, | judged her expertise valuable." | gave
hi m back an unspoken question of ny own: Want to nake

sonething of it?

He didn't. He bowed slightly to Judy, who returned the
courtesy. Kawaguchi turned back to ne. "Your fears, it
seens, are well-founded. This indeed appears to be a case of
arson and homi ci de by sorcery."

I gul ped. "Honicide?"

"So it woul d appear, |nspector. Brother Vahan infornms ne
that el even of the nonks cannot be accounted for. Firecrew
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have al ready di scovered three sets of nortal remains; as die
site cools further, nore such are to be expected."

"May their souls be judged kindly," | whispered. Beside

me, Judy nodded. Untfl it happens, you don't want to inag-

i ne men of God, men who worked for nothing but good,

snuffed out like so many tapers. Murder of a religious of any
creed carries not just a secular death sentence but the
strongest curse the sect can lay on, which strikes nme as only
ri ght

Kawaguchi pulled out a note tablet and stylus. "Ilnspector
Fisher, Td be grateful if you'd explain to me in your own
wor ds why Brother Vahan believes your recent work to be
connected with this unfortunate occurrence.”

Before | could answer. Brother Vahan hinself cane up. |

m ght have known not hi ng, not even magical fire, could

make the abbot | ose his conposure. He bowed gravely to

me, even managed a hint of gallantly when | introduced

Judy to him But his eyes were black pools of anguish; as he
stepped closer to one of the firecrews St Elno's |anps, |
saw he had a nasty bum across half his bald pate.

| explained to Kawaguchi what |'d been investigating, and
why. Hi s stylus raced over the wax. He hardly | ooked at what
he was witing. Later, back at the constabulary station, he'd
use a depalinpsestation spell to separate different strata of
not es.

VWhen | was through, he nodded slowy. "You are of the

opi nion, then, that one of the firms in some way invol ved
with the Devonshire dunp was responsible for this act of

i ncendi ari sn?"

"Yes, Legate, | am" | answered.

Br ot her Vahan nodded heavily. "It is as | told you. Legate
Kawaguchi . So nuch | oss here; enornous profit to soneone
must be at stake."

"So | see," Kawaguchi said. "You must understand,
though, sir, that your statenment about |nspector Fisher's
investigations is hearsay, while one directly fromhimmay be
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used as evidence."

1 do understand that. Legate," the abbot answered.
"Bvery calling has its own rituals.” | didn't really think of the
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secul ar law, as opposed to that of the Holy Scriptures, as a
ritual system but Brother Vahan had a point

A firecrewran with the crystal ball of a forensics specialist
on his collar tabs stood waiting for Kawaguchi to notice him
When Kawaguchi did, the fellow said, "Legate, | have deter-

m ned the point of origin of the fire." He waited again, this
time just long enough to | et Kawaguchi raise a questioning
eyebrow. The bl aze appears to have broken out bel ow

ground, in the scriptorium chanber."

| started. So did Brother Vahan. Even in the hal f-dark and
in the mdst of confusion, Kawaguchi noticed. Judy would
have, too; | wasn't so sure about nyself. The |egate said,
Thi s has significance, gentlenmen?"

The abbot and | | ooked at each other. He deferred to ne
with a graceful gesture that showed me his armwas buned,
too. | said, "I drewthe information alerting me to a problem

around the Devonshire dunp fromthe scriptorium Now, |
gather, any further evidence that might have been there is
gone. "

"The actual parchnents from which you nade your con-
clusions, and fromwhich you m ght have gone on to draw
other inferences, are surely perished," Brother Vahan said

heavily. "I confess | have given themlittle thought, being
more concerned with trying to save such brethren as | coul d.
Too few, too few " | thought he was going to break down and

weep, but he was made of stemstuff. He not only rallied but
returned to the business at hand: "The data, as opposed to

t he physical residuumon which they resided, nmay yet be
preserved. Mich depends on whether Erasmus survived the
confl agration.”

"Erasnus?" Legate Kawaguchi and | asked together

"The scriptoriumspirit" Brother Vahan expl ai ned. He
hadn't named the spirit for ne when | was down there, but
that had been strictly business.

Kawaguchi, Judy, and | turned as one to | ook at the snok-
ing ruin which was all that remained of the Thomas Brothers
monastery. Gentiy, Judy said, "How likely is that?"

"If the spirit betook itself wholly to the Gther Side when
the fire started, there nay be sone hope," the abbot said.
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"The nonastery i s—was—eonsecrated ground, after aD, and
thereby to sone degree protected fromdie inpact of the
physi cal world upon the spiritual."

Kawaguchi | ooked thoughtful. That's so," he admitted.
"Let nme talk to the firecrew. If they think it's safe, we'll send a
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sorce-and-rescue team down into the scriptoriumand see if we
can't save that spirit It may be able to give vital evidence."

"Wthout the corroborating physical presence of the
parchments, evidence taken froma spirit is not admissible in
court,” Judy rem nded him

"Thank you for noting that. Mstress Adier. | was aware of

it," the legate said. He didn't sound annoyed, though; ny

guess was, Judy had just proved to himshe knew what she

was tal ki ng about He went on, "My thought was not so

much for your fiancee's investigation as for the facts relating
to the tragic fire here. For that, the spirit's testinony nmay
veiy well be allowed."

"You're right, of course," Judy said. One of the many

remar kabl e thi ngs about her is nmat when she has to concede

a point (which isn't all that often), she concedes it conpletely
and graciously. Mst people go on fighting battles |ong after
they're | ost

Kawaguchi went off to consult with the firecrew. | turned
to Brother Vahan. Tm sony, sir, nore sony than | could say.
I never inmagi ned anyone could be mad enough to attack a
nonastery."

"Nor did I," he answered. "Do not blanme yourself, ny

son. You uncovered a great evil at that dunp; that | knew
when you spoke to nme of what you'd found. Now it has

proved greater than either of us dreant But that is no rea-
son to draw back fromit Rather, it is nmore reason to work to
root it out"

I had nothing to say to that | just dipped ny head, the
way you do when you hear the truth. Rather to my relief,
Kawaguchi came back just then. A couple of nmen in red
dashed into the ruins. My eye followed them Seeing ny
head tw st, Kawaguchi nodded. They will nake the effort,
I nspector Fisher. They have, of course, no guarantee of

success.
"Of course.” | noted the understatenent. After a
monent, | went on with a question: "Did you call me up

here just to take ny information, or can | help you with what
you' re doi ng?"

"The former, | fear, unless you have resources conceal ed

in your carpet which are not imediately obvious." Did the
|l egate's eyes twinkle? | wasn't sure. If he had a sense of
hunor, it was drier than Angels City in the m ddl e of one of
our droughts.

"Well, then," | said, "do you mind ny asking you for as
much as you can give me of what you've found out here?
The nore | |learn about howthis fire started and the nagics

that went into it, the better my chance of correlating those
data with one or nore of the consortia that use the Devon-
shire dunp. That'll help ne figure out whose spells are

| eaki ng, which ought to help you figure out who's to bl anme
for this burning."
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I"ve worked with constabul aries before. Constables are

al ways chary about telling anybody anything, even if the per-
son who wants to know is on the sane side they are.

Kawaguchi visibly westled with hinself; under other cir-
cunstances, it would have been funny.

Finally he said, 'That is a reasonable request” Which
didn't mean he was happy about it. "Come with me, then
You may acconpany us if you like, Mstress Adier."

"How generous of you," Judy said. | knew she'd have

acconpani ed us whet her Kawaguchi liked it or not, and gone

off Iike a denon out of its pentacle if he tried to stop her. The
irony in her voice was thick enough to slice. If the |legate

noticed it, though, he didn't let on. | wondered if the Angels
City constabul ary w zards had perfected an anti-sarcasm
amulet. If they had, | wanted to buy one.

Such foolishness vani shed as the | egate took Judy and

me over to his command post (Brother Vahan tagged

along, without, | noticed, any formal invitation). The
firecrew forensics nman was talking with his opposite num
ber in the constabul ary, a skinny blond woman who had a
spel | checker that nmade my little portable look like a three-
year-ol d's toy.
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| stared at it with honest envy. As soon as Kawaguchi
i ntroduced ne to her—she was Chief Thaumat echnici an
Bor nhol m+ asked, "How many negagei sts in that thing,

anyway ?"

She nust have heard ne salivating, because she smled,
whi ch made her look a little younger and a | ot |ess tough.
"Four neg active, eighty nmeg correlative,"” she answered

"Ww, " | said; beside ne, Judy whistled softly.

wonder ed when the EPA woul d get a portabl e spellchecker
with that land of power. Probably sonme tinme in the new
mllennium it would just about take the MIIenniumfor us
to have the tools we need to do the job right The next
century shouldn't be nore than two or three decades old
before we're ready to deal with this one.

"So what do we have in there?" Kawaguchi asked

Bonmhol m was a good constabl e; she glanced over to him

and got his nod before she started talking in front of us civil-
ian types. Then she said, "Even with the spellchecker, this
won't be as easy as |1'd like; on hallowed ground, soreerous

evi dence has a way of evanescing in a hurry." She turned her
head in Brother Vahan's direction. The abbot here has a

most holy establishment good for his nonks and a credit to

him but hard on the constabul ary”

"All right, I won't expect you to hand ne the case al
sealed up with a papal chiysobull,"” the |legate said, "though
woul dn't have been sorry if you did. Tell ne what you know. "
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"About what you'd expect in an arson case," Bomhol m
said: "strong traces of sal amander, rather weaker ones from
the use of a blasting rod."

"Uh- huh," Kawaguchi said. "Any special characteristics of

the sal amander that would help us trace it back to a particu-
| ar source on the Other Side?" Different rituals sunmpn
different strains of salamander; had this been one of the
unusual ones, it could have told a | ot about who called the
creature to the nonastery

But tile thaunmatech shook her head. "As generic a spell as
you can find. Ten thousand canpers use it out in the woods
every day to get their fires going. O course, they tack a
dismissal onto it, too, and that didn't happen here. Just the

opposite, in fact; it was encouraged. Sane with the blasting
rod: very ordinary magic."

"Hel I fire," Kawaguchi said, which wasn't literally true—
sal amanders are norally neutral creatures—but sumred
things up well enough.

Bonhol m hesitated, then went on, "Wwen | first set up, |

t hought sonething el se mght be there, too. | wanted to

stake down the certain arson traces before anything el se,

t hough, and by the tine | cane back to the other, it was

gone. Hallowed ground, like | said. FI| take the rap for it—t
was my choice."

"That's what free will is about,"” Kawaguchi said. "You did
what you thought was best. | presune you ordered the spirit
to remenber, not just analyze. W can do further eval uation
|ater.”

"Certainly," Bomholmanswered, with a Wat do you

think I am an idiot? | ook tacked on for good neasure.
didn't blane her, not one bit She added, "The trouble is,
you can't evaluate what just isn't there."

"l understand that." Kawaguchi smacked right fist into |eft
palmin frustration. | didn't blame him either. There was the
spel | checker, with access and correl ation capability on rel a-
tions with the her Side for everybody from Achaeans to

Zulus and all stops in between, with hordes of mcroinps
inside to do the thinking faster and nore thoroughly than

any nmere man coul d manage—but, as the thaumatech had

said, you can't analyze what isn't there

"Legate!" The shout rang through the snoky night.

Kawaguchi spun round (so did all of us, as a matter of fact).
One of the guys fromthe sorce-and-rescue crew had

energed fromthe ruined scriptorium H's boots thunped

on the pavenent as he wal ked over to us. He was sooty and
sweaty and | ooked about half beaten to death, but his eyes
held triunph. "Wt nade contact with that access spirit
Legate."

"Good news!" Kawaguchi exclainmed. "That's the first
pi ece of good news |'ve heard tonight. Wat sort of shape is
the spirit in?"
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"l was just getting to that Legate," the sorce-and-rescue
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man sai d, and sone of the sudden hopes |'d got up cane
crashi ng down agai n—he didn't sound what you' d caB

upbeat. The spirit's here—t's nani fested enough so we can
move it—but it's not in good shape, not even slightly. Pre-
limnary diagnosis is that whoever set the fire went after the

poor creature on the Ot her Side, too.

"Poor Erasnus," Brother Vahan said, with as nuch con-
cern as if he were tal ki ng about one of his nonks.

"Erasnmus? Oh," the sorce-and-rescue man said; then: "I
don't think it'B perish, but it's had a rough time. Hard to
characterize tornents on the G her Side, but—did it used to

mani fest itself with its spectacles cracked?"

"No," Brother Vahan said, and started to weep as if that

was to himthe crowning tragedy of all those which had
befall en the Thomas Brot hers nonastery tonight. | remem
bered the fussy, precise spirit and the neat little pair of
gl asses it had worn. How coul d you crack | enses (hat weren't
really there? | suppose there are ways, but | got queasy

t hi nki ng about them
"W can run the spellchecker on this access spirit," Thau-

mat ech Bornhol m said. "Maybe we'll learn just what hit the
nmonastery by finding out how the spirit was tornented."

"Tor that matter, sinple questioning may yield the sane

i nformation," said Kawaguchi, who sounded ready to start
aski ng poor abused Erasmus questions right then and there
if the sorce-and-rescue man woul d sunmon the spirit onto a

ground- gl ass screen
But the sorce-and-rescue man shook his head. "Nobody's

going to run a spellchecker on that spirit any tinme soon. Any
sorcerous nudge right now, before it has a chance to regain
sone strength, and it'll be gone for good. |I'mnot kidding—a
sorcerous nudge right now wi H destroy, uh, Erasmus, and |'|

set that down on parchnent. The sanme goes for interroga-

tion. If that spirit were a material being, it would ve gotten

last rites. Because it's not material, it has a better chance of
recovering than thee or nme, but | warn you: you'll lose it if
you push."

"I shall pray for Erasnus' recovery along with the recov-
ery of my brethren who took hurt in the fire," Brother Vahan
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said, "and for the souls of the brethren who lost their lives."
He spoke slowy and with great dignity, partly because he

was that kind of man and partly to hold the tears back from
hi s voi ce.

Judy stepped up to himand put a hand on his shoul der

He twitched a fade; you could see how unused he was to
havi ng a woman touch him But after a couple of seconds, he
realized she meant only to confort him He eased, as much
as you can when everything that matters to you i s gone.

I wished |I'd thought to nmake the gesture Judy had. | sus-

pect the trouble is that | think too nuch. Judy felt what she
ought to do and she did it. |I'mnot saying she doesn't think—
oh nmy, no. But it's nice to be in touch with This Side and the
O her Side of yourself, so to speak.

I turned to Legate Kawaguchi. "Do you need us for any-
thing nore here, sir?"

He shook his head. "No, you may go, |nspector Fisher

Thank you for your statenent | expect we will be in touch
with each ot her about aspects of this matter of nutual con-
cern." | expected that, too. Then Kawaguchi unbent a little;

maybe a hunman being really did lurk behind the constabu-
lary uniform "A pleasure also to neet your fiancee,

I nspector. A pity to drag you out of doors at such an unholy
hour. M stress Adier, especially on dark, grim business like
this."

"l asked David to let ne cone along," Judy said. "And

you're right—this business is dark and grim If | can do any-
thing to help you catch whoever did it, et me know |'mno
mage, but |I'm an expert on sorcerous applications."”

"I shall bear that in mnd," Kawaguchi sai d, and sounded
as if he nmeant it.

Judy and | ducked under the tape the constabul ary had

put around the Thomas Brothers nonastery and wal ked

back toward ny carpet. The sun was just starting to paint the
sky above the hills to the east with pink. | asked nmy watch
what tinme it was and found out it was heading toward six. By
my body, it could have been anywhere from nmidnonming to

nmi dni ght

We fastened our safety belts and headed back toward the
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freeway. A couple of mnutes before we got there, Judy said,
"I didn'"t know I was your fiancee."

"Huh?" | answered brilliantly.
The way you introduced ne to Legate Kawaguchi," she
sai d.
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"Ch. That." 1'd just done it because it seened the easiest
way to explain what she was doing over at ny place at two-
somef hng of a norning. | thought about it for a few
seconds, then said, "Wll, do you want to be?"

"Do | want to be what?" Now Judy was conf used.
"My fiancee."

"Sure!" she said, and her smle was brighter than the sun

whi ch just that noment poked itself into the sky. It wasn't

the traditional way to answer a proposal of marriage, but

then I hadn't proposed the way |'d intended to, either. |
really had intended to get around to it, but | didn't know just
when. Now seened as good a tine as any.

We held hands on St. Janes' Freeway all the way back to
my block of flats. After a black night, norning sun felt very
fine indeed.

m

When | got to work Monday norning, sonebody
anbushed ne in the parking lot. No, it's not what you think;

this fellow standi ng outside the entrance to ny building

called out, "Are you EPA Inspector David Fisher?" Wen I

said | was, he cane trotting over to ne, stuck a glass globe in
front of nmy face, and said, Tm Joe Forbes, Angels City Eth-
ernet Station One News. | want to ask you sone questions

about the tragic Thomas Brothers fire Friday night"

"Go ahead," | said, peering cross-eyed into the gl obe. The
i mp inside had enornous ears, nmournful little eyes, and a
mouth that stretched all the way across its face. |'d never

seen an ethemet inp before.

Forbes shifted the gl obe back toward his own nout h.
"How are you involved with the Thomas Brothers, and why
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were you called to the scene of the fire shortly after it
occurred?" He held the gl obe out to me again.

"I'd been using sone Thomas Brothers records in an

ongoi ng EPA investigation, and the constabulary were trying
to find out if there was any connection between that investi-
gation and the fire," | answered, truthful enough but not
what you'd call forthcom ng.

As | talked, | watched the little inp in the globe. Its ears
twitched with every syllable | spoke. Its nouth noved in a

rat her exaggerated parody of hunman speech. |'ve never had

any reason to leamto read lips, but | didn't need long to
notice it was echoing what | said, about half a beat behind
me. It was transnmitting nmy words back to Ethernet Station

One, either to one of its own clones that would relay what |
said on to the master broadcasting inp so all the master's
clones in people's sets could hear, or else to a Listener that
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woul d speak themin front of the naster inp at a time nore
convenient for the station crew

, Joe Forbes took back the globe. "Do | understand cor-
rectly, Inspector Fisher, that an i mmterial w tness survived
the fire and may yet provide inmportant informtion about

t he case?"

I'"d tal ked to Kawaguchi the afternoon before. From what

he said, Erasnus was probably going to pull through its
ordeal, though the access spirit wouldn't be in any shape to
answer questions for a while yet. Actually, Erasnus didn't
have any shape at all, but you know what | nean.

| started to tell Forbes as nuch, but had second thoughts. |
didn't know how many people listened to the ethenet news,

but could | afford to assume none of the people who'd burned
the nonastery did? And if those bastards were |istening, could
| afford to tell themthey'd botched the job on Erasnus? They
m ght try again, and they might do it right the next tine.

Al this went through my mind in about the tinme it took to
finish exhaling, inhale, and begin to talk. If Forbes had
caught me on an inhale, | nmust have just started talking
before | stopped to think. As it was, | said, "I really think
that's somet hing you ought to take up with the constabul ary.
They know more about it than | do."
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For bes | ooked unhappy; | guess he saw from ny answers

that he wasn't going to get any exciting revel ations from ne.
He asked a coupl e of innocuous questions, then tried once
more with sonething substantive: "Wat sort of Thonas
Brothers records were you using in your own investigation?"

Maybe he'd hoped |I'd not notice that one was charned,

and woul d blab away. But | didn't; | answered, Td rather

not coment, since the investigation is still underway." The
fellow s | aziness irked ne as much as anything else. If he'd
known This Side fromthe QG her, he could have gone down

to the Crimnal and Magi cal Courts Building and found the
parchments 1'd filed to get ny search warrant But no—he
wanted me to do his work for him

Well, 1 had enough work of ny own. | said as nmuch: Tin
sony, M. Forbes, but | really have to get upstairs now. "

"Thank you. |nspector David Fisher of the Environ-

mental Perfection Agency," Forbes booned, just as if |'d told
hi m sonmet hing worth knowing. | pitied his poor inp. It

didn't look very bright, but I wouldn't have been very bri ght
after listening to and transmtting the m nd-nunbi ng stream
of chatter Forbes turned out

I'"d hoped to start getting sone serious work done on the
sorcerous contam nation at the Devonshire dump itself, but

I hadn't taken into account its being Monday norning. Mn-

day norning under Beatrice Cartwight is a ritual that, while
not as old as the Mass or synagogue Sabbath rite, is every bit
as sacred: the staff meeting.
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Monday norning, everybody in die departnent sits

around for two, two and a half hours listening to what every-
body eke is doing. About ninety-nine tinmes out of a

hundred, what everybody else is doing is, to put it nildly,
irrelevant to what you're doing yourself, and you coul d bet-
ter spend the tine actually doing whatever it is you can't do
while you're sitting around in staff neeting (thank God we're
an Agency, not a Departnent the way sone people back in
D.StC. want; if we were a Department we'd probably neet

twi ce a week, not just once).

I nmean, in an abstract kind of way | was glad to hear that
Phyl i s Kam nsky was working closely with the constabul ary
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to nake several Angels City streets |ess congenial to succubi

vice of that sort does need to be conbated. But even if her
report did earn Phyllis a pat on the fanny fromBea, | didn't
need to know all the ichor-filled details.

And | didn't need to know about the aerial garlic spraying
Jose Franco was working on with sonme of the horticulture
people at UCACto try to slow down the little vegetable vam
pires that have played such havoc with the local citrus crop
over the past few years, ever since they got here in a cargo of
i mperfectly exorcised |l enons from Greece. It wasn't that

had anyt hi ng agai nst Jose or his project; | don't want to have
to pay three crowns for an orange any nore than anyone

el se. But just the same, Medvanps aren't ny biggest worry

in the world.

For that matter, even though people | ooked nore inter-

ested than usual (which isn't saying nmuch) when | talked

about the Devonshire ness, it didn't have a whole lot to do

with their lives or their jobs. But Bea likes to soak it all in, so
every Mnday norning we nmeet. World wthout end, anen,

or so it seens in the mddle of a staff neeting, anyhow

At last we were released; | felt as if | were upward bound
frompurgatory (no, not a Jew sh concept, but useful all the
sanme). | staggered off to the jakes with the staff graphic artist.
"At least here | know what I'mdoing," | said as we stood side

by side. Martin |aughed and nodded; he's about as fond of

staff neetings as | am

Havi ng acconpli shed at | east one worthwhile thing that
morning, | went back to ny desk to see if | could make it

two. | w shed the thaumatech had been able to catch nore

about the incendiary sorcery that had torched the Thonas

Brot hers nonastery; it m ght have given nme a better notion

of which toxic spell components to be alert for, and fromthat
whi ch consortia to suspect. But if magic were just w shing,
life would be too sinple to stand.

I made nyself a new chart, an expanded version of the one
I'"d done on ny kitchen table the week before. This one broke
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things out not just by consortiumand type of business, but also
by specific type of contam nant In lieu of turning the chart

three-di mensional, | assenbled a neat battle |line of quiBs, each
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in an inkstand of a different color (to be sure | had enough, I'd

borrowed sone from Martin's i mense supply).

Just when | was ready to buckle down to sone serious

wor k, the phone yamered at nme. | didn't say what |
thought, but | thought it real loud. That, of course, didn't
make the phone shut up. | spoke to the nouthpiece inp:

"David Fisher, Environnental Perfection Agency."
"Good norning, Dave—fony Sudakis calling."

"Good norning. Tony. How are you?" Half ny annoyance
went away; at |east the call had sonmething to do with the case
I was working on. "Whafs up?"

"l heard about the Thomas Brothers fire over die week-
end. Terrible thing. Those are good people there. W need
nmore |like 'em

That's certainly true. But (here are less |like them now—

el even |l ess, | understand."

"Yeah, | know." A pause. | was getting used to pauses from
people | talked with, which is not to say | |liked them any too
well. Once Tony was finally done with his, he went on, "I just

want you to know that the Devonshire Land Managenent
Consortiumdidn't have thing one to do with this fire."

I chewed on that, found | didn't care for the taste. As
politely as I could, | pointed out, 'Tony, you can speak for
yoursel f, but how can you go about decl aring your whol e
consortiuminnocent?" GCh, he could declare it, sure, but how
was he supposed to nmake ne believe it?

He surprised ne—-he found a way that sort of worked:

"The consortium managenent staff is contributing twenty-
five thousand crowns to the constabulary's reward fond for
the capture and conviction of whoever fired the place."

"Interesting," | said, and it was; interesting enough to
wite down, in fact. Figuring out exactly what it neant wasn't
so sinple. The nmpbst obvious interpretati on was that manage-
ment staff was innocent. The other possibility was that
somebody up there was guilty as sin and had found a particu-
larly devious way to cover his—er even her—tracks. In the
absence of further data, | just had to note it and go on.

Sudaki s was dealing with ny pause now. Into it, he said,
"You don't take anything on trust, do you, Dave?"

74
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"l trust in God," | answered. "He has a nore reliable
record than nost of the people I know "

"l'ife nmust be easy if you can honestly give all your alle-

gi ance to one ommiscient, omipotent deity," Sudal ds said.

"But | didn't call you up to talk theology with you. | wouldn't
m nd doi ng that over sone beer one day, but now now. |'ve

said what | needed to say, and |'ve got the usual swanp ful

of alligators here."

He nmeant that nore literally than nost people who use

the line—and his particular swanp held worse things than
mere alligators. W said our goodbyes and hung up. | | ooked
at the phone for a few seconds afterwards. Maybe Sudal ds
never had reconciled hinself to Christianity, or to nonothe-
ismgenerally. That |ast conmment of his nmade me wonder.
Well, the Confederacy is a free country. He coul d believe
what ever he wanted, as long as the didn't go burning down

monasteri es to nake his point.

"Interesting," | said again, to nobody in particular, and
started squeezing the undi nes out of ny own swanp.

I'd decided to note the contami nants fromthe snaller
conpanies first, before | taclded the Iight-and-nagic outfits
and the aerospace consortia. |f one of the little guys was
dunpi ng sonet hing spectacularly illicit, my hopes was that it
woul d stand out like a nullah in the College of Cardinals.

I was amazed to see just how much nasty stuff some of

the little guys nessed around with. Take the outfit called
Slow Jinn Fizz, for instance. Heaven help nme, they were
using things there | wouldn't have expected to find com ng
out of Lola's Cobold Wrks. | nean, they were stow ng
stove-in Solonmon's Seals at Devonshire. You think for awhile
about the thaumaturgical pressure it takes to deform one of
those things, and the likely effect on the surroundi ng coun-
trysi de when you try it, and you' B have sone idea why I

noted that in red.

Chocol at e Weasel had just as manynasti nesses, things EPA

men in nost of the Confederation wouldn't see once in a

t housand years—Azteci an stuff, al nost exclusively. MWy

stomach did a slow flipflop when | saw one neatly witten item
on their dunping nanifesto: flayed human skin substitute.
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As | think |I've said before, human sacrifice is—officially—
banned within the Aztedan Enpire these days. But it used

to be a central part of the Aztedan cult. One whole twenty-
day nonth of their old cal endar, Tiaxipeualiztii (say it three
times fast—+ dare you), neans "boning of the nen," and

alnmost all of it had parades where priests capered around
wearing the skins of sacrificial victins.

Qovi ously, death magic is sone of the strongest sorcery
there is. But nodemtechnol ogy has elimnated the need
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that was formerly perceived for it. Proper application of the
law of simlarity lets the Aztecians produce by | ess bl ood-
thirsty means the sane effect they used to get fromri pping

the hearts out of victins. But it's still a daunting itemto find
on a form

There are al so runors that some of the flayed skin substi-

tute isn't created through the law of simlarity, but rather
through the I aw of contagion. Yes, |I'mafraid that means

what you think it does: the substitute material gains its effec-
tiveness by touching a real flayed human skin, one hidden

away since the days when such sacrifices were not only | ega

but required.

The Aztecians spend a |ot of tinme denying those runors.

The EPA spends a lot of tinme checking themwe don't

want that kind of sorcery getting loose in this country. Noth-
ing's ever been proved. But the runors persist.

I noted that one down in red ink, too. Chocol ate Wasel, |
thought, would get a visit from sone inspector soon; if not

me, then soneone el se. Properly manufactured flayed skin
substitute isn't illegal, but it is one of the things we like to
keep an eye on

None of the other little firns that used the Devonshire

dump put anything quite so ferocious in it, though I did

rai se an eyebrow to see how many roosters' eggshells

Essence Extractions was getting rid of. "Cockatrices," | said
out loud. The little creatures are dangerous and al ways have
been ferociously expensive because they're so rare, but I
wondered if these folks hadn't found a way to turn them out
in quantity.

I looked thoughtfully at that nmanifest before | went on to
76 Harry Turtl edove

the next one. |If Essence Extractions had found a way to pro-
duce lots of cockatrices, they were sitting on the goose that
| aid the gol den egg. Pardon the botched ornithol ogical neta-
phor, but ifs true. And the dunping records gave sone good
clues on how they were going about it Tony Sudal ds hadn't

wor ded about confidentiality for nothing.

Seeing the folks who are trying to thwart you as people

just like yourself rather than The Eneny (in Satanic red
sonmetinmes, not just capital letters) isn't easy. You're better off
dealing with themthat way, though, because it's surprising

(or revolting, depending on how you look it at) how often

they have a point

I knocked off at five, slid dowmn to the ground. Pickets
were marking on the sidewal k off to one side of the parking
| ot Pickets marched outside die Confederal Building about
three days out of five, touting one cause or another (some-
times the people touting one cause run into those touting
anot her, and then nere can be trouble).

These particul ar pickets weren't just marching; they were
chanting, too: "Hey, hey, waddaya say, let's throw out the
EPA! "
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That flicked nmy curiosity. | wandered over to see what
they were upset about Their signs spoke for thensel ves:

SAVE OUR STBAVBERMESI was one. Another said, STOP

AERI AL GARLI C SPRAYI NG And a third-BETTER MED-

VAMPS THAN TURNI NG MY BACK YARD | NTO AN | TALI AN

DEU | liked that, actually, even if | couldn't agree with it

Sonetinmes protesters will listen to reason. | decided to

give it atry, remarking to a felloww th a blond beard, "You
know, if we | et Medvanps establish thenselves here, they'l

Wi pe out a good part of our agriculture. Look what they've
done to the Sandw ch Islands."

"l don't care about the Sandw ch Islands, pal," Blond
Beard answered. "All | knowis that as far as |'m concerned,
garlic stinks. | have to snell it-every hour of the day and

night and | think it's making nme sick. And. it's gotten into ny
flying carpet and the sylphs don't like it any better than | do.
I may have to trade the stupid thing in, and with the per-
formance shot | won't get near what it's worth. So there!"
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"But— | started. Blond Beard had stopped paying atten-
tion to ne; he was chanting again. | gave up and headed

back to nmy own carpet. Reninding himthat all the people in
the spraying area had been warned to cover up their carpets
or bring themindoors wouldn't have changed his nmind, it
woul d just have nade himangrier than he was already. Sone
people might as well be zonmbies, for all the constructive use
they get out of their free will.

As | started to fly toward -the freeway, | noticed a

fam liar-1ooking man hol ding a glass glove up to the nouth

of one of the picketers. It was Joe Forbes of Ethernet
Station One. 'Thanks a lot, Joe," | muttered. Thousands of
people, | had no doubt, would hear about the inaginary

evils of garBc spraying just as if they were thaumaturgically
est abl i shed.

I hoped he'd have the integrity to interview an EPA sor-
cerer or sonebody fromthe citrus business, too. But even if
he did, the views of people who didn't know anyt hing except
what they didn't like would in effect get equal weight with
those of fol ks who'd been studying the problemsince it first
bared its teeth. | sighed. Wiat could | do about it? People
out picketing and raising a ruckus were "news," regardl ess of
whet her they had any facts to back them up

The freeway was jammed, too, which didn't do anything
to inmprove ny nmood by the tinme | finally got hone.

Next norning, | started adding to ny chart some of the
toxic spell components the aerospace firnms dunped at Dev-
onshire. | hadn't been at it for nmore than a couple of hours

before | saw |1'd have to talk with nmy boss.

Bea was on the phone when | went up to her office.
Sonetimes | think she's had that inp permanently
inplanted in her ear. As soon as she |laid down the handset |
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scurried in. Before the phone could go off again, | tossed ny
still only hal f-done chart on the desk in front other.

Her eyes followed it down. Wen she saw sone of the

things I1'd witten in red, she gave a real live theatrical gasp
"Good God in heaven, are we actually storing these things

i nside a popul ated area?" she excl ai ned, raising a shocked
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hand. Her gaze lingered on the flayed human skin substitute.
Even though it's legal, it's appalling to contenplate.
"Looks that way," | said, "and this isn't all of it, by any
means. | wanted to ask you to let me do some afternoon

fieldwrk this week, maybe talk to sone of the people who
use this stuff and see if there aren't substitutes. O even
substitutes for the substitutes,” | added, wondering if a
second- generation ersatz skin would be magically efficacious.

"Go ahead,"” she told me without hesitation; she really is a
pretty good boss. "Do one other thing first, though: call M.
Charles Kelly and | et himknow what sort of mess he's | anded
this office in. I've already had words with himabout that, but
you can enphasize it, too. If we have to holler for help from
the District of St Colunba, | don't want himto be able to

say he wasn't warned in advance."

Bur ni ng brimst one nakes you think of denobns.

Bureaucratic finagling has a snell of its own, too, | went
back to my desk and nade the call. When | got through to
Charlie, he sounded jovially wary, a conbination inplausible
only to someone who's never taken his crowns fromthe
governnent "What can | do for you this afternoon, David?"

he boomed. 1'd expected himnot to bother renenbering it
was still morning for me, so | wasn't disappointed when he
didn't.

"You' ve hear about what happened out here over die
weekend?" | asked. It wasn't really a question

For a second, though, he sounded as if it was. "Only news

out of Angels City I've heard is that nonastery fire." He hesi-
tated, just for a second. | could al nost see the ball of St
Ehno's fire pop into being above his head. "Wait a mnute.

Are you telling ne that's connected to the Devonshire case?"

"I sure am Charlie. Eleven nonks dead of arson, in case

all the news didn't nmake it back East" Wthout giving hima
chance to rally, | pushed ahead: "My boss Bea says she's

al ready spoken to you about the way | got this case. |fs big-
ger than you thought, it's bigger than | inmagi ned when you
dropped it on ne. You should be aware that we may have to

have help fromD. StC. "
"If you do, you'll get it Eleven nonks. Jesus, Mary; and

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUMP
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Joseph." Charlie being of the Erse persuasion, | thought that
woul d hit himwhere he |ived.

"Sonmething else,”" | said: "Don't you think it's tinme to | eve
with nme and stop playing coy about the 'bird who tipped you
to the trouble at the Devonshire dunmp?"

This time, Kell/s pause lasted a |lot |onger than a second.
Even through two phone inps and three thousand niles of

et her, he sounded unhappy as he answered, "Dave, |'d tel
you if | could, but | swear | can't. |I'm sony."

| bl ew exasperated air out my nose, hard enough to stir

the hairs of ny nustache agai nst ny upper hp. "Ckay, Char-
lie. Play a game with ne, then. |Is your feathered friend from
groups involved with any of these...?"! named the Garuda
Bird, Quetzal coad, the Peacock Throne, (hesitantly) the Pea-
cock Angel, and, as an afterthought, the phoeni x.

More silence fromCharlie. Finally he said, "Yeah, the
bird's in there somewhere. Believe ne, |I'mtaking a chance
telling you even that much. So long." And he was gone,
fester than a Medvanp out of a Korean restaurant.

Ni ce to know one of the ideas Judy and | had conme up

with was the right one. It would have been nicer still, of
course, to know which. | thought about what he'd said and,

as well as | could tell over the phone, how he'd said it. Mybe
politics wasn't what sealed his |lips. Maybe it was fear. That

was the first tine | started getting a little bit fearful nyself.

Vel |, onward—ro help for it unless | felt like quitting.

And if | did that, not only would I not want to | ook at myself
inthe mrror but Judy would drop me |ike sonething just up
from(he Pit. So off I went to Slow Jinn Fizz, the closest out-
fit 1'd yet found that had a red-letter contani nant on ny
chart.

The carpet ride up into St. Ferdinand's Vall ey took about
twenty minutes. Slow Jinn Fizz was on the chief business fly-
way of the Valley, Venture Boul evard. The address itself was
enough to tell me the outfit had noney. The building argued
for that, too: an elegant gray stucco structure with SLOW
JINN FIZZ in neat gold letters on the plate glass w ndow by
the entry door. Underneath, in snaller (but just as gold) |et-
ters, it added, A JINNETI C ENG NEERI NG CONSORTI UM
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"Aha!" | said before | wal ked in. The conbi nati on of the

nane and the Sol onon's Seal s di scarded at the Devonshire

dump had nade ne figure jinnetic engineering was what

Slow Jinn Fizz was all about. Nice to be right every so often

A dazzling blond receptionist, as expensive-I| ooking and
probably as carefully chosen as the rest of the decor, gave ne
a dazzling white smle. "How may | help you, sir?" she asked
in the |and of voice that suggested she'd do anything |I asked.
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I rem nded myself | was engaged. The smile congeal ed
on her face when | pulled out ny EPA sigil. "I'd like to see
M. Durani, please, in connection with sone of your firms

recent dunping activities."

"One nonment. |nspector, uh, Fishman," she said, and dis-
appeared into the back of the buil ding.

Ranzan Durani canme out a couple of minutes later, in

person. He was a plunp, nmediumbrown fellowin his md-
forties who wore a white [ ab robe of Persian cut and an
equal ly white turban. "lInspector Fisher, yes?" he said as we
shook hands. | gave hima point for getting it right even
though his receptionist hadn't "W spoke on the phone | ast

week, did we not?"
"That's right, sir. In a way, this is about the sane matter."

"I thought it mght be." He didn't seemas volatile in per-
son as he had over the phone, for which | was duly grateful
"Pl ease come with me to ny office, and we shall discuss this

further."
The only thing I'lIl say about his office is that it nmade Tony

Sudal ds' look like a slum and Tony's beats m ne seven ways
from Sunday. He poured mint tea, gave me sweetneats, sat

me down, and generally fussed over ne until | felt as if 1'd
gone back to ny monmis for Rosh Hashanah dinner, | don't

care for the feeling at ny noms and | didn't care for it here,

ei ther.
I answered it with bluntness: "Devonshire dunp is under

investigation for |eaking toxic spell conmponents into the sur-
roundi ng environment. W haven't |earned exactly what's
getting out yet, but I can give you an idea of how serious the
problemis by telling you there have been three cases of
apsychia in the area over the past year alone."
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"And you think we are to blame? Slow Jinn Fizz?" Durani
bounced—no, flewwout of his chair. Hs volatility was stil
there, all right; | just hadn't conjured it up in polite greet-
ings. "No, no, ten thousand tines no!" he cried. | thought he
was going to rend his garment. He didn't; he contented him
self with grabbing his turban in both hands, as if he feared
his head would fall off. "How can you accuse us of such an
outrage? How dare you, sir!"

"Cal myourself, M. Durani, please." | nade a little pla-
cating gesture, hoping he'd sit down again. It didn't work. |
went on quickly, before he threw the sanovar at ne. "No-
body's accusing Slow Jinn Fizz of anything. I'mjust trying to
find out what's going on at the dunp site."
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"You dare accuse Slow Jinn Fizz of causing apsychia!" He
extravagantly wasn't |istening.

"l haven't accused you," | said, louder this tinme. "Have—
not. I'mjust investigating. And you nust admt that

Sol onobn's Seals are very potent nmagic, with a strong poten-
tial for polluting the environnment."

Durani cast his eyes up to the ceiling and, presunably,

past it toward Allah. 'They think |I am destroying souls," he
sai d—ot to ne. He glared ny way a nonment later. "You

wr et ched bureaucratic fool. Slow Jinn Fizz does not cause
apsychia, |—we—this consortium-am-are—+s on the

edge of curing this dreadful defect."

| started to get angry at him then stopped when | realized
what he'd just said. "You are?" | exclained, "How, in God's
name?"

"In God's nane i ndeed—n the nane of the Conpassion-

ate, the Merciful." Durani cal mned down again, so fast that |
wonder ed how nmuch of his rage was real tenper and how

much for show But that didn't matter, either, not if he really
was on the edge of beating apsychia. If he could do that, |
didn't mnd himchewi ng ne out every day—and tw ce on

Fri days.

"Tell me what you're doing here," | said. "Please." People
have been trying to cure apsychia since the dawn of civiliza-
tion, and probably | ong before that. Mydem goetic

technol ogy can work plenty of marvels, but that..

82 Harry Turtl edove

"Jinnetic engineering can acconplish things no one woul d
have i magi ned possible only a generation ago,"” Durani said.
"Conbining the raw strength of the jinn with the rigor and

preci sion of Western sorcery—-

That much | know, " | said. Jinnetic engineering outfits

have fueled a | ot of the big boomon the Bourse the past few
years, and with reason. The only way their profit nargins
coul d be bigger would be for the jinni to fetch bags of gold

fromthe O her Side.

But Durani had found sonething else for themto do

Over There: jinn-splicing, he called it. Wat he had in mnd
was for the jinni to take a tiny fraction of ne spiritual packet
that made up a di senbodi ed human soul, bring it back to

This Side, and, using reconbi nant techni ques he didn't—

woul dn' t —describe, join it with a bunch of other tiny

fragments to produce what was in essence a synthesized

soul, which could then be transplanted into sone poor little

apsychic kid.

"So you see," he said, gesturing violently, "it is inpossi-
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bl e—+npossible, | tell you!l—for Slow Jinn Fizz or any of our
byproducts to cause apsychia. W aimto prevent this trag-
edy, to make it as if it never was, not to cause it."

Whet her what he ai ned at was what he acconpli shed,
couldn't have said. For that matter, neither could he, not
wi th any confidence. Sorcerous byproducts have a way of

taking on lives of their own.

But that wasn't what was really on ny mind. "Have you
actual ly transpl anted one of these, uh, synthesized souls into

an apsychi ¢ human bei ng?" | knew there was awe in ny

voi ce, the sane sort of awe the Garuda Bird programraises
innm: | felt | was at the very edge of sonething bigger than
I'"d ever imagined, and if | reached out just a little, |I could
touch it.

"W have transplanted three so far," he answered with
qui et pride.

"And?" | wanted to reach out, all right, reach out and puB
the answer from him

'The transplants appear to have taken: that is to say, the
synt hesi zed souls bond to the body, giving the apsychic a true
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spirituality he has never before known." Durani held up a
war ni ng hand. "The true test, the test of Judgnent, however,
has not yet arisen—aB three individuals who have under gone
the transplant procedure remain alive. Theory indicates a
risk that the synthesized soul may break up into its constitu-
ent fragments when its connection to the body is severed at
death. W shafl research that when the tinme arises."

"Yes, I'd think so," | said. A soul, after all, exists in eternity:

it lives here for a while, but it's primarily concerned with the
O her Side. What a tragedy it would be to give a living man a
soul, only to have himlack one when he died and needed it

most. Worse than if he'd never had one, if you ask ne—and

till that nmonent, |'d never inmagined anything worse than
apsychi a.

Sonet hing el se struck ne: "What happens to the souls
fromwhich you' re taking out your little packets? Are they
damaged? Can they still enspirit a human bei ng?"

This is why we take so little fromeach one," Durani
answered. To the limts of our experinental techniques, no
measur abl e damage occurs. Nor should it, for is not God not
only conpassionate and merciful but also loving and able to
forgive us our inperfections?”

"Maybe so, but do your artificial inperfections |eave
these, hmm sanpl ed souls nore vulnerable to evil influence
fromthe O her Side?" The further |I got into the case of the
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Devonshire dunp, the nore hot potatoes it handed ne. This
new techni que of Durani's was astonishing, but what would
its environnental inpact be? The lawsuits | saw coming
would tie up the ecclesiastical courts for the next hundred
years.

You may think |I'm exaggerating, but | nean that literally.

For instance, suppose somebody does something really

horri bl e: oh, suppose he buns down a monastery. And

suppose he's able to convince a court that, on account of the
Dur ani techni que, he's been deprived of 1% or 0.1% or

0.001% of the soul he would have had otherwise. Is he fully
responsible for what he did, or is it partly Durani's fault? A
smart canon | awyer could make a good case for blaming Sl ow
Jinn Fizz.

84 Harry Turtkdove

O suppose sonebody does sonething horrible, and then

dans as a defense that he's been deprived of part of his sou
by the Durani technique. How do you go about proving him
wong, if he is? I'"'mno prophet, but | foresaw the sons of a
| ot of canon | awers (and the nephews of Catholic canonists)
heading for fine collegia on the profits of that argument

al one.

And here's another one: |let's suppose the Durani tech-

nique is as safe as he says it is, and doesn't do irreparable
harm to anybody's soul. Let's suppose again that his synthe-

si zed soul s have even been passing the test of Judgnment, But
not hi ng mannmade can hope to match God's perfection

What happens if a misassenbl ed soul does break apart on

death, | eaving a poor apsychic all dressed up with no place to
go? To what sort of reconpense is his famly entitled?

Al at once, | w shed again that nmagi c were inpossible,

that we just lived in a nechanical world. Yes, | know life
woul d be a ot harder, but it would be a lot sinpler, too. The
trouble with technology is that, as soon as it solves a prob-
lem the alleged solution presents two new ones.

But the trouble with no technol ogy, of course, is that
probl enms don't get solved. | don't suppose apsychics, sud-
denly offered the chance for a better hereafter, would worry

about risks. | wouldn't, in their shoes.

I guess nothing is ever sinple. Maybe it's just as well. If
things were sinple, we wouldn't need an Environmnental
Perfection Agency and |I'd be out of a job.

Caught in nmy own brown study, |'d missed a couple of
sentences. \Wen ny ears woke up again, Durani was saying,
"—my devel op a sanpling technique to bring back conpo-
nents only fromwhat you m ght term nahatnws, great souls,

those who have spirit to spare.”

"Very interesting," | answered, and so it was, though not
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altogether in the way he'd intended it. Sounded to me as
t hough he had sone concerns over safety himself. | won-
dered who his | awers were. | hoped he had a good team
because | had the feeling—the strong feeling—he' d need

e.
"I's there anything further. Inspector Fisher? he asked.

one.
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He' d rel axed now, | guess he only got vehenment when he
thought his interests were endangered. A |ot of people are
I'ike that

"Thafs about it for now," | told him whereupon he

rel axed even further. He thought the operative phrase there
was that's about it; | thought it was for now He'd done

sonet hing new and splendid, all right, but I wasn't sure he'd
ever realize any profit fromit. He hadn't had a | awer at his
beck and call the week before. He'd need one soon, or nore
likely a whole swarm of them

Renmenbering his call remnded me how many | —-and

Bea—had fielded all at once. | asked my watch what tinme it
was, found out it was a few minutes before three. | decided
to go over to the Devonshire Land Managenent Consor -
tiumoffices and find out just how so many of their dients
found out about the EPA investigation so fast.

My sigil got ne into the office of a markgrafin charge of
consortiate relations, a redheaded chap with hairy ears
whose nane was Peabody. He showed a full set of teeth
undoubt edl y kept so snowy white by synpathetic magic (I
wonder ed what woul d happen if a forest fire spilled soot all
over the snow to which those teeth were attuned).

I give himcredit: he didn't try to cast any spells over ne.
"Of course we notified our clients," he said when | asked him
my question. "Their interests were inpacted by your search

of files at the containnent site, so we m ght have been liable
to civil penalty had we kept silent."

"A'l right, M. Peabody, thanks for your tine," | said. Put
that way, he had a point. | might have thought better of him

if he'd tal ked about loyalty instead of liability, but how nuch
can you expect froma nercenary in a fancy suit?

After that, | headed for hone. | picked up a daily once
got off the freeway, for the sake of the sport nore than any-
thing else. Over in Japan, | saw, the G ants had beaten the

Dragons for their | eague tide. And closer to hone, the
Angel s and Blue Devils played to a scoreless tie.

"Mght as well be real life,”" | nuttered when | saw that.
Then | shook nmy head. In real life, the Cardinals would
never have been higher in the standings than the Angels.

86
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But | ooking at the score gave ne an idea. | called Judy.
"Feel like a Zoroastrian lunch tonorrow?" | asked her
She @i ggl ed. "Sounds good. But to mamke it perfect,

ought to fly nmy carpet After all, ifs an Ahura-Mzda."

"That's right, you did buy an inmport last year, didn't you?"
| said. "But let me pick you up instead afterwards anyhow. "
expl ai ned what | was doing with ny red-letter |ist.

That' Il be fine," Judy said. "Nice you get a chance to be
away fromthe office part of your day Too bad it couldn't be
nmor ni ngs, though." She knows how nmuch | hate staff

meet i ngs.
| smacked nyself in the forehead. "I should have thought of
that But listen to what | canme across today— | told her about

Ranzan Durani and Slow Jinn Fizz.

"That's exciting!" she breathed. To give those poor people
hope . . . Have they worked aO the gremins out of the
process?"

"I couldn't tell you. Durani talks like he has, but it's his
operation, so you'd expect himto."

"Yes," Judy said. "OF course, even if he has, the nonent
anyt hi ng goes wong the lawers will say he hasn't The spiri-
tual inplications are—everwhelnmng is the word that cones

to mnd."

"You know one of the reasons | |ove you?" | said. She

didn't answer, just waited for ne to go on, so | did: "You see
inplications. So many people don't; they just go 'Ch, how
marvel ous!' without stopping to think what their marvels end
up costing them?"

Thank you," she said, her voice surprisingly serious.

That doesn't sound anywhere near as ronantic as some-

thing Iike 'You have beautiful eyes,' but |I think it gives us a
much better pronmise of lasting. | feel the sanme way about

you, just so you know. "

"What, that | have beautiful eyes?" | said. She snorted. |
added, "Besides, | told you that was just one of the reasons.
wi sh you were here right now, so we could try one of the

ot hers. "

"Now what might that be?" She sounded so perfectly
i nnocent she was perfectly unbelievable. She didn't even

believe herself: "I wish | were over there, too, honey, but Tve
got to finish working out this astrology problemfor ny class.
Reconcil i ng western and Hanese systens is a bitch and a

half. 1'll see you tomorrow for lunch."

Twel ve-thirty all right?"

"Sounds good; ' Bye."
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Judy works in a part of East A C. where you hear Spainsh
spoken in the streets about as often as English. The rage for
Zoroastrian diners has reached even there, though. Next

year, no doubt, the/ll be passe; right now, they're fun

The one trouble with those places is that Judy and | can't

enjoy themto the fullest, because a |lot of their dishes feature
devil ed ham W managed, though. | ate angel-hair pasta

and devfl's-food cake, while she had a devfl ed-egg-sal ad
sandwi ch and angel food cake. Just nanmes, sure, but nanes

have power.

"So where are you going this afternoon?" Judy asked
while we waited for the waitress to bring us our |unches.

"Up to Lold, in Burbank,"” | said. "I have the feeling their
parchmentwork didn't report half of what they' re dunping

They have a real reputation for secrecy; nobody except them
and the mlitary knows what goes on at the Cobold Wrks up

in the desert, and nobody at all, it |ooks like, knows—er wll
say—what cones out of the Cobold Works."

They're working in the Garuda Bird project, too, aren't
t hey?" Judy sai d.

Thafs right—and if you think I'mgoing up there partly
so | can learn nore about that you're right" |I adnmitted
Space travel has fascinated me ever since the first magic mr-
ror let us see the far side of the nobon back when | was a Kid.

The girl carried our plates over to us just then. Thanks," |
said as she set them down. Because she | ooked as if she'd un-
derstand it better, | added, "G ocias."

"De nada, senor," she answered, smling. She hardly

seened ol d enough to be working fall tinme. Maybe she

wasn't People who cone up to Angels City to get away from
Azteca find out soon enough that the sidewal ks aren't paved
with gold here, either. They do what they can to get by, sane

Harry Turtl edove
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as ny great-grandparents did a hundred years ago. Mbst of
themwill.

It was a pleasant lunch. Any tine with Judy was pl easant,

but the good food and the chance to be out and about in the

m ddl e of the day (she'd been right about that the night
before) just added to it. | hated to | eave, but she had to get
back to work and | needed to be at the Lold plant early
enough-in the afternoon to do sone useful work.

| parked ny carpet in the |oading zone in front of Hand-

of -d orys office, kissed Judy goodbye before |I took off. It

was a pretty thorough kiss, if | say say nyself. This ten-year-
ol d who shoul d have been in school nade di sgusted noi ses as

he wal ked by. | didn't care. Gve hima few nore years and

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (69 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:09 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt
he'd find out about the sweet magi ¢ between nan and
woman.

I waited there till | saw Judy safe indoors, then headed up
the Gol den Province Freeway to Burbank. The Lol d works
weren't far fromthe tede airport there. They were big and
spraw ed- out enough to have separate buildings and lots for

each of the consortium s many projects; | flew around till |
found a sign that said SPACE DI VISION and had a stylized
Garuda bird under it. | parked nmy carpet as dose to die sign

as | could, then wal ked off sone of my lunch hiking toward
the entrance.

I nside, where they didn't show fromthe parking lot, were

guards arned with pistols and holy water sprayers. | pre-
sented my EPA sigil. Even though |I'd phoned ahead in the
morning, | could see howlitde ice it cut here. The guards

were ready to take on major foes, fromThis Side or the
(di er. One bureaucrat wasn't worth getting excited about.

Which is not to say diey weren't diorough. They turned a
spel | checker on ny sigil, to make sure it wasn't forged and
hadn't been tanpered widi. One of diemcarefully conpared
die image on ny flying license to ny face. The odier waited
tffl die first was done, dien called ny office to confirml
really did work diere. He didn't ask ne for die nunber; he
| ooked it up hinself.

Only when they were satisfied did diey phone deeper into
die building. "Magister Arnold will cone to escort you
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shordy, sir," one of diemsaid. "Here is your visitors talis-
man." He pinned it on ne, then added, "Once you pass

di rough diat door, the denon in die talisman wi B be roused

and will sting you if you get nore dian fifteen feet away from
Magi ster Arnold. Just so you know, sir"

"What happens if | need to use a toilet?" | asked.
"Magi ster Arnold nust acconpany you to die facility, sir,
he answered, unsniling. The guy outside die Devonshire

dump had billed hinself as a security guard. This Lold fell ow
real | ywas one.

I found another question: "Suppose | ditch the talisnman
once | go inside?"

"First, sir, any attenpt to do so would rouse di e denon.
Second, once inside die door diere, die talisman will weld
itself to your dodiing and remain bonded to it until you
energe. |f you're a good enough sorcerer, sir, you can beat
die talisman, but you'll set off a great many alarms in die
process, and will be apprehended in short order."

1 don't want to beat it and | don't want to be appre-
hended," | said. "I was just curious." The guard nodded,

polite but unconvinced. H's job was bei ng unconvi nced, and
he was real good at it
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Magi ster Arnold cane out a couple of mnutes later. He

was a big, rangy fellowin his md-fifties, in a |ab robe al nost
as fancy as Ranran Durani's. "Call ne Matt," he said after

we shook hands. "Cone along wi di nme now. "

I canme al ong. The door cl osed behind us. | gave die talis-
man a surreptitious yank. Sure enough, it was stuck to die

front of my shirt. 1'd figured it would be. Lold took security
seriously.

I found out just how seriously when we got to die door of
Arnold's office: it was hernetically sealed. Now | grant you
diat Hermes is a good choice of protector for an aerospace

of fice—+n his wi ngfoot aspect, he's naturally related to flight
sci ences, and who better to propitiate in a security system
dian die patron deity of thieves?

But nmerdful heavens, die expense! A security systemisn't
just a seal; die backup is a lot nore inportant Maintaining a
whole cult at a level sufficient to keep its god active and alert
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will kill you with priests' fees, fanes, sacrifices, what have
you. | wondered how rmuch of the bill Lold was paying itself

and how rmuch it was passing on to the taxpayer. Somehow
cost overruns never turn out to be anybody's fault. The/re
just there, like crabgrass, and about as hard to weed out.

Be that as it nmay, Magater Arnold rubbed the toggle that
served as the door Hernmis erect phallus. The Herm nust
have recogni zed his touch, for it smled and the door cane

open.

It dosed behind us with a definitive-sounding snick. "Cof-
fee?" Arnold asked, waving to a pot that sat on top of a little

asbest os sal amander cage

"No, thanks," | answered; |'d just as soon drink vitriol as
muck that was reheating all day. And besides—"You really
don't feel like following ne down the hall if | have to use the

men's room do you?"

"Ch, yes, of course. Thaft right, you're wearing a visitors
talisman, aren't you? | hope you don't mind if |I have a cup?”
At ny inviting wave, Arnold poured hinself one. It |ooked as
thick and dark and oily as 1'd figured it would. Even the
fumes were enough to nmake ny nostrils twitch. Wen he set

the cup down, he asked, "So what have we done that's

brought the EPA down on us?" He didn't say this tinme, but

you could hear it behind his words.

"l don't know that you've done anything," | answered. "I
do know that somebody's spells are | eaking out of the Dev-
onshire dunp, and | al so know t hat whoever that sonebody
is, he's nurdered nonks to keep his secret."”
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That got Arnold's instant and conplete attention. Hi s eyes
gripped nme like the Romani an gi ants Eastern European sor-
cerers use to handl e magi cal apparatus they woul dn't touch
with a ten-foot Pole. He was quick on the uptake. The

Thomas Brothers fire is connected to this affair, is it?" he
said. "A bad business, very bad."

"Yes." | let it go at that; no need for himto know | was
personally involved with the nonastery fire. | pulled out ny
chart. "As near as | can tell fromthis, Magister Arnold, Lok
puts nmore toxic spells into Devonshire than anybody el se—
and the ones | have here are those you admt to publicly."”

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DuUwmP
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"For the record,” Arnold said loudly, "I deny there are any
others." H's tone was just as sincere as Tony Sudal ds', and

told me (in case | hadn't been sure already) a Listener was in
there with us.

I liked that tone even | ess fromthe magi ster, because

knew he wasn't on ny side while | hoped Sudal ds was. All
Arnold wanted to do was play with his projects, whatever
they happened to be. It wasn't that | doubted their worth. |
didn't; as I've said, |I'mdenons for the space program ny-
sel f. But nobody has any business fouling the nest and then
pretendi ng his hands are cl ean.

"For the record,”" | answered, just as loudly and just as
snotcily, "I don't believe you." Arnold glared; ny guess was
that nobod/d talked to himlike that for a while. | let him
steam for a few seconds, then said, "Are you seriously telling
me nothing too secret to get into your ERA forns goes on at

t he Cobol d Works?"

"What Cobol d Works?" he said, but he couldn't keep a

twinkle fromhis eye. That the establishnent in the desert
exists is an open secret. But his smle disappeared in a hurry.
"IfitS too secret to go into the forms. Inspector Fisher, it's
al so too secret to talk about with you. No offense, but you
need to understand that."

Tm not out to betray our secrets to the Hanese or the

Ukrainians," | said. "You need to understand that, and to
understand that the situation around the Devonshire dunp
is serious." | tossed himthe report on birth defects around

the site. As he read it, his face screwed up as if he'd bitten
into an unripe nedlar. "You see what | nean, magister."

"Yes, | do. You have a problemthere, absolutely. But |
don't believe the Lold Space Division, at least, is responsible
for it If you'll give me a chance, I'Il tell you why."

"Go ahead," | said. Nobody I'd talked to would even
entertain the idea that he could be responsible for the |eaks.
Vell, | didn't find the idea entertaining, either.

' Thanks." Arnold steepled his fingers, nore a thoughtfu
gesture, | judged, than a prayerful one. He went on. "I
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gather this toxic spell leak is believed to be through the
dunmp' s contai nnent systemrather than airborne."

92
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"Yes, | believe that's true." | said cautiously. "So?"

He nodded as if he'd scored a point "Thought as nuch.

I'"'mnot breaking security to tell you that Space Division
spells are universally volatile in nature, with byproducts to
mat ch. That's not surprising, is it, considering -what we do?"

"l suppose not," | said. "What exactly is your consortiums
role in getting the Garuda Bird out of the atnosphere?"

That did it He started rolling like the Juggernaut's car,
whi ch, considering the project we were tal king about, isn't
the worst of conparisons. Lold was in charge of two project
phases, the second of which (presumably because it dealt
with air elemental s) had been split into two el enents.

"First, we handle the new spells pertaining to the Garuda
Bird itself." Arnold pointed to a picture tacked onto the watt
behind him an artisfs conception of the Bird |ifting a cargo
into low orbit, with the curve of the Earth and the bl ack of
space behind it Even in a painting, the Bird is sonmething to
see. Think of a roc squared and then square that agai n—

well, the Bird could turn a roc into a pebble. For a second,
forgot about being an investigator and felt like a kid with a

new kite.

"The Bird is magi c-intensive anyway," Arnold went on

"Has to be, or else that big bul k would never get off the
ground. But we've had to upgrade all the speB systens and
devel op a whol e new set for upper-atnospheric and exat -
nmospheric work. They do fine in simlarity nodeling; pretty
soon we'B get to see what the nbdels are worth. You with ne

so far?"

"Pretty much so, yeah," | answered. "What's this other
phase you were tal king about? Sonething to do with

syl phs?"

"That's right Turns out our nodels show that max-Q-=

"What ?"

"Maxi mum dynam c pressure on the Bird," he expl ai ned

grudgi ngly, and then, because | still didn't get if added nore
grudgingly still, "Maxi mumair buffeting."

n G] n

I'"d distracted him He gave nme a dirty look, as if he were a
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wi zard who'd forgotten the key word of an invocation just as

hi s demon was about to appear in the pentacle. Wen

didn't rip off his head or swall ow himwhole, he pulled him
self together. "As | was saying, max-Q on the Garuda Bird
occurs relatively lowin the atnosphere, due to syl phic action
on the traveler through the aery realm"

"Syl phs are like that," | agreed. "Al ways have been. How
do you propose to get themto act any different?"

"As | said before, we have a two-el enment approach to the
probl em—=

He pulled a chart out of his top desk drawer and showed
me what he nmeant. If he hadn't been an aerospace

t haumat urge, he woul d have called it the carrot-and-stick
approach. As it was, he tal ked about syl ph-esteem and

syl ph-di sci pl i ne.

Syl ph-esteem | gathered, involved nmaking the syl phs

above the Garuda Bird | aunch site so happy they wouldn't
think about blowing the Bird around as it flew past them
Like a lot of half-smart plans, it |ooked good on parchnent.
Trouble is, sylphs by their very nature are happy-go-| ucky
al ready, and al so changeabl e as the weather. How do you go
about not only meking them even nore cheerful than they
were al ready but al so maki ng them stay that way?

If you ask me (which Magister Arnold didn't), sylph-disci-
pline is a better way to go. Putting the fear of higher Powers
into the sylphs nmight well nake the air el enentals behave
thensel ves |1 ong enough to I et the Garuda Bird get through
True, you couldn't keep it up long, sylphs being as they are,
but then, you wouldn't need to.

" Tor syl ph-discipline to be effective, tining is of the
essence,"” Arnold said. "Inplement your deterrence activity
too soon and the elenentals forget the brief intimdation;

inplement it too late and it is useless. W are still in the
process of devel oping the sorcerous systens that will enable
us to ensure mninmal syl phic disturbance as the Garuda Bird
proceeds on its mssion."

"If you're still developing them am| correct in assumn ng
that no byproducts fromthat el enent of your project would
appear on ny list of contamnants from Lol d?"

"Let me check, if I may," he said. He | ooked at ny chart,
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just as 1'd |l ooked at his. "No, thafs not correct Sone of this
activity with Beel zebub cones from our shop."
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I remenbered die patch of flies at the Devonshire dunp

and shivered a little. Dealing with Beel zebub invol ves sone
of the npbst potent, nbst dangerous sorcery there is. | said,
"Sounds like overkill to ne. Wiy pick such a mghty poten-
tate of the Descending Hierarchy to overawe the air

el ement al s?"

My guess was that asking the question would prove a

waste of tinme, that Arnold woul d baffle ne with technica

jargon till | gave up and went away. But he fool ed nme, sayi ng,
It's really quite straightforward, at least in broad outline. W
shall require the Lord of the Flies to inflict a plague of his
creatures on the sylphs to distract themfromthe passage of

the Garuda Bird."

"You don't think small,"” | said. 'Then sonething el se
occurred to ne: "But what's to keep the flies fromtornent-
ing the Garuda Bird along with the air elemental s?"

Magi ster Arnold smiled dimMy. "As | said, ifs straightfor-
ward in broad outline. Details of the negotiations with the
denon are anything but sinple, as you may imagine. He is, if
you will forgive ne, hellishly clever."

"Yes." | let it go at that; if it were up to ne, I'd have cone
up with sone other way of distracting the sylphs. After a
coupl e of seconds, | said, "Don't byproducts froma conjura-

tion involving Beel zebub have a chance of sliding through
t he underground contai nment scheme at the dunp? They
aren't all volatile, as you clained before."

°l suppose that's true." Arnold sounded anythi ng but

happy about supposing that was true, but he did it anyhow. I

give himcredit for that He tried to put the best face on ifc
"You haven't alluded to these particul ar byproducts as being
the ones which are | eaking, however, Inspector Fisher. Unti

you show me evidence that they are, | hope you will forgive
my doubts. "
"Ckay, fair enough," | said. Going around the edges of the

dunmp with a sensitive spellchecker, checking air and earth,
fire and water for sorcerous pollutants woul d blow Charlie
Kell/s request for discretion further into space than die

Garuda Bird could cany it, but that coul dn't be hel ped, not

now.
| got up and started to leave. |'d just about nmade it to the
door when | renenbered the denmon inprisoned in ny

visitor's talisman. | turned around and headed ri ght back

toward Magi ster Arnold. He was comi ng after ne.

Thanks," | said

"Don't mention it." H's voice was dry. "My own peace of

mnd is involved in keeping you healthy till you get out the
door, you know. Just think of all the parchnentwork |I'd have
to fill out if an Environnental Perfection Agency inspector
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got stung to death by the Lold security system | wouldn't get
any real work done for weeks."

Knowi ng t he EPA bureaucratic procedures as | do, | was

sure he was right about that. Then a couple of casually ut-
tered words sank in. "Stung to death, Magister Arnol d?"
sai d, gulping. The security guard didn't mention that little
detail ."

"Wel |, he should have," Arnold answered testily. He nust

have noticed ny face chance expression. "Before you ask. In-
spector, we do have a pernit to incorporate deadly force into
our security setup because of the sensitive nature of so nmuch
of what we do here. If you like, I will be happy to show you a
copy, conplete with chrysobull, of that permt."

"No, never nmind." The assurance in his voice said he

wasn't bluffing. And if | wanted to check, | could do it at the
Criminal and Magi cal Courts building. "But visitors should

be warned before they enter the secure area, sir. They'd have
nmore of an incentive for followi ng instructions carefully.”

"Ch, it seens to work out all right. W haven't |ost one
in a couple of weeks." The aerospace man had a perfect
deadpan delivery. At first | accepted what he'd said wth-
out thinking about it, then did a double take, and only
then noticed the very coners of his mouth curling up. |
snorted. He'd got me good.

He led nme out to the door by which I'd entered. As soon

as | was on the far side of it, | took off the talisman (now I
could) and all but threwit at the security guard. "You didn't
tell nme it was lethal," | snarled.
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"If your intentions were good, sir, you didn't need to
know, " he answered. "And if they were bad, you also didn't

need to know. "

He shoul d have been a Jesuit. After | got done gasping for

air, | slunk out toward ny carpet, then headed for hone. It

was still early, but if I'd gone sonmepl ace el se and done ny
song and dance, |'d have been late. | was |ate the day before.
Put the two days together, | figured, and they'd cone out

even. It was the sort of logic you d expect after a Zoroastrian
lunch, but it satisfied me for the nonent.

Because | was early, | nade good tinme on the way back
down to Hawt horne. O course, that left ne rattling
around mmy flat for a chunk of the afternoon. I'musually

good at just being there by myself, but it wasn't working
that day. | didn't feel |ike going out and goi ng shoppi ng;

besi des, with next payday getting close and the | ast one
only a ghostly nmenory, the ghouls had been chew ng on

my checki ng account
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| decided to do sonething to put crowns into my pocket,

not take themout | had three or four sacks of al um num
cans rattling around under the sink and in my closet; | took
"emout (which freed up space to put in nore), carried 'em
down to ny carpet, and headed for the |ocal recycling center

SAVE THE ENVI RONMVENT AND SAVE ENERGY, said the

sign outside: RECYCLE ALUM NUM | nodded approvingly

as | lugged the cans over. Sone prograns sell thensel ves as
bei ng good for the environment when they're not, but recy-
cling isn't one of them

The fellow at the center tossed the cans on the scale,
| ooked back at a little chart on the wall behind him "G ve
you two crowns sixty," he said, and proceeded to do just that

The snmal |l change went into ny pocket, the two-crown
note into ny wallet. 'Thank you, friend," | told him

"Any time," he answered. "See you again soon, | hope.
You' re maki ng sone sorcerer's life easier.”

I let that go with a nod. Since | work for the EPA, | would
have bet | knew nore about it than he did. Recycled alum -
num | ets magicians use the law of simlarity to extract nore

of the metal directly fromthe ore; it's a |lot cheaper and nore
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energy efficient than the al cheny they have to resort to
when they're working without any al um num source ... to

say nothing of the preposterous and expensi ve nechani ca
processes you have to use to coax alum numfree of the mn-
erals that contain it. Were it not for sorcery, | doubt we'd

ever have | earned what a wonderfully useful netal alum -
num i s.

Two crowns sixty wouldn't come close to paying the bil
fromthe Departnment of Water and Powers |'d found in ny
mai | box. The bill was up fromlast nonth, too; the
Departnment, a little di pped-on notice said, had gai ned
approval for a three percent increase in sal anander
propitiation fees. Everything costs nore these days.

The noney |1'd got for the al um num cans woul d j ust

about cover a hamburger, though not the fries that went with
it. A Colden Steeples was right around the comer fromthe
recycling center. | went in there, spent ny dividend and a bit
more besides. It was a long way froma gourmet treat, but

when you're eating by yourself, a lot of the tine you don't
care.

A newspaper rack stood just outside the Gol den Steeples:

it used the same kind of greedy little inp that dwells in pay

phones. | stuck in the right change, pulled out a Tinmes. If 1'd
tried to take nore than one, the inp would have screaned
blue nurder. | think it's a' shane the racks have to resort to

measures like that, but they do. Life in the big city.

Back in ny flat, | opened a beer and drank it down while
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read the daily. One of the page-nine stories directly con-
cerned nme: Brother Vahan was appealing to the Cardi nal of
Angels City for a dispensation to allow cosnetic sorcery for
one of the nonks badly burned in the Thonmas Brothers fire.

| prayed that the Cardinal would grant the dispensation
Cosnetic sorcery can do maivel ous things these days. If the
doctors and w zards have a recent portrait of soneone

bef ore he was burned, they can use the law of simlarity to
bring his appearance back to what it used to be. Function
doesn't follow superficial form of course, but a bumvictim
gai ns so nuch by not beconing a wal ki ng horror show.

Trouble is, the Cardinal of Angels City is a stiff-necked
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Er seman who takes the nortification of the flesh and God's
will seriously. The story said he was considering Brother
Vahan's appeal, tut the issuance of a di spensation cannot be
guaranteed.” He was liable to decide God wanted that nonk

di sfigured, and who were we to argue with Hi nf

That sort of attitude never nade sense to ne. Far as | can
see, if God wanted bumvictins to stay ugly forever. He

woul dn't have nmade cosnetic sorcery possible. But then, |I'm
just an EPA man, not a theol ogian (and especially not a

Cat holic theol ogian). What do | know?

St. CGeorge and the Dragon was splashed all over the
entertai nnent section (and | wondered what the Cardina

t hought about that). | hadn't gotten a good enough | ook at
the bl onde by the Holl ywood Freeway to tell if she was the
one falling out other mnitunic in the ads. | wasn't about to

go to the light-and-magic show to find out, either. That m s-
erable publicity stunt had cost them at |east one cash

cust oner.
When | got to work the next norning, nore pickets were

mar chi ng out al ongsi de the Confederal Building to protest
the aerial spraying for Medvanps. | shook ny head as | went
up the elevator to work. Some people sinply cannot weigh
short-terminconveni ence agai nst | ong-term benefit.

As soon as | got to ny desk, | started working |like a man
possessed; had a priest wandered by, he probably would have
wanted to performan exorcismon ne. But | banged

through the routine parts of ny job as fast as | could so I'd
have tinme to investigate the Devonshire case properly.

wanted to get out to Chocol ate Wasel that afternoon

The best-laid plans—
I"d just managed to get the wood on top of ny desk out

fromunder the usual sea of parchnments and visible to the
naked eye once nore when the phone started yelling at ne.
Unl i ke some people | know, | don't usually have prenoni -
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tions, but | did this tine. Wiat | snelled was trouble. The
phone hadn't given nme nuch else lately.

"David Fisher, Environnental Perfection Agency."
"M. Fisher, this is Susan Kuznetsov, of the Barony's

Bureau of Physical and Spiritual Health..."
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"Yes?" |'d never heard other

"M. Fisher, I'mcalling from Chatsworth Menoria

Hospital. | was going to notify the St Ferdi nand's chapter of

the Thomas Brothers, as is usual in such cases, but due to the
recent tragedy there, that was inpossible. Wen | called the

East Angels City Thomas Brothers nonastery, | was referred
to you."
"Why?" | asked. My mind wasn't on the Devonshire

dunmp, not that mnute. But then, before she could answer, |
put together whom she worked for, where she was calling
from her likeliest reason for wanting to get hold of the
Thomas Brothers, and their |ikeliest reason for passing her
onto ne. "Don't tell ne. Mstress Kuznetsov—

"I"'mafraid so, M. Fisher. W've just had an apsychi c baby
bom here."

(Y4

I don't know nuch about babies: call it lack of practica
experience. Gve Judy and nme a few years and | expect we'll
do sonet hing about that, but not now OCh, nmy brother up in
Portland has a two-year-old girl and I have sonme little cous-
ins up there, too, but | can count on the snelly fingers of
bot h hands the nunber of diapers |I've changed.

So poor little Jesus Cordero (the irony of the nane struck

me as soon as | heard it) didn't | ook nmuch different from any
other newninted kid to ne. He lay on his tumy in the cra-
dle, wiggling in a sort of randomway, as if he didn't really
understand he had arns and | egs and could do things with

them The only thing in the | east remarkable about himto

the eye was an astonishingly thick head of black, black hair.

Hi s nother sat on the side of the bed by the cradle. She
101
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was ni neteen, twenty, sonething like that; she m ght have
been pretty if she hadn't | ooked so wung out from giving
birth. Her husband had a hand on her shoul der. He was

about her age, dressed |like a day |aborer. They tal ked back
and forth in Spainish. | wondered if they'd entered the Con-
federation legally, and wondered even nore if they truly
under st ood what had happened to |itde baby Jesus.
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In the roomw th them were Susan Kuznetsov—a ni ddl e-

aged woman, no-nonsense variety, built like a crate—and a

priest. He was a tubby litde redheaded fell ow named Fat her

Fl anagan, but he proved to speak fluent Spainish hinmself. In
Angels City, that's a practical necessity for a priest these days.

"Any question about the diagnosis, Father?" | asked him

"Not a'bit of it, worse luck for the poor boy," he answered.
Listening to him | wondered if you could speak Spaini sh
with a brogue. But all such frivol ous thoughts vani shed as he

went on: "I was going through the nursery |ast night the way
I always do, blessing the newbons of nmy creed. | cane to
this litde fell ow and—well, see for your own self. Inspector."

He took off die crucifix fromaround his neck, set it

agai nst die bab/s cheek, murmured a few words of Latin.
That's not ny ritual, of course, but | knew what was sup-
posed to happen: because babies, being new to die world,
are uncorrupt, die cross should have gl owed for a nonent,
synbolic of die |linkage between goodness on the Cdier Side
and di e innocence of die baby's soul. Not for nodiing did
Scandi navi an converts speak of die Wiite Christ

But nodiing was all we saw here. The crucifix m ght have

been nmerely netal and wood, not one of die nost potent
mystical synbols on This Side. At its touch, litde Jesus
twisted his head in die hope diat it was a mlk-filled breast.

Gendy, his face sad, die priest redonned die crucifix.

Susan Kuznetsov said, "Fadier Flanagan called ne first diing
dlis norning. O course, | cane out imediately. He

repeated die test in nmy presence dien, and | nade odiers so
as to be absolutely certain. This baby, diough odierw se
heal dl y and normal, possesses no soul ."

Tears stung ny eyes. Having sonediing so dreadful hap-
pen to a poor tiny kid who'd never even had die chance to
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commit a sin struck me as horribly unjust Not even Satan

got anydiing out of it, eidier, because when Jesus Cordero
died, he'd just be gone. What did it nmean? Far as | could tell
it neant only diat we don't understand di e way dungs work

as well as we'd like to.

"Sir," | said to die baby's fadier (his name was Ranmon; his

wi fe was Lupe), Td like to ask you sone questions, if | may,
to see if | can learn how dlis unfortunate diing happened to
your son."

"Sf, ask," he said. He understood English, even if he didn't
speak it too well. Hs wife nodded to show she al so foll owed
what |'d said.

The first thing | asked was dieir address. | wasn't sur-
prised to learn diey lived within a couple of miles of die
Devonshire dunp; we were only five or six niles away there

at die hospital. Then | tried to find out if Lupe Coidero had
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used any potent sorcerous products during her pregnancy.
She shook her head. "Nada," she said.

"Nodungat all?" | persisted, contact widi magic is such a
part of everyone's everyday life diat sonmetinmes we don't even
think about it "Your nedical treatnents were all of die ordi-
nary sort?"

She answered in rapid-fire Spainish. Fadier Flanagan did

the honors for me: "She says she had no nedical treatnents

till birth; she could not afford diem" | nodded glumy; diat's
the story widi so many poor inmgrants diese days. Through

die priest, Lupe went on. The only diing even a litde

different was diat | had norning sickness, so | went to die
ourandero for help."

Speaki ng for hinself, Fadier Flanagan said, "Probably
sonediing on die order of canmponile tea; few curanderos
traffic widi Anydiing inportant”

"Probably," | agreed, "but | have to be diorough. Ms.
Cordero, can you give ne die name and address of dlis
person?"

"I don' remenber," she answered in English. Her face

closed up. | could guess what diat neant: it was bound to be
somebody from her home village back in Azteda, somebody

she didn't want to see in trouble.
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| tried again. "Ms. Cordero, it's possible the medicine
you recei ved had sonething to do with your giving birth to
an apsychic child. W have to check that out, to make sure
the sane m sfortune doesn't happen to soneone el se."

"I don' renenber," she repeated. Her face m ght have

been cast in bronze. | knew | wasn't going to get any answers
out of her. | caught Father Flanagan's eye. He nodded al nost

i nperceptibly. Maybe he'd tiy to talk sonme nore with her

| ater, nmaybe he'd just ask around in the nei ghborhood. One
way or another, | figured before too long I'd find out what |

needed to know.
Ranbn Cordero bent over the cradle, picked up his son

By the snoboth way he held the baby in the crook of his

el bow, | guessed it wasn't his first. "Nifio Indo" he said
softly. Even nore softly. Father Flanagan translated: "Beau-
tiful boy-

Little Jesus was a nice-looking baby. "Enjoy himaB you

can, M. Cordero," | said. "Love hima lot. This is all he has.
He'u have to nake the best of it."

That's good advi ce," Susan Kuznetsov said. She dropped

into Spainish at |least as fluent as Father Flanagan's, then
returned to English for nme: "I told himthat many apsychics
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live extraordinary lives on This Side, maybe to hel p conpen-
sate for not going on after they die. Artists, witers,

t haumat ur ges—
What she said was true, though she'd just nentioned the

good half. There's pretty fair evidence that the Leader of the
Al emans during die Second Sorcerous War was an apsychic,

and that he pronmpted the nassacres and other horrors of the
war exactly because he wasn't afraid of what woul d happen

to himon the Other Side: once he was gone, he was gone
permanently. That wasn't the sort of thing you wanted to

mention to an apsychic's parents, though.
The baby wi ggl ed, thrashed, woke up with a squall about

i ke what you' d expect froma minor denmon who doesn't care

to be conjured up. Lupe held out her arnms; her husband set

Jesus in them | glanced down at ny toes while she adjusted
her hospital robe so she could nurse him The squalls sub-

sided, to be replaced by intent slurping noises.
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"Ti ene mucho hanbre," Lupe said—"He's very hungry."
She seened pl eased and proud, as a new not her shoul d. No,
little Jesus' tragic lack hadn't fully registered with her

| stood there for a couple of nore mnutes, wondering aB
the while if | ought to say something about Slow Jinn Fizz.
Maybe—cod wf fl mg—Ranmezan Durani and his outfit could

fill the vacuumat the center of little Jesus Cordero. From
what Durani had said, he could fill it. What troubled me was
whet her he was creating simlar but smaller vacuuns in

other souls. He said not, but even he'd admitted his proce-
dure was stffl experinmental

In the end, | kept nmy nouth shut Part of that was not

wanting to raise the adult Coroeros' hopes too nmuch. The

rest was sinple pragmati sm even though baby Jesus had no

hope for eternal life, odds were he wasn't going to shuffle off
this nortal coil tonorrow or next year, either. He had the
time to wait whfle the gremins were exorcised fromDurani's
jinnetic engtaeering schene.

I wonder what | would have done if Fd been dealing with

a seventy-year-old apsychic in poor health, soneone facing

i mm nent oblivion. Wuld gaming that person a soul (assum

ing the procedure worked) outweigh me harminflicted on

other souls in the process (assuming it didn't work as well as
Dur ani cl ai ned) ?

| decided I was awful glad Jesus was just a baby.

Lupe raised the little fellow to her shoul der, patted him
on the back. After a few seconds, he let out a burp about an
octave deeper than you'd think could cone from anything so
smal | .
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"When will you be going hone fromthe hospital ?"
asked her.

"Mari ana," she said.

"Td like to conme by your honme that afternoon, if |

could,” | said. "I have a portable spellchecker, so | can
begin investigating for toxic spells in the local environ-
ment, and 1'd also like a | ook at whatever potion you got

fromyour curanderv." | saw from her face that she didn't

understand everything |I'd said. So did Father Flanagan

He translated for ne.
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Lupe and Ramdn | ooked at each other. "No questions
about not hi ng el se?" he asked.

They were illegals, then. "None," | promised. That wasn't
my business. "Hying to find out why their son had been born
without a soul was. "1 swear it in God' s nane."

"You don' meke no cross," Banmbn said suspiciously.

Fat her Fl anagan was giving me a questioning | ook, too.

Tell themI'mJewish," | said. His face cleared. | was sure he

didn't care much for ny beliefs, but that's okay: | wasn't fond
of all of his, either. But we acknow edged each others sincer-

ity. He spoke way too rapidly for me to foll ow what he said to

the Corderos, but they nodded when he was through.

Lupe said, "You go, you look, you find out. W trus' you,
the padre say we can trus' you. He better be right"

"He is," | said, and let it go at that. If |'d taken another
oath, the Corderos m ght have thought the first one wasn't to
be trusted. Father Flanagan nodded sl owy, understandi ng

what |'d done.

Susan Kuznetsov said, "Besides, Jesus there is a native-
born citizen of the Confederation, and entitled to all the
protection of our laws." Wen she turned that into Spain-

i sh, the Corderos beamed; they |liked the idea. The

worman fromthe Bureau of Physical and Spiritual Health

qui etly added, "I just wish our |laws could do nore for the
poor little guy." Neither she nor Father Flanagan trans-
| ated that.

I said ny goodbyes, collected Mstress Kuznetsov's carte

de vistte, and flew back to the office. The elves hadn't nmagi -
cally cleaned up ny desk while | was gone. | didn't care. It
could stay dirty a while longer. | picked up the phone and
called Charlie Kelly.

The yamering at the other end went on for so long that

I wondered if he was back fromlunch yet. It was well past

two back mD.StC.; where the denons did those con-

founded Confederal bureaucrats get the nerve to keep

swilling at the public sty like that? All | needed was a minute
of no answer on the phone to swell up and bellow |ike an en-
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raged buB taxpayer, when after all | was a confounded
Conf ederal bureaucrat nmy very own self.
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"Envi ronmental Perfection Agency, Charles Kelly speak-
ing." Finally!

"Charlie, this is Dave Fisher in Angels City. W just had

anot her apsychic birth close by the Devonshire dunp. That

makes four in a little nore than a year. This isn't going to be
a quiet investigation any nore, Charlie. I'mgoing to find out
what's | eaking and why, no matter how noisy | have to get."

He kind of grunted. "Do what you think necessaiy."

"Shit, Charlie, you're the one who sicced ne onto this."
I"mnot usually vulgar on the phone and I'm not usually vul -
gar in the office, but I was steamng. "Now you're naking it a
| ot harder than it has to be."

"I'n what way?" he asked, as if he hadn't the slightest idea.

VWhen Charlie Kelly goes all innocent on you, check how
many fingers and toes you're wearing. The odds are rea
good they'll add up to a nunber smaller than twenty. | can't

i magi ne how I kept from scream ng at him "You know per-
fectly well. Tell me about the bloody bird that keeps singing
in your ear."

Tm sony, David, but | can't,"” he said. "I never should
have nentioned that to you in the first place.”

"Well, you did and now you're stuck with it," | said sav-
agely. 'There's sonething rotten in the area of that dunp.
Peopl e are being born w thout souls. People are dying, too, if
you'll remenber the Thormas Brothers fire. You started ne

on this and now you won't give with what you know?

Thaf s—damabl e. "

"l have to pray you're wong," Charlie answered. "But

whet her you are or not, | can't give you what you're asking.
This whole matter is bigger than what you seemto grasp—

bi gger than | thought, too. If | could, I'd shut down your
whol e investigation."

This, from a hi gh-powered EPA nan? "Good God, Char-
lie? What are we tal king about here, the Third Soreerous

War ?"
"If we were, | couldn't tell you so," Kelly said. "Goodbye,
David. |'mafraid you're on your own in this one." My inp

st opped reproducing his inp's breathing; he'd hung up on
108 Harry Turtl edove

I don't know how long | stared at ny own phone before

I hung up, too. Jose Franco wal ked past ny office door. |
think he was just going to nod at ne, the way he usually
does, but he stopped in his tracks when he Saw ny face.
"What's the matter, Dave?" he asked, real concern in his
voice. He's a good guy, Jose is. "You look like you just saw
your own ghost™
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"Maybe | did," | said, which |eft himshaking his head.

Wiy in God's nane was Charlie Kelly acting altogether
too serious about a Third Sorcerous War? The first two
were disasters beyond anything i magi nabl e even in night-
mares before this century. Athird one? If mankind was
stupid enough to start a Third Sorcerous War, we'd prob-
ably never have to worry about a fourth one, because
nobody' d be left to fight it

And Charlie wouldn't even tell me who the eneny was

liable to be. You ever | ook back on your life and notice just
how many sins you' ve conmitted to get where you are, how
everything that always seened solid all at once starts to
crunbl e under your feet until you're peering strai ght down
into Ae Pit? That was what | felt like after I got off the
phone with KeBy. The hair stood up on the back of mnmy neck,

No wonder |'d al armed Jose.

Afterwards, | needed to gwe nyself a good hard shake
before | went back to work. Wen you've spent a whfle
contenpl ati ng Armageddon, environmental concerns don't

| ook as big as they did. If the Third Sorcerous War cones
al ong, there won't be any environnent |left to protect,
anyhow.

I drowned ny sorrows in a cup of coffee, wishing it were
sonet hing stronger. Then, nore or less by main force, |
made nysel f call Legate Kawaguchi to find out how Eras-

mus was doing. People are like that: the world may be going
to hell around them (and the Third Sorcerous War woul d be

a reasonabl e approxi mati on, believe ne), but they try to
keep their own little pieces of it tidy.

"Ah, Inspector Fisher," Kawaguchi said after I'd nade it
through the maze of constabul ary operators to his phone. "I
was goi ng to phone you in the next few days. W expect that
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access spirit to beconme accessible to interrogation within
that tinme frane."

That's good," | said, both because | hoped I'd learn
sonet hing that would help ny case (and, presunably,
Kawaguchi ' s) and because | was gl ad Erasnus woul d nmake
it "What other news do you have about the fire?"

"Investigations are continuing," he answered, which
meant he had no news.

O maybe it neant he just didn't feel like telling ne any-
thing. Constables are |ike that sonetines. | decided to give
hima nudge, see if | could shake sonething | oose: "Have
your forensic sorcerers nade any progress in analyzing those
strange traces the thaunmatech picked up at the scene, the
ones the consecrated ground erased before she could fully
get theminto her speBchecker?"

"You have a retentive nenory, Inspector." Kawaguchi
did not make it sound like a conplinent: nore as if he'd
hoped 1'd forgotten. Yet another phone pause, this one, |
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suppose, while he figured out whether to try to lie to ne.
Interesting choice for him Sure, | was a civilian, but a
civilian who worked for a Confederal agency. If he did lie
and | found out about it, my bosses could nmake things

unpl easant for his bosses, who woul d nake things

unpl easant for him

He finally said, 'The traces renain vanishingly feint, but
enhancenent techni ques seemto indicate sone sorceries of
Persian origin."

"Do they?" | said. Slow Jinn Fizz noved up a few notches

on the suspect list. So did Bakhtiar's Precision Burins, an
outfit | hadn't yet got around to visiting. | asked him "What
enhancement techni ques do the Angels Gty constabul ary

use?" | hoped nmy own shop could | eam somnet hi ng new and
usef ul .
But he answered, "Nothing out of the oroinaly, I'm

afraid. W had our best results with an albite I ens focusing
the rays of the full noon on the speBchecker chanber that
hol ds the nenory mcroinps."”

"Yes, thafs pretty nuch standard," | agreed. Only a
constable would call it albite; the nore usual nanme is
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noonst one. Because it's opaque, a nponstone |ens renbves
moonshine from noonbeans, thereby inproving
recol | ecti ons.

"I's there anything el se. Inspector Fisher?" Kawaguchi
asked.

I wondered if | ought to tell himone of ny superiors

was afraid the case was connected with the Third Sorcer-

ous War. He'd probably think I was noonstruck—er

lunatic, if you prefer the Latin. | hoped he'd be right Bet-
ter that than Charlie being right. Besides, Kawaguchi had
enough worries of his own; a constable's job is neither easy
nor pl easant

"Anyt hing el se?" the |legate repeated, nore sharply this
time.

"No, not really. Thanks for your tine. Please do keep ne
i nformed on how your investigation is going, and let ne
know t he nonment Erasnus becones avail able for
guestioning."

"I will do that Inspector. Good day to you."

The work 1'd nmeant to do that norning took up the after-

noon instead. | had to keep up with it sonehow, which
meant | didn't get out to Chocolate Wasel as |'d planned to
do. | wouldn't nmanage to do it tonmorrow, either, because

was going to take ny litde portable spellchecker over to the
Corderos' house to see what it could find there. And after
that | figured Bakhtiar's Precision Burins had noved ahead
of it onny list if Persian magic was involved in the Thonas
Brothers fire.
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Peopl e conpl ai n that bureaucraci es never acconplish

anything. | nean, | conplain when a bureaucracy |'m not

part of succumbs to inertia. Half the time, though, the prob-
lemis too few people trying to do too many things in not

enough tine. | felt Iike Sisyphus, except getting over to
Chocol at e Weasel was just one of the stones | had to try to
shove to the top of the hill. | kept running back and forth

bet ween them keeping themall fromrolling down to the
bott om agai n but not moving any up very far. And every so
often, whether | got one of the old stones to the crest of the

hill or not new ones appear ed.
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Al in all, the inmge was enough to get a nan down on

anci ent Greek religion

I shoved stones around till it was tinme to go home. After
supper, | called Judy. One of the things that makes troubles
smal ler is talking about them Actually, | suppose the trou-
bl es stay the same size, but when they're spread between

two people they seemsmaller. | told her about poor little
Jesus Cordero, and al so about what Charlie Kelly had had to
say.

"Maybe one of these days Ranzan Durani can synt hesize

a soul for the little boy," she said. She has a knack for
renenberi ng names and other details that slip through ny
fingers |like sand. Now she went on, "But this other.. . My
God, David, was he serious?"

"Who, Charlie? He sure sounded that way to ne. Wat
really frosts me is knowi ng how much he knows that he's not
telling."

"l understand," she said. "But what are we supposed to do

while he's not telling? Just go on with our lives as if we didn't
know anyt hi ng was wong? That's not just hard, that's

i mpossi ble."

"I know, but what choice do we have?" | answered. "Peo-
pl e have been doing it as |long as there have been peopl e:

carrying on inside their ow little circles and holding their
affairs together as best they could no matter what was going
on around them |If they didn't |1've got a feeling the world
woul d have torn itself to pieces a long time ago."

"Maybe you're right," she said, and then, suddenly,
"Come over, David, would you? | don't want to be al one, not
tonight, not after what you just told me."

"Be there in half an hour,"” | proni sed.

I made if too, with a good five mnutes to spare. Judy

lives in a flat down in Long Beach, in a neighborhood mar-
ginally better than nmine. The Guardian at the outer entrance
to her building knows me by now, so | didn't have any
trouble getting in. Fair enough; | went there about as often
as she canme to see ne.

I liked her place. It was in an ol der block of flats than
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el enental connection for hot summer days, and a wheezy

excuse for a sal anander that couldn't keep the place warmin

wi nter, but there were conpensations. The main one, |

think, was decently thick walls: you didn't find out everything
your nei ghbors were up to as if you watched themin a crysta

bal I .
She'd lived there for five years, and the flat had the stamp

of her personality onit. It was crammed w th books, maybe
even nore than m ne. The kni ckknacks (aside fromthe

menor ah and brass candl esticks for the Sabbath) were

museum copi es of G eek and Roman sorcerous apparatus,

all nellow clay and greened bronze. The prints on the wall

were by Arcinbol do—you know, the fell ow who made por-

traits out of interlocked fish or fruit or inps. They're

endl essly fascinating to | ook at, and you never can decide just
how far out of his tree old Arcinbol do was.

If you think I"'mbuilding up to a tale of lurid | ovenakny,
I"msorry—+t wasn't like that. W hugged each ot her, she
made sone coffee, we tal ked later than we should have, and
when we slept together, that's all we did: we slept together
If you're under twenty-five you probably won't believe ne,
but sonmetimes that's better—and nore intimte, too—than

twi tches and noans. Not, believe ne, that | have anything
agai nst twi tches and noans, but to every thing its season

M/ sl eep season ended too soon the next norning; the

hor ol ogi cal denon in Judy's al arm cl ock bounced me out of
her bed with a bloodcurdling ululation. | hurried back to mny
pl ace (which luckily wasn't far out of my way), showered,
changed cl ot hes, grabbed a Dani sh and ny portable spell-
checker, and headed for the office.

What | had in mnd was racing through business in the

nmor ni ng and heading up to the Corderos' house in the after-
noon to take sone readings with the spellchecker. That's

what | ended up doing, too, but it wasn't as sinple as |I'd had
in mnd. Sonething |arge and unpl easant | anded on ny desk

with a thud.

I don't quite mean that literally, but the report | was
going to have to produce would be fat enough to thud
down somewhere. |'ve nmentioned that Angels City is in
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the middle of a drought. The note Bea passed to ne
expl ai ned that some sorcerers up in the north end of the
Barony of Angels tried to bring rain with Chumash | ndi an
charnst ones, perhaps in the hope that native spirits would
have nore effect on the | ocal weather than inported

white nman's nagic.

They got nothing. | don't mean they didn't get rain.
Nobody's been able to get nuch in the way of rain for Angels
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City the past few years. | nean they got nothi ng—o sign
that the Powers linked to those charnstones were still there
to be sunmoned. What Bea wanted ne to do was deternine

whet her the Chumash Powers were in fact extinct

That's always a nel ancholy job. Extinction neans sone-

thi ng wonderful going out of the world forever, whether
fromThis Side or the Oher. The poor Chumash, though,

have been so thoroughly di spossessed and assim | ated over
the last couple of hundred years that no one believes any
more in the Powers they once revered. Not only does no one
believe in them hardly anybody even knows they exist. And
Powers without believers will die. Even the great Pan is two
thousand years dead now.

Heavens, before | could get started, | had to go to the ref-
erence library to | ook up Chumash charnst ones and how
they fit into the rest of the Indians' cult. |I found out they

were used not only for making rain, but also in war (they
could nmake you invisible to arrows), in nedicine, and in gen-
eral sorcery. They tied in with other talisnans—atishw n,

t he Chumash called those—and with the Powers who

hel ped t he Chunmash shamans. And now, by what Bea had

passed to nme, they were just little carved chunks of steatite,
as inert as ifthe/d never had any magical intent at all

| went up to Bea's office, shot the breeze with her secre-
tary (Rose really runs that place; if she ever quit, we'd fal
apart) until she got off the phone, then ducked in fast before
it made noise again. "What's nmy priority on this Chumash
thing?" | asked her. 'The Devonshire project is taking up a
ot of ny time right now "

"I know," she answered. "It still comes first—t's active,
while if the Chunash Powers really are extinct, there's no
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hurry about saying so. You'll want to get a nore formal inves-
tigation going to check that out one way or the other, have
the thaumaturges see if the Chumash gods of the Upper

World, the First People, or the Nunashi sh of the Lower

Wrld are still accessible to invocation."

"You've been reading up on this," | said; up until a couple
of mnutes before, I'd never heard of the dark, m sshapen
Nunaski sh.

She grinned at ne. "OF course | have. If | knew about

these spirits off the top of ny head, they wouldn't be on the
edge of extinction, would they? If it turns out they haven't
gone over the edge, report back to ne right away, because
we'll need to try to arrange a preservati on scheme—assum

ing we can afford one."

Doi ng a cost-benefit analysis to figure out whether it's

worthwhil e to save an endangered deity is so col dbl ooded

that it's one of my least favorite parts of the job. It is, unfortu-
nately, also all too often necessary. As | noted when | saw
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Matt Arnold's door Herm maintaining a cult for a super-

nat ural bei ng who woul d otherw se be gone is expensive: it's
the Other Side's equivalent of a captive breedi ng program
for an animal that's vanished fromthe wld,

If the Chunmash Powers were still alive, somebody—ne,

most |i kel y—aould have to figure out their role in the |oca
thecosystem and whether that role justified the noney to
provi de worshi pers and what ever el se they needed. |1'd never
been part of the God Squad before. It's an awesome respon-
sibility, when you think about it.

Bea nmust have seen the look on ny face. "Don't get your-
self in an uproar, David- The odds are that these Powers

have just faded away, |like so many others the Indians rever-

enced before white fol ks—and bl ack-settled here. If that's

so, all you'll have to do is wite up the report. It's only if the
Nunashi sh and the rest are still around that you'll have any

bi gger worries."

"I know that," | answered- "Actually, | hope they do sur-
vive. But if they do, and if they're very nuch
enf eebl ed—whi ch they will be—=

"Yes, | know. Holding a Power's fate in your hands isn't
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easy. In the old days, they were proud of ridding the world of
gods in whomthey didn't believe—sone of the early Chris-

tian witings, the ones fromthe time of the G eat

Extinctions in Europe, will sicken you with their gloating.
But our ideas are different now, we know everything has its
place in Creation, to be preserved if possible."

"But to be the one who decides if it's possible, and then to
have to live with nyself afterwards... it won't be easy, Bea

"If you wanted a job that was easy all the tinme, you
woul dn't be here," she said. "Anything el se? No? All right,
thank you, David."

I went back to ny office and nade a couple of calls, got
the ball rolling on the Chumash channstones. Then | pl owed
through as nuch of the nore routine stuff as | could before
lunch. If 1'd known how bad | unch was going to be, I'd have
wor ked straight through it. The cafeteria nust have assem
bl ed the unappetizing glop on ny plate with help fromthe

| aw of contagion: sone tine a long while ago, it m ght have
been in contact with real food. Two crowns ninety-five shot
to—el |, you get the idea

I slid dowmn to ny carpet with ny spellchecker in ny |ap

My stomach made snal | unhappy noi ses. Hopi ng they

woul dn't turn into | arge unhappy noises, | flewon up into St.
Ferdinand's Valley. The brown dirt and yell ow brown dry

brush of the pass were getting to | ook very fanmliar.

The Corderos lived in a nei ghborhood that had been

upper mddle class maybe thirty years before. A lot of the
houses still |ooked pretty nice, but it wasn't upper middle
class any nore. Gang synbols and tags, nostly in Spain-
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ish, were scrawl ed on too many walls, sonetines on top of
one another. And the houses, even the nice-Ilooking ones,
often held three, four, or nore fam lies, because that was
the only way the new immgrants could afford to pay the
rent.

The house the Corderos lived in was like that. Three

worren and a herd of kids not ol d enough for school watched
me while | set up the spellchecker. Al the nen, including
Ranon Cordero, were out working. Lupe held poor little
Jesus and nursed himwhile she tried to keep track of a
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toddl er who | ooked just |ike her

One of the wonmen—her nane was Magdal ena—spoke

good English. She translated for me when | said, "First

things first. Let me check that bottle of tonic you were tell-
ing ne about, Ms. Cordero."

Lupe Cordero rattled off something in Spainish. The

worman who wasn't Magdal ena di sappeared into the back

part of the house. She cane back a minute later with a jar

that had started out life holding tartar sauce. It was half ful
of a murky brown liquid. Lupe nade a face. "Don' taste

good, " she said.

| actuated the spellchecker with Passover wi ne and a
Hebrew bl essing. My rite was cl ose enough to what the

worren were used to—a Latin prayer and conmuni on

wi ne—that they didn't remark on it, not even to say |'d omt-
ted the sign of the cross. | was al nbst di sappoi nted. "Soy
JwKo" is one of the Spainish phrases | do know.

I unscrewed the Iid of the ex-tartar-sauce jar, sniffed the

current contents nyself. The brown liquid didn't snell Iike
anything in particular. | reninded nyself that Lupe had

drunk it without ill effect, and that Father Flanagan had told
me few curanderos trafficked i n—er w th—anythi ng dan-

gerous. That remi nded ne: | asked Lupe, "VWant to tell ne

the nane of the person you got this fronP"

She shook her head. "Don' renenber," she said stub-
bornly. | shrugged; | hadn't expected anything different.

| started to stick the spellcheckers probe right into the
liquid, but the microinps inside the unit started screamn ng
as soon as | got the end of the probe over the rimof the jar.
The wonen exclainmed bilingually. | decided |I'd better not

put the probe in until | saw what the spell checker was
scream ng about .

Wirds started showi ng up on the ground gl ass as the

mcroinps tried to teH nme what was wong. They'd been
programmed to wite in what was mirror imge for them

but they were so agitated that they kept forgetting. It didn't
matter, | could follow either style well enough

The ingredient listing cane first: ocdi (nmaguey beer to
you), ocelot blood, ferret flesh, dragon bl ood—+ blinked a
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little at that one, but the Aztecans have dragons, too. Then
the spellchecker's inps started witing UN DENTI FI ED—

FORBI DDEN over and over and over. |'d never seen the
spel | checker do that before. | never wanted to see it again,
ei ther.

"Ceuak," | nuttered under ny breath; sonetines Eng-

lish acks the words you need. | al nobst w shed Judai sm had a
conveni ent gesture like the sign of the cross. | could have
used one just then. To say | was flunmoxed is to put it
mldly.

"Let's try it again," | said, as nmuch to steady nyself as
for any other reason. | tried again, fromsquare one,

shutting down the spellchecker and reactivating it. You
have to be careful if you do that nore than once in a short
time: the spirits inside can take on too many spirits from
the wine and | ose nenory. But it did nake them stop

scream ng.

This time | reversed the normal order and had them ana-

|l yze the sorcerous conponent of the tonic, not the physica
ingredients that went into making the conplete nmgic.

That's what | tried to do, at any rate. The screaning started
again as soon as the probe got anywhere near the jar.

I looked at the ground glass to see what the mcroinps
had to say. They expressed their opinion in two words:

UNI DENTI FI EDFORBI DDEN. They wrote those two

words until the whole screen was full, then started underlin-
ing them Whatever had gone into that tonic, in analyzing it
I'"d sent a boy to do a man's, or maybe a giant's, job.

Even noving the probe away didn't cal mthe spellchecker

i nps. They stopped underlining only when | closed the jar as
tight as | could. Even then, none of the usual comuands or

i nvocations would clear the ground glass or nake them stop

screamng. | had to shut down the spellchecker to get them

to shut up.

"Ms. Cordero, whatever is in this potion, it's very strong
magi ¢ and very dark nmagic," | said. Magdal ena translated for
me. "My spellchecker won't even confront it, you see. | want
two things fromyou, please." She nodded. | went on, "First,

I want to take this jar to a proper thaumaturgical |aboratory
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for full analysis.”

"St, take it," she said.

"The other thing I want is the name of the curandero who

sold it to you," | said. "Ms. Cordero, this stuff is dangerous.
Do you want another nother to have a baby bomlike
Jesus?"

"Madre de Dios, no," she excl ai ned.
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"Good," | answered, nore abstractedly than | shoul d have.

was wondering if the hellbrewin the tartar-sauce jar had
caused all the apsychic births around the Devonshire dunp. If
it had, then the biggest part of the case for |eaks against the
dump had just collapsed. But if the dunp and everybody using

it were innocent, who' d torched the Thomas Brothers

monast ery, and why? Al at once, nothing nade sense

I pulled nmy attention back to the tacky little living roomin
which | stood (I'm sony, but an inmage of the Virgin of

Guadal upe, whil e undoubtedly effective as an apotropaic, is

not to ny mnd a wrk of art if it's painted on black velvet in

luridly phosphorescent colors). Lupe Cordero still hadn't

said who the curandero was. | realized she was waiting to be
coaxed. Okay, |'d coax her. "Please, Ms. Cordero, this infor-
mation is very inportant.”

w)

"You don' tell himwho you hear it fron?" she asked

anxi ousl y.

I hedged. Til try not to."

To ny relief, that was good enough for her. "Ckay," she
said. "He call hinself Cuauhtenbc Hemandez, and he have
hi s house up near Van Nuys Boul evard and O Mel veny."
noted the irony of a curandero operating by a Dutch and
Erse coner; Angels City is changing. Lupe went on, "His
sign, it say curandero in letters red an' green."

' Thanks very much, Ms. Cordero," | said, and neant

every word of it. | wote down what she'd told nme so

woul dn't forget it, then left the house and started flying
around | ooking for a public pay phone. | finally found one

outside a liquor store whose front wi ndow sai d CERVEZA
PRIA in letters three tines the size of the ones that adver-
ti sed COLD BEER

I called the office fromthere, and got Rose. \Wen | asked
CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUWP 119

to talk to Bea, she said, Tm sony, Dave, she's already on the
phone with sonmeone."

"Coul d you ask her to cone out to your desk, please?"
said. 'This is inportant”

One of Rose's many wonderful attributes is her al npbst

occult sense of knowi ng when sonebody really neans sone-

thing like that (and if there's a spell to produce the sane
effect, way too many secretaries have never heard of it). Half
a mnute |later, Bea said, "Wat is it, David?" It had better be
interesting |urked behind her words.

When |'d told her what the spellchecker had done with

Lupe Cordero's potion, she sighed and said, "Well, you were
right that is inportant Bring it in to the |aboratory right
away, David, and we'll see what really is in it Then we and
the constabulary will drop on M.—-Hemandez, did you say

his name wasp—+ike a ton of bricks. Mst of the tine these
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curandens are only guilty of venial sin, but desouling a baby
isn't even slighdy venial."

Tf thafs what did it," | said cautiously. "But yeah, |'mon
my way. |I'mjust glad the | ab survived | ast year's budget cuts."”
"So am1," Bea answered.

Farm ng things out to private al chenists and w zards

woul d have eaten up just as rmuch budget as nmi ntaining our
own analysis unit specialists, naturally, charge plenty for
their expertise. You're not just paying for what they know
now, but for what learning it cost them And besides, this
way we didn't have to stand in a queue in case we needed
results in a huny.

As soon as | got back to the Westwood Confederal build-

ing, | took the jar over to the lab. Ifs on the same floor as the
rest of the EPA offices, but tucked into a comer and hedged
around with protective charns not rmuch different fromthe

ones on the fence outside the Devonshire dunp.

Qur principal thaumaturgi c anal yst (bureaucratese for

wi zard, in case you're wondering) is a balding blond fellow
naned M chael (not M ke) Manstein. He's very good at what
he does; he brings an Al emani c sense of precision and order
to what's too often a chaotic art That he makes ne want to
stand at attention and dick my heels every tine | goin to
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talk with himis by comparison a detail.

"Hell o, David," he said, |ooking up fromthe table where
he was inscribing a circle with his black-handl ed knife.
"What can | do for you this afternoon?"

I gave himthe tartar-sauce bottle and expl ai ned where 1'd
got it and how nmy spellchecker had reacted to it. H s eye-
brows canme together as he listened; a little vertical crease

appeared just above his nose. | finished, "So I1'd like you to
find out what really is in the jar here and what spells nade it
strong enough to set off ny spellchecker like that. | may

have to exorcise it before | can use it again.”

"Interesting." Mchael took the jar fromme, wapped it in

a green silk cloth with several magical synbols inscribed on
it in pigeon's blood. "Wen nmust you have results fromthe
anal ysi s?"

"Yest erday woul d be good," | said. He | aughed the small,
polite | augh of a man who not only doesn't have the best

sense of hunor ever hatched but al so has been besi eged by
importunate clients nore times than he cares to remenber.

I went on, "Seriously, if | can have this tonorrow some time,
that would be great. The stuff is suspected of being involved
in an apsychia case, and may be linked to several others up in
the valley."
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"Ah, | see. This tells me what | need to set ny priorities
for the coming work." M chael Manstein is too conpul sively
precise'to get sloppy with the | anguage and say things |ike
prioritize.

"That's nice," | said. Whatever his priorities were, the
potion wasn't at the top of them He went back to scribing
his circle. | turned to go; trying to hurry Manstein is like fay-

ing to nmake the sun rise faster. Then | had an afterthought.
"Whose sorcerers tools do you use, M chael ?"

He finished the circle before he answered; one thing at a
time with Mchael Manstein. "I order themfrom Bakhtiar's,"
he said at |ast. 'They've always given ne good results."

Back before the Industrial Revolution, a wi zard had to be
his own smth, his own woodworker, his own tanner. |f he
didn't make his instrunents hinsel f—sonetines right down
to refining the ore fromwhich a netal would be drawn—

they woul dn't be property attuned to himand woul d give
weak results or none at all

Modem t echnol ogy has changed aH that Correct applica-

tion of the law of contagion allows thaumaturgical tools to
keep the nystic links to their original manufacturer even
when soneone el se uses them while the law of simlarity
permits their attunenent to any w zard because of his |ike-
ness to the nmage who nmade them Sonme firnms take one
approach, some the other, sonme seek to conbine the two.

M chael asked, "Wy do you want to know that ?"

"Because | thought you used Bakhtiar's tools," | answered,

"and because Bakhtiar's may be sonehow connected to the

jar of potion | just gave you. Wat | know is that Bakhtiar's
dumps at Devonshire, and there may be an invol venent

bet ween the Devonshire dunp case and this stuff. Its a cir-
cunmstantial link if its there at all, but | figured you ought to
know about it"

"You're right Thank you," Manstein said. "I have a spare
set ny father brought with himwhen he came here from
Al emania after tile First Sorcerous War. 1'U use that to nake

sure there's no conflict ofsorcerous interest”

"Makes sense," | said. "And M chael —=
"Yes?"
"Be careful ofwhats in that jar. | have the bad feeling ifs

really vicious."

Tin al ways careful ," Manstein said.

The phone yelled at me. | felt like yelling right back. I'd
spend nost of Ae norning trying to put together a panel to
investigate the thecol ogi cal status of the Chumash I ndi an
Powers, and | wasn't having nuch luck. Half the people I'd
tal ked to seened convinced in advance that the Powers were
extinct and good riddance to them If you listened to the
other half, you'd nove eight mllion people out of the Bar-
ony of Angels so the Powers could have free rein as they did
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in the days when the Churmash lived here.

"David Fisher, Environnental Perfection Agency."
It wasn't any of the thecol ogists, for which
thanked God. It was M chael Manstein. He said,
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could you cone down to the | aboratory, please? |'d like to
di scuss the speci nen you brought nme for analysis."

"Ckay, if you want ne to." As soon as |I'd heard his voi ce,
I'"d picked up a leadstick and a pad of foolscap. "But can't you
just tell ne what's in it over die phone?"

"I'd really rather not," he said. Judgi ng sonebody's tone
on the phone is always risky, and M chael wouldn't be
anything but mld and serious even if Ae world started
comng to an end around him But | didn't dunk he sounded
cheerful

Sone new safety synmbols were up around die |ab, but |

didn't pay diemany particular attention. Like any w zard
worth his |ab robe, Manstein was always fiddling widi his
protective setup. Technol ogy changes all die time; if you
don't keep up, it's your soul you're risking. Mchael Manstein
wasn't a man to take risks he could avoid.

"VWhat do you have for ne?" | asked as | cane dirough

die door. He'd arranged nore anulets inside die |ab, too; a
Il ot of diemfeatured die feadiered serpent. | nade die con-
nection. 'Is it as bad as diat?"

He stared at ne. Hi s eyes had a slighdy unfocused | ook

I'"d never seen in thembefore, as if he'd gone fishing for

m nnows and hooked die Mdgard Serpent. On his |lab table

stood die ex-tartar-sauce jar 1'd given him Around it was
scribed a sevenfold circle. Let ne put it like dris: diey only
protect die intercontinental negasal amander | aunch sites

widi eight. It wasn't "as bad as diat," it was worse.

He said, "David, | have been a practicing thaumaturge for
twenty-seven years now." Uterly characteristic of himto be
exact; had it been me, 1'd' ve said sonmedring |ike going on
thirty. He went on, "In diat entire period, | do not believe
have ever seen an abomi nation oftilis magnitude."

"Enough to cause apsychia in a fetus?" | asked.

"I"'msurprised it didn't desoul the nodier," he answered.
From anyone el se, diat would have been exaggeration for
conversational effect. Mchael doesn't talk that way He
handed nme a sheet of parchnent. "Here are die prelimnary
results of die analysis." .

My eyes swept down die list. For a few seconds, diey
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didn't believe what diey were seeing, just as at first you
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refuse to draw neaning from pictures of canp survivors—
and canp victins—ef die Second Sorcerous War. Sone
horrors are too big to take in all at once.

I went back for a second | ook. The words, curse diem did
not change. | made ny moudi utter diem "Human bl ood,

M chael ? Fl ayed human skin? Are you sure your techniques
di stingui sh between die substitute and die real thing?
Maybe it was a substitute nade di rough contagi on radier
dian simlarity?" That woul d be bad enough, but—I was
grasping at straws and | knew it.

But Manstein shook his head. "Probability zero, |I'm

afraid. | hoped die sane diing, but | didn't just use sorcerous
tests: | also enpl oyed nechanical forensic analysis. There

can be no doubt of die actual human conponent of dlis

elixir."

| gul ped. What he'd just told nme meant that Lupe Cor-
dero, a very nice girl, was also an unwitting cannibal. |
wonder ed how anybody was supposed to break diat to her
Poor kid—all she'd wanted to do was keep her breakfast
down. As if she didn't have troubl es enough.

I 1 ooked at die diaumaturgical colum on die parchnent.

Most of it was innocuous, even beneficial: Manstein had
found invocations of die Virgin, the Son (I renmenbered die
nane of Lupe's son), several saints from Aztecia, a couple of
m nor demons related (his neatly printed note said) to child-
birth. But diere in die mddle of diem standing out like a

dragon in a fairy ring: "Huitzilopochdi," | said.
"Yes." Mchael's understated agreenent held a world of
meani ng.

Wiy, | wondered, couldn't die Aztedan war god have been

teetering on die edge of extinction? No one, not even die sort
of people who march to save Medvanps, woul d have shed a

tear to see himleave die Gther Side for wherever gods go
when they die. H's influence on This Side has always been

bal eful, his power fueled by hearts ripped from human victi ns.
What mani ac, | wondered, had inmagi ned he shoul d be

sunmmoned to strengdien a potion diat exalted life, not gore?

But | knew di e answer to diat: Cuauhtenoc Hemandez. |
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must have said the nanme out |oud, for one of M chael Man-
stein's butter-col ored eyebrows rose an eighth of an inch or
so. "The wandero who nade this stuff,"” | explained.

"Ah," M chael said. The eyebrow went down.

"Have you caBed the constabul ary about this yet?"

asked.

"No; | thought it appropriate that you be the first to
know. "

"Thanks." | added, "Thanks twice, in fact | don't think I'lI

eat any lunch today, so ny waistline thanks you, too.

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (97 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:09 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

"Heh, heh," he said, just like that I'mafraid he reaHy is as
straitiaced as that nekes hi m sound.

"We're going to be involved in nailing this cwandero

along with the constables,” | said. "I don't renmenber the |ast
time anything so nasty got |oose in the environment, and

God only knows how many jars are still sitting on shelves in
the nostrums cabinet or next to the sink. If we're real |ucky,
Hemandez will have kept records on the wonen he's sold it

to so he can try and poi son them again with sonething el se
(dds are, though, we'B have to spread the word through the

dailies and the churches.”

"Hemandez nmay not even be totally responsible,"” Mn-
stein said.

"How s that?" | asked indignantly.

The tests | perfornmed seemto ne to indicate that the

nfld beneficial influences in the potion were overiain on top
of the already present summoni ng of Huitzilopochtii," he
answered. The cwandero may not have been aware that the

|atter was present."
"If he didn't knowit was there, then he's responsible for

being a dammed fool," | snapped, and | nmeant it literally. "He
certainly shouldn't be allowed to run around | oose practicing
thaumaturgy and inflicting this garbage"—+ pointed at the
tartar-sauce jar—on innocent, ignorant inmgrant wonen."

There | cannot disagree with you," M chael said. "Do
you want to call the constabul ary, or shall [|?"

TB do it," | said after a few seconds' thought. Til want to
fly up there with themand be in on the arrest make sure
however nmuch of this potion Hemandez has is seal ed and
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then properly disposed of." | w shed Sol onon had heard of
Hui t zi | opochtii; that woul d have nmade the probl em of

sealing the vicious stuff sinple. But however effective the
great king's design is with jinni, baalim and other Mddle
Eastern denizens of the Gther Side, it's usel ess agai nst New
Worl d Powers, except those largely subsuned into a

Christian matrix. And Huitzil opochtii, as Manstein's analysis
had shown all too clearly, still had a great deal of

i ndependent potency.

Then somet hing el se occurred to ne: Hemandez's horri -

bl e nostrum m ght end up in the Devonshire toxic spel

dump. Tasting the irony of that, | went back to ny office and
got on the phone.

The first constable | talked to was a fell ow naned Joaquin
Garda. "Madre de Dios!" he burst out when | told himwhat
I"d run into. Being of Aztecan descent, he had a culturally
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i ngrai ned understandi ng of just how nasty a power Huitz-
ilopochtii was. | knewit in ny head; he felt it in his gut. He
bunped ne up to his superior, a sublegate called Higgins,

and he must have given himan earful, too, because Higgins

was the soul of cooperation

"We'll get going on a warrant for this right away. |nspector
Fi sher,” he promi sed. "Any tine we get a chance to put one
I'i ke that out of business, we leap on it."

He didn't argue when | said | wanted to go al ong, either;

soneti nmes constabl es get stuffy about things like that. |
added, "Better mmke sure your people are well warded,

Subl egate: with one potion like that around, who knows what
el se Hemandez has in there with hinmP"

"We'll send out the Special Wzards and Thaumat ur ges
team " Higgins said. "If they can't handle it, nobody this side
of D.StC. can. I'Il call you back as soon as we have the war-

rant. Thanks for passing on the information."

"My pleasure,” | told him "I want this guy shut down at
| east as nmuch as you do."

After | got off the ether with Higgins, | went back through
my files and found the nanmes and addresses of the other
three apsychic lads born near the Devonshire dunp in the
past year. Then | checked in the phone grimoire; two of the
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famlies were tested. | called both those houses and, by | uck,
got an answer each tinme. What | wanted to know was

whet her the not hers had bought any potions from

Cuauht enbc Hermandez

Both wonen | tal ked to answered no. | thanked them and

added the data to ny notes, then spent a while scratching ny
head. The curandero's nostrumwas certainly vile enough to
have caused Jesus Coidero to be born w thout a soul, but
just because it could have didn't necessarily nmean it had. |
ki cked nyself for not doing a nore thorough job around the
Corderos' house, but | didn't kick too hard. Wen the

m croi nmps in your spellchecker start going berserk, you'd
better pay attention to that

More nearly routine stuff kept ne busy the rest of the day.
When Bea wal ked by ny office door in the mddle of the
afternoon and saw ne there, she raised an eyebrow and said,
"l expected you'd be in die field now. "

I'"d hoped to get to Bakhtiar's Precision Burins nyself, but

it just wasn't working. | said, "I'lIl probably be out tonorrow
or the next day," and expl ai ned what Manstein had found in

the potion I'd brought back from Lupe Cordero's house.

"That's—+evolting," she said. "You're right, we need to
clamp down on that as hard as we can. Wth the enornous
Azt eci an population in Angels City, the last thing we need
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here is a large-scale flareup of Huitzil opochdism™

"I't woul d make worries over Medvanps rather snmaD
pot atoes, wouldn't it?" | said.

"l do admire your talent for understatenent, David." Bea
headed on down die hall

Under st at enent was an understatenment. |f Huitzil opo-

chdi got established in Angels City, it wouldn't be fruit trees
drained dry, it would be people. | thought about hearts torn
out on secret altars, necronmancy, ritual cannibalisma |lot |ess
refined than the genteel Christian variety.

| al so thought about all the other bloodthirsty Powers that
woul d be drawn to the area. The act of human sacrifice is so
powerful a magical instrunent that it reverberates through
the O her Side. Al sorts of hungry Things would head this
way, wanting their share: "Wen the gods snelled the sweet

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUwmP 127

savor, they gathered like flies above the sacrifice." What
Ut napi shtimtold G| ganesh five thousand years ago remains
true today.

They say that's how the horror happened in Al emani a. But
the Leader didn't tiy to throw the Powers out Ch, no. He
wel comed them wi di open arns and fed them | dare say,
beyond their wi | dest dreans.

The whol e worl d has seen what cane of that. Not here,
t hought Never ogam

Courts in Angels City open at half past nine. At exactly
9: 37 the next nmorning (I asked nmy watch afterwards), |

got a call from Subl egate Higgins. "W have the warrant,"
he said. It was so fast, | wondered if he'd used Maxi mum
Ruhol | ah. Maybe not; he operated out of the St. Ferdi-
nand's Valley substation, and he'd be sure to have a | oca

judge up there under his spell. He went on, "We're nov-

ing out at ten-thirty. If you're not here by then, you'll be
late."

Til be there," | said, and got off the phone. M serable

cowboy, | thought: everything had to be his way. But |

headed for my carpet as fast as | coul d; when you're dealing
with people like that, you don't want to give them any excuse
to ness you up.

Just as well | did, too—+ nade it to the substation with
only about three mnutes to spare. Traffic up through the
pass was just ghastly Don't ask me how, but when a big |ong-
haul transport carpet broke down and had to | and, a unicorn
got out of its cage. People on carpets and others riding
pegasi were trying to herd it back to where it bel onged, and
weren't having much | uck.

As ny carpet crawl ed through the gawkers' block, | won-
dered if they'd have to go to a nunnery to find someone who
could calmthe beautiful beast. Gven Angels City's reputa-
tion, they night have had a tough tine finding a virgin
out si de of one. Catching the unicorn, thank God, was not ny
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worry.

Wien | finally did get to the constabul ary station, Higgins
gave ne a di sapproving | ook so perfectly flinty he nust have
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practiced it in the nun-or. He introduced nme to the SWAT
team who | ooked nore |ike conbat soldiers than highly

trained mages. | nodded to the thaumatech. "We' ve net
before. ™
"So we have." It was Bomholm "You cane up to the

Thomas Brothers fire."

"That's right. | still envy you your spell checker."

"Enough chitchat," H ggins said. "Let's fly."

I'"d never ridden on a black-and-white carpet before. Let

me tell you, those things are hot. As we shot up the flyways
to the curandero's place, | reflected that the sylphs in the
const abul ary carpet could have used a little discipline them
selves. A couple of turns would have tossed ne off on ny ear

if I hadn't been wearing ny belt But we got there in a huny.

Hemandez' s house was on O Mel veny, a couple of lots

east of Van Nuys. | hadn't known whether he had a store-

front for his death shop, but no, it was just a little old house
with a hand-lettered sign—+n green and red, as Lupe Cor-

dero had told ne—that said CURANDERO nailed onto the

front porch.

Wat chi ng the SWAT team operate was sonething el se,

too. Police carpets aren't bound by the governing speBs that
restrict ordinary vehicles to their flyways. The nages drew
an aerial ward circle around Hemandez's establishnent from
above before anybody | anded. Whatever he had in there,

they weren't about to give hima chance to use it. Constables
don't live to enjoy their grandchildren by taking risks they

don't have to.

Subl egat e Hi ggi ns used an insulated unbrella (same prin-
ciple as the footbridge at the Devonshire dunp, but applied
upsi de down) to penetrate the circle. Wth him canme four of
the SWAT team wi zards, Bonmhol mthe thaumatech w th her

fancy spellchecker, and, bringing up the rear, yours truly. Al
the firepower that preceded me—the constables were

armed for any sort of conbat, physical as well as magi cal —
made me wish | was one of the mld-nmannered bureaucrats

the public imagines all government workers to be; | wouldn't
have m nded falling asleep at ny desk just then

Bonmhol m sai d, "The spellcheckers already sniffing sone-
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thing nasty up ahead."

Hi ggi ns rapped on the door. Now the boys fromthe
SWAT team stood on either side of him ready to kick it

down. But it opened. | don't know what |'d expected
Cuauht enbc Hemandez to | ook |ike, but an Aztecan version
of your well-loved grandfather wasn't it He had white hair,

spectacl es, and, until he took in the cromd on his front porch,
a very pl easant expression.

That faded in a hurry, to be replaced by bew | dernent.
"What you want?" he asked in accented English

"You are Cuauhtenmpc Hermandez, the curandero?" Hig-
gins said formally.

"S{, but—= The old man smiled. "You need what | got,
senor? Maybe you have troubl e keepi ng your wonan

happy?"

Fromthe way the back of Higgins' neck went purple

and then white, maybe he did have troubl e keeping his
worman happy. But he was a professional; his voice didn't
change as he went on, "M . Hemandez, | have here a war-
rant permtting the Angels City Constabulary to search
these prem ses for substances contraveni ng vari ous sec-
tions of city, provincial, and Confederal ordinances
dealing with controll ed sorcerous materials, and anot her
warrant for your arrest on a charge of dispensing such ma-
terials. You are under arrest, sir. Anything you say may be
used agai nst you."

Hemandez stared as if he couldn't believe his ears.

"Senor, you nust be mstaken," he said with considerable
dignity. "I amjust a curandero; | don't hardly do no nagic
worth the nanme."

"Did you sell a potion to a pregnant worman named Lupe
Cordero a few nmonths ago?" | asked: "One that was sup-
posed to fight norning sickness and keep the baby heal t hy?"

"I sell lots of these potions," he said, shrugging. "It could
be. "

"Lupe Cordero's baby was born without a soul,” | told

hi m

He went pal e under his swarthy skin; had he started off
fair, he would have ended up the color of his shining hair. He
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crossed hinself violently. "No!" he cried. "It cannot be!"

"I"'mafraid it is, M. Hemandez," | said, remenbering

M chael Manstein's specul ati on that the cwandsro m ght

not even know what all was going into his nostruns. | went
on, "Sorcerous analysis of your potion shows that part of its
power comes fromingredients and spells consecrated to

Hui t zi | opochdi . "

Li ke any Aztecans, he knew of the gods his people had
wor shi ped before the Spainish cane to the New World. He
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got paler still; he renminded ne of a cup of coffee into which
you kept pouring nmore cream "In the name of the Father,

the Son, and the Holy Spirit, sefior, | did not use this, this
poi son of bl ood."

"But it was there," | said.

"It's still there,"” Bornhol mthe thaumatech added. "I can
detect it inside the house. Nasty stuff."

"Stand aside, M. Hemandez," Higgins said in a voice |ike
doom The curandero stood aside, as if caught in a night-
mare from which he couldn't wake up. One of the fell ows
fromthe SWAT team took charge of him The rest of us

wal ked past theminto the house.

It was none too neat in there; ny guess was that he |ived
al one. A bl ack-framed picture of a gray-haired woman on the
mant| e put nore force behind the guess.

If he followed Huitzilopochdi, he sure didn't let it show.
The front room had enough garish Catholic inmages to stock a
coupl e of churches, assum ng you put quality ahead of quan-
tity. Candles flickered in front of a carved wooden statuette
of the Virgin. | glanced at Bonhol m She nodded; the little
shrine was what it appeared to be.

One of the bedroons was nessy; it got a |lot nmessier after
the boys fromthe SWAT team finished trashing it The
kitchen was pretty bad, too: Henmandez was not what you'd
call the neat kind of wi dower. The SWAT team started in
there as soon as they were done with the bedroom

What had been the den was the curandero's | aboratory

these days. A lot of the things in there were about what you'd
expect to find in an Aztecian heal er's workroom peyoti
mushroons (few nore effective aids in reaching the G her
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Si de), bark of the ol otuhqu plant (which has simlar effects
but isn't as potent: it's related to jinsonweed), a potion of
xi uh-anmoU root and dog urine that was supposed to prevent
hair |oss. Personally, |I'd rather be bald.

Hemandez had had his triunphs, too: a glass bow held

dozens of what | ooked |ike tiny obsidian arrow points. Either
they were a fraud to inpress his patients or he'd been pretty
good at curing elf-shot (fromwhich the Aztecans suffer as
badly as the Al emans, although Al emani an el ves general ly

make their arrowheads out of flint).

We al so found an infusion for invoking Tiazol-teteo, the
denmon of desire: not, apparently, to provoke |lust, but rather
to put it down. The infusion had a | abel witten in Spainish
on it. Bomhol mthe thaumatech translated it for us: "To be
used together with a hot steambath.'" She | aughed. "I

woul dn't be hony after a steam bath anyhow, | don't think."

If that had been all the curandero was up to, the visit by
the SWAT team woul d have been a waste of taxpayers' hard-

earned crowns. But it wasn't. Bonhol mwent over to a table
in one coner of the room She | ooked at her spellchecker in
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growi ng concern. "lIt's here sonewhere, in anongst this
gynecol ogi cal stuff,"” she nuttered.

Again, a lot of the stuff you could find at any curandero's:

| eaves for rubbing against a new nother's back to relive
afterpangs, herbs to stinulate mlk in women with new

babi es, a douche of ayo nel huati herb and eagl e dung for
pregnant wornen: all nore or |less harmless. But with them—

"Bi ngo!" Bornhol msaid when she opened a jar of clear

liquid. | already knew her spellchecker was nore sensitive
and powerful than mine; now she showed that, being a con-
stabulary nodel, it was also better protected against nalign
i nfluences. Her face twisted as she read fromthe ground

gl ass: 'The microinps are reporting hunman bl ood and fl ayed
human skin, all right. Disgusting."

"Bring Hernandez in here," Subl egate Hi ggi ns ordered.

As soon as a couple of fellows fromthe SWAT t eam had

done so, Higgins pointed at the jar and said, "Wat's in there,
you?"

"In that jar?" Hemandez said. "ls ferret blood and a little
132 Harry Turtl edove

bit dragon's blood. Is for nostly the | adies who are going to
have babi es. They get the— He ran out of English and said
sonet hing in Spai ni sh.

"Henorrhoids,” Bomhol mtranslated. "Yeah, |'ve heard of
that one." She gave the curandero a | ook on whose receiving
end | wouldn't have wanted to be. "Brew this up yourself,
did you?"

"No, no." Hemandez shook his head vehenently.

"Dragon blood is nuy caro—very expensive. | buy this mx
from anot her man—he say he is a curandero, too—at one of
the, how you say, swap neets they have here. He give ne
good price, better than | get from anybody el se ever."

"I believe that," | told him 'The reason you got such a
good price is that it's not what he told you it was. Tell us
about this fellow Is he young? O d? Does he conme to the
swap neets often?"

You can find just about anything at a swap neet, and

cheap. Sonetinmes it's even what the dealer says it is. But a

lot of the time the fairy gold ring you got will turn to brass or
lead in a few days, the horol ogical denon in your watch will

go dormant or escape—er what you think is medicine will

turn out to be poison. The constabulary and the EPA do

their best to keep the nmeets honest, but it's another case of

not enough nmen spread way too thin.

Hemandez said, "He calls hinself Jose. He's not young,
not old. Just a man. | see hima fewtines. He is not regular
there. "

Subl egate Higgins and | | ooked at each other. He | ooked
disgusted. | didn't blame him An ordinary guy named Jose
who showed up at swap neets when he felt like it... what
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were the odds of dropping on hinP About the sanme as the
odds of the High Priest in Jerusal emturning Hindu

That's what | thought, anyhow. But Bormhol msaid, "If we

can put a spellchecker at the dealers' gates at a few of these
places, I'Il bet they'll pick this stuff up—+ts that strong. |I'D
wor k weekends without overtine to try, and |I'l|l be shocked if
sone ot her thaumatechs don't say the same thing. Everybody

knows about Huit zil opochdi; no one wants himl oose here."

Greater | ove hath no public servant than volunteering for
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extra work with no extra pay. Fol ks who carp about the con-
stabul ary and about bureaucracy in general have a way of
forgetting people |like Bomholm and they shouldn't,

because there are quite a few of them

| said, "If you'll lend me one of these fancy spell checkers,
I"l'l take a Sunday shift nyself. | know a | ot of people would
rat her worship than work then, but that's not a problemfor
me. "

"I think 1'"lIl take you up on that," Hi ggins said after a few
seconds' thought 1'd figured he woul d; the constabul ary
doesn't draw a whole lot of Jews. | wote down ny hone

phone nunber and gave it to him "You'll hear fromne," he
prom sed

"I hope | do." | have to confess: | had an ulterior notive,

or at |east part of one. The dealers at a swap neet get in
early, so they can set up. | figured I'd bring Judy al ong, and
after we were done with the checking (assuming we didn't

find anything), we could spend the rest of the day shoppi ng.
Like | said, you can find just about anything at a swap neet

\Y

A coupl e of days after we put Cuauhtenbc Hemandez

out of business, Sublegate H ggins did indeed call nme to set
up Sunday surveillance at one of the Valley swap neets. That
evening, | called Judy to see if she could cone along with
me. As |'d hoped, she could. After we'd nmade the date, we
kept on tal ki ng about the whol e expanding case for a while.

| was saying, "If Hemandez can show he gave Lupe Cor-
dero that vile potion out of ignorance rather than nali ce,
he'll get a lighter sentence than he woul d ot herw se."

°l don't think ignorance is a proper defense in case like
that,"” Judy said. "If a cwandero doesn't know what he's

doi ng, he has no business trying to do it." Dealing with gri-
moi res every dav, she takes an exacting view of magic and its
abuses.

135
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"I"'mnot sure | agree with you," | said. 'Intent counts for a
great deal in sorcery. It— | heard a noise fromthe front

part of the flat and broke off. "Listen, let me call you back. |
t hi nk sonebody's at the door."

I went out to see who it was: nost likely one of ny neigh-

bors wanting to borrow the proverbial cup of sugar, | figured.
But somebody wasn't at the door, he was already inside, sit-
ting on a living roomchair. | could still see the chair through

him too, so it was somedi senbody.

"How d you get in here?" | demanded; as | may have said,
I have nore than the usual |ine of home security cantrips.
gave fair warning: "I forbid thee, spirit, in the nane of

God-Adonai, El ohim Jehovah—+to0 enter within this house.

Depart now, lest | smite thee with the consecrated bl asting
rod of power." You don't (or you'd better not) bluff when you
say you're packing a rod; mne was in the hall closet behind

ne.

But the spirit didn't nove. Calmas could be, he said, "I
think you'B want to reconsider that." He traced a gl ow ng
synmbol in the air.

If you've ever been to a light-and-magic thrillshow, you
probably think you know that synbol. As a matter of fact,
the one you think you know isn't the genuine article: close,
but not quite. Only specially authorized beings may sketch
the true synbol and have it take fire for them | happen to
know the difference. My eyes got wi de. An ordinary Joe |ike
me never expects to neet a real spook from Centra
Intelligence.

"What do you want with me?" | asked hoarsely.

The CI spook | ooked nme over. "W take an interest in
Hui t zi | opochUi ," he said. "Maybe you'll tell me what you
know about the recent manifestation you uncovered."

So |l told him And as | talked, | found nyself wondering
just what the devil | was getting into. Every step into the
toxic spell dunp case seened to drag ne deeper into a pol -

| uted ooze fromwhich | feared 1'd be lucky to escape with
my soul intact

After | was through, the spook sat there for quite a while
wi t hout saying anything. | watched him | watched the chair
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through him and | tried to figure out how the puzzle pieces
fit together. Evidently ny visitor fromCentral Intelligence
was doi ng the sane thing, because he finally said, "In your

opi nion, what, if anything, is the relationship between die
various el enents you have outlined: the |eaking spell dunp,

the nonastery arson, the possibilities inherent in the Garuda
Bird project, the decline of the local Powers, and this trouble
with the curcndero and his potions?"

"I didn't think there was any connection between the
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Churmash and the rest of the ness," | exclained; that hadn't

even occurred to ne. "As for the other things, I'mstill dig-
ging, and so is the Angels City constabulary. If you want ny
gut feeling, | think some of the other things will prove tied

together, but | don't see how right nowand | don't have
any sort of evidence to back me up."

"Never underestimte the value of gut feelings," the

spook said seriously. "You ignore themat your peril. The
finding at Central Intelligence is essentially the sane as
yours; otherw se they woul d not have sent out a spectra
operative"—thafs spook-tal k for spook—=to bring an over-
view back to D. StC. "

Etheric transport is of course a |ot quicker than the fastest
carpet: the spook could just cut directly through the O her
Side fromthe District of St. Colunbaand back, a privil ege
denied to all nere nortals save a handful of saints, dervishes,
and boddhi satvas, none of whom for various good reasons,

was likely to be in the enploy of Central Intelligence.

| said, "Since you' ve conme crosscountry to interview

me" —that seened a politer phrase than interrogate me—
"maybe you'll tell ne sonething, too." Wen the spook
didn't say no, | went on, "Is this case sonehow connected
with worries about the Third Sorcerous War?"

The spook got up fromthe chair, took a couple of steps
toward nme. "How did you nake that connection?"

Hi s voice was quiet, and cold as heml ock noving up

toward the heart. He took another step in ny direction. |
don't have a big front room he was already hal fway across it.
Three nore steps and he could do—I didn't know what, but

I'"d read enough spy thrillers to make some guesses: reach
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i nside ny head and pinch off an arteiy, maybe. Unless a
good forensic sorcerer hel ped do ny autopsy, |'d go into the
Thomas Brot hers' denographic records as just another case

of apopl exy, younger than nost.

| sl apped backward, yanked open the closet door,

whi pped out the blasting rod, and pointed it at the spook's
m dsection. "Back off!" | told him This rod is prined and
ready—all | have to do is say the Wrd and you' re cooked."
O course, ny flat would be cooked, too; a rod operates on
This Side as well as the Other. But | figured | had a better
chance of escaping froma burning flat than froma C

spook.

He stood very still. He didn't cone forward, but he didn't
move back, not even when | thrust the rod out toward him

As he had before, he said, "I think you'll want to reconsider
that. Unl ess you're packing sonething very nmuch out of the
ordinary, you'll hurt your books and furniture rmuch nore
than nme."
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I knew the military had devel oped sone high-|eve

protection for their own spectral operatives; it seened
reasonabl e that a Central Intelligence spook would enjoy the
same shielding. Come to that, sone of the goetic technol ogy
has trickled down to the Underworld, which makes

const abl es unhappy. On the other hand—

"This is a Mage Abranelin Mdgen David Special," | said.
"l don't care how well you're warded agai nst Christian or
Muslimmagic: this is the fire that dealt with Sodom and

Gonorrah. "
Now t he spook backed up. Being transparent, his features

were hard to nake out, but | thought he | ooked thoughtful
"You could be bluffing," he said.

"So could you."

"I nmpasse." He went back to the chair, sat down again. |

| owered the rod, but | didn't let go of it The spook said,
"Since we are uncertain of each othefs powers, shall we pro-
ceed as if the recent unpl easantness had not taken place?
Let me ask you again, with no threat intended or inplied,
why you believe this case ny be connected to national secu-
rity issues.”
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"Well, for one thing, why would you have wal ked t hrough
my door if it weren't?" | said.

The spook grimaced mstily. "Heisenberg's Thaumaturgic

Principle: the nere act of observation nmagically affects that

whi ch is being observed. | console myself by renenbering

I"'mnot the first to fall victimto it, nor shall | be the last."

I didn't want any kind of spook, not even a phil osophica

one, in ny front room | went on, "If it makes you feel any
better, I was worried about it before | ever set eyes on you
Too many big Powers invol ved: Beel zebub, the whol e Per-

sian nmess | haven't got to the bottom of yet, now

Hui t zi | opochdi." | didn't nention Charlie Kelly. | wasn't sure
he deserved ny loyalty, not any nore, but he still had it.

"l nmust advise you to keep your suspicions to yourself,"
the spook said after a |ongish pause {he m ght as weU have
been on the tel ephone ran through nmy m nd—ene of those
maddeni ng bursts of irrelevance that will pop up no matter
what you do). "Reaching the wong ears, your prophecy
coul d becone self-fulfilling."

"I't might help if you d tell ne which ears are the wong
ones." If | sounded plaintive, can you bl ane ne?

He shook his nurky head. "No, for two reasons. First, the
information is classified and therefore not to be casually dis-
sem nat ed under any circunstances. And second, the nore
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you know, the nore apt you are to betray yourself to those
who may have reason to be interested in your know edge.

Your basic assunption should be that no one may be privy to
your specul ations. |If anyone with whom you cone into con-
tact shows undue interest in this area, sunmon ne at once
fromCentral Intelligence headquarters in D.SfcC."

"How do | get hold of you in particular?" | asked—+
mean. Central Intelligence has a | ot of spooks on the payroll

"My nane is Legion," he said. "Henry Legion." He
turned around, wal ked out through ny chair and wall, and
was gone

Next day, thank God, was Friday. Traffic was |ight going

in, as it often is on Friday nornings. | wasn't fooled; | knew
I'"d have the usual devilish tinme getting honme. | tried not to
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think about that. Maybe, | told nyself as | floated up the ele-
vator shaft, |I'd have nyself a nice easy day, knock off early,
and beat the weekend crunch on St Janes' Freeway.

I wal ked into ny office, took one |ook at the I N basket,

and screaned. Sitting there was one of the ugliest Confed-

eral fornms ever designed. In big block letters, the cover said,
REQUEST FOR ENVI RONVVENTAL I MPACT

REPORT. Slightly snaller letters added, PROPOSED

| MPORTATI ON OF NEW SPECI ES | NTO BARONY OF

ANGELS

Havi ng got the screamout of ny system | nerely npaned

as | sank into my chair. Wo, | wondered, wanted to bring
what into Angels City, and why? | just wi shed Huitzil opochd
had to fill out all the forms he'd need to establish hinself
here legally: we'd be free of himtill Doonsday, or nmaybe

twenty ninutes |onger.

Hui t zi | opochtii and his mnions, unfortunately, didn't
bother with forns. Wth trenbling fingers, | picked up the
report request and opened it. Sonebody, it seened, was
proposing to schlep | eprechauns over fromthe Auld Sod in

hi bem ation, revive them once they got here, and establish a
colony in Angels City.

At first glance it | ooked reasonable. W have a good num

ber of Erse here, and a |ot nore who pretend they are when

St. Padraig's Day rolls around. The | eprechauns woul dn't

have any trouble feeling at honme in Angels City. Tracking the
litde critters to their pots of gold would help a few poor folk
pay off the nortgage. The odds were about |ike w nning the
|ottery, but who doesn't plunk down a few crowns on the |ot-
tery every now and agai n?

The way of environnmental issues, though, is to get nore
conplicated the longer you | ook at them Figuring out how
| eprechauns woul d affect the | ocal thecology wasn't going to
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be easy: tracing the interactions of beings fromThis Side is
conpl i cated enough, but when you start having Powers

i nvol ved—
I nobaned again, medium|loud. One of the things |I'd have

to exani ne was the inpact inporting |eprechauns woul d
have on the Chunash Powers (assuming those weren't

CASE COF THE TOXI C SPELL DuUwmP 141

extinct). If the Chumash Powers were still around, hanging
by a metaphorical fingernail, would bringing in | eprechauns
rob them of the tiny neasure of devotion they needed to
survive?

Bea wal ked by the open door just in tinme to hear that
moan. She stuck her head into the office. "Wy, David,
what ever is the matter?" she asked, as if she didn't know.

This," | said, pointing to the orange cover of the environ-
ment al inmpact report request. "Do you by any chance have a
spel |l for making days forty-eight hours long so | can do
everything |'m supposed to?"

"If 1 did, I'"d use it nyself," she said, "but | don't think
God's been in the habit of hol ding back the sun since
Joshua's day."

"This is going to be a bear to handle," | said, "especially on
top of the Devonshire dunp case and the Chumash extinc-
tion study— St. Elnp's fire came on above ny head, just
like you see in the cartoons. 'That's why you passed it on to
me: so | could run it parallel to the Chumash project.”

That's right, David." She smled sweetly. Bea isn't what
you'd call pretty, but she can | ook al nost angelic sonetines:

bei ng sure you're on the right path will do that for you, |
guess. She went on, "I figured it would be better to have
both of themin your hands than to make two people run
back and forth checking with each other all the tine and
maybe wor ki ng at cross purposes.”

"Ckay," | said; put that way, it nade sense. Bea didn't get
to be boss of nmy unit on the strength of an angelic snile; she
has a head on her shoul ders.

The easiest way to handle the issue would be to work up

two scenarios," she said: "one for the | eprechauns' environ-
mental effects wi thout worrying about the Chumash powers,
the ot her assunming those Powers do still manifest them

sel ves here."

'Yeah, that nakes sense." | scribbled a note on a scrap of
fool scap on ny desk. "Thanks, Bea."

"Any time," she said, sweetly still, and went off to inflict
i mpossi bl e anpbunts of work on soneone el se. To be fair,
have to admt she worked like a team of Percherons herself.
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And she had put her finger on the nost efficient way to

handl e the two studies side by side. They still wouldn't be
easy or quick. 1'd have to design simulations approxi mting
the i mmedi ate effect of |eprechauns on the thecol ogy of

Angels City with and without taking into account the Chu-

mash Powers. Then an EPA w zard woul d ani mate the

simul ati ons and foll ow them under the crystal ball as far into
the future as he could, noting changes every year or two unti
the i mages faded into uncertainty.

I'"d have to justify every assunption | used in ny initial
simul ati ons, too. The people who wanted to inport |epre-
chauns in carpetioad lots and the fol k who were convi nced
bringing in even one wee fell ow would disrupt the |ocal the-
cosystem woul d both be preparing their own nodels and
runni ng them under crystal balls. 1'd need to denpnstrate
that mine were the nost accurate representations of what

was |ikely to happen.

Al of which neant that | didn't get out to Bakhtiar's Pre-
cision Burins that afternoon, |et al one Chocol ate Wasel
And neither | nor anybody else did any fancy spell checker
sni ffing around the Devonshire dunp to try to find out just
what (if anything) was |eaking out.

Peopl e long for the days (or at |east they say they do)
when the king ruled instead of reigning, when the power of
the barons was undiluted, when the prime mnister kept
qui et and did what he was told. They say the governnent's
gotten too big, too conplex.

Maybe they're right sonme of the tinme. | couldn't teD you for

sure; politics is a brand of theol ogy that never excited nme. But |
will tell you this: some inportant EPA work wasn't getting

done because ny departnent didn't have enough people to

deal with projects as fast as they came up. Am| supposed to
assune we're the only government outfit with that problen?

I know | worked overtinme that night; | nade it to the
synagogue with bare mnutes to spare before the rabb

started singing L'khah dodi to welcome in the Sabbath. Judy
was sitting so close to the front on the wonen's side that she
didn't even see nme cone in. | didn't manage to nod at her—

| et alone say hello—until the service was done.

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DuwmP

"I was afraid you weren't comng," she said after we
hugged.

"Work." | made it sound like the four-letter word it was.
"Li sten, have you eaten yet?" | grinmaced when she nodded.
"Al'l right, you want to cone along with ne anyhow? I'lIl get
you pie and coffee or sonething. | flew straight here from
the office."

"Sure," she said. "Were do you want to go?"

We ended up at a Lenn/s not far fromthe synagogue: a
step up fromthe Gol den Steeples, a step down froma rea
restaurant. | just wanted to feed ny face—and they do have
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pretty fair pie.

And besides, | thought, renmenbering Henry Legion, it
wasn't a place that was likely to have a Listener planted in it.

I hadn't called Judy back to tell her about the spook: by
the tinme he got out of nmy flat, | was inmagining people (and
Things) listening to nmy phone calls. Wien | was through, she
stared at ne for a few seconds. Then she said, "You' re not
making that up," in a tone of voice that neant she'd been
wondering right up to the end.

"Not a bit of it." | was a little hurt she had trouble believ-
ing me, but only a little, because | would have had trouble
believing a story like that from anybody el se. | nean, people
don't just start having visits from spooks with threatening
manners . . . except | did. | added, "From what he said,

maybe | shouldn't be telling you any of this."

"David Fisher, if you even thought of keeping ne in the
dark, I'd show your picture to a mrror and then break the
mrror," she said indignantly.

"l sort of expected as nmuch," | said. 'Thing is, from what
Henry Legion said, it's liable to get dangerous."

"You didn't worry about that when you took ne to the
Thomas Brothers fire—

| tried to interrupt: "I didn't take you there; you invited
yoursel f."

She rode over ne |like the denobn horses of the WIld
Hunt. "—and you invited me to the swap neet with you day
after tonorrow. "

"I did that before the spook showed up,"” | nuttered.
Harry Turtl edove

"Do you want ne not to cone?" she said. "Do you want

me not to go back to your flat with you tonight? Do you want,
me not to bother going ahead with the arrangenents for the;.
weddi ng? Do you think I'mafraid? Don't you see | want to'
get to the bottomof this as badly as you do?"

| did the only thing | could possible do at that particul ar
moment: | surrendered. | did it literally—+ took a white
handker chi ef out of ny pocket and waved it in the air

bet ween us. Judy, bless her, went fromfurious to giggling in
the space of a second and a half. The waitress who'd been
about to refill ny coffee cup undoubtedly figured I'd gone
out of my mind, but that was a small price to pay for keeping
nmy fiancee happy.

Only trouble was, | was |land of afraid myself.

After sunset Saturday, | flewup to St. Ferdinand's Valley to
pi ck up the heavy-duty constabul ary spell checker. An
advantage of dealing with the constabulary is that they never
close (given human nature, they'd better not). A disadvantage
is that their parchnmentwork is even nore cunbersone than

what the EPA uses (and if you didn't think that was possible,
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you're not the only one). By the |anguage of their forms, they
figured I'd abscond with the gadget the second their backs
were turned unless | promised not to in witing ahead of tine.

"Why don't you just lay a geas on ne?" | asked
sarcastically.

"Ch no, sir," said the clerk who kept shoving parchnents
at nme. 'That would be a violation of your rights." Apparently
signing away ny life wasn't.

Because | spent so long signing forns, | didn't get back to

my place until going on ten. | lugged the spellchecker

upstairs (it was nominally portable, but being part troll didn't
hurt if you wanted to carry it nore than a few feet), put it
down so | could open the door, picked it up again with a

grunt, and set it down in the mddle of the front room

"It's about tine you got back," Judy said. "I was starting to
worry about you."

"Forns," | said, and tried to nmake it sound as bl asphe-
nmous as one of your nore usual mal edictions. | nust have
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managed, because Judy | aughed. | stretched. Sonething in

my back went pop. It felt good. | suspected |I'd | ost about
hal f an inch of hei ght manhandling the spellchecker up to
my flat. Maybe the pop neant | was getting it back again. |
gl ared at the gadget "M serable thing."

"Twenty years ago, there weren't any portables,"” Judy

rem nded ne. "Ten years ago, one with the capacity of the
' checker in your closet would have been bi gger and heavi er
than this beast. Ten years fromnow, they' |l probably pack
even nore microinps into a case you can cany around in
your hip pocket."

'Too bad they haven't done it yet," | grunbled, and
stretched sone nore

Judy gave nme a sidelong | ook. "Are you trying to tell me
you want me to get on top tonight?"

"If that's what you'd like," | said. Far as | can see, it's won-
derful either way, or any others your inmgination conjures

up.

She asked her watch what tine it was. Atiny vertica
frown |ine appeared between her eyes.

"VWhat ever we do, let's do it soon. W're going to have to
get up early to make it to the Valley when the swap neet
deal ers start coming in."

So we did it soon, and it was fine. Judy is one of the nost
thoroughly pragmatic people |'ve ever net, but that doesn't
keep her frombeing able to enjoy herself. It just nmeans she
makes sure she bl ocks out the tinme in which to enjoy herself.

My al arm cl ock woke us up nuch too early on an other-
wi se perfectly good Sunday norning, then |aughed at us as
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we staggered around like a couple of the not-quite-living
dead. | swore I'd have to get a new cl ock one day soon. |
think 1've said that before, but this tine | really neant it.

I showered, then shaved while Judy went in after ne. |

was dressed by the tine she came out, and fixed breakfast
whil e she got that thick, wavy hair of hers dry. Scranbl ed
eggs, toast, coffee—very basic. | threw the dishes in the sink
for later, did ny he-man weightiifting routine with the con-
stabul ary spel |l checker, and of fwe went

They hol d the Sunday norning swap neet at the Mason
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Fly-In. By night it's the biggest outdoor I|ight-and-nmagic
house in the Valley. By day it's just an enormous parking | ot,
so they get sone extra use—and sone extra crowns—eut of

t he space.

Because we were good and early, we got to park dose to

the deal ers' entrance, for which nmy overworked back was
heartily grateful. The only people there were a coupl e of
guards drinking coffee froma big jug. They | ooked |ike (and
turned out to be) sunlighting of f-duty constabl es.

Their names were Luke and Pete; | had trouble

renenberi ng whi ch one was which. They both had the sane
short, dark hair, the sanme watchful eyes, the sane big

shoul ders. They'd been told we were coni hg—sonebody

was on the ball there. They hel ped set up the spellchecker at
the side of the gate, then poured nore coffee for Judy and
me. It was nice and hot; the jug nust have had a tiny

sal amander in the base.

Sone of the new storage vessels have a sal anander on

one side and an ice elemental on the other, so they can keep
hot things hot and cold things cold. The only problemis, you
don't want to drop them If the partition between the two

el emental s breaks, they fight like cats and dogs.

I explained what | was | ooking for, and why. Both guards

| ooked grim Pete—er maybe it was Luke—said, "I hope you

nail the bastard. | got three kids at hone; | don't I|ike think-
i ng about anything |like that happening to one of 'em?®

Luke—er was it Pete?—pointed to the spell checker and
said, "I wish that thing could spot theft along with sorcery. It
woul d sure nake the departnent's life a lot easier."

Pet e(?) —-anyway, the other one-said, "I was at a briefing
about theft detectors a couple of weeks ago. From what |
heard, they operate by spotting guilt in a perpetrator's soul
Trouble is, nost perpetrators don't feel enough guilt to set
"emoff."

Judy said, "1 understand they've recently identified the
sorcerous conponent of intent. That nmay nake some new

| ands of anti-theft nagic possible, provided the discrimna-
tion spell routines are sensitive enough to tell real larceny
froma nerchant's legitinate appetite for profit"
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The guards had given her the usual |ooks a man gives an
attractive woman. They were polite about it—nothing to

bot her her or me. Now they | ooked at her in a different way.
I'"d seen that happen a lot of times before, when people real-

i zed how sharp she was. | just smiled; |I've known it for years.

"l sure hope they nmake sonething |ike nmat work," Pete
said. "An awful lot of stuff you see here is stolen. Everybody
knows it, but how do you prove it? If you coul d—=

"I't' Il happen," Judy said. "Not tonorrow, probably not the
day after, either, but ifU happen. The principles are there.
The gremins are in engineering the actuating sorcery and
the support systens."

"By God, 1'd cheer for anything that made ny job easier
for once," Pete said.

"I'"d cheer louder if | thought the techni ques woul d just

be used for tracking down thieves, but |I've got a bad feeling
they won't," Judy said. The nore effective nagi c becones,

the nore the powers that be will use it to poke into ordinary
people's lives. That's the way things seemto work, anyhow "

Pete and Luke represented the powers that be. Now they

| ooked at each other, but neither of them said anythi ng—+
told you they were polite. For that matter, |'mpart of the
powers that be, too, but | stood with Judy on this one. Peo-
ple often don't realize how precious just being left alone is.

Even if the guards had decided to aigue, we'd have been

too busy to cany it very far: dealers started show ng up. Pete
and Luke checked their permts and nade sure they'd paid

for their stall space. Judy and | nonitored the spellchecker
as they came through the gateway. Sonme of them had their

goods and stall setups on carts that they pushed or pulled,
others piled themonto little carpets. That sort isn't
Byway-1egal, but ifs awfully handy for hauling things around.

Quite a few dealers weren't happy about passing in front
of a spellchecker. "What is this, the airport?" one of them
gr unbl ed.

So many deal ers asked questions that ny spiel got rea

smooth real fast By the tine the first four or five had gone
by, I'd taken out nmy EPA sigil and set it on top of the spell-
checker. I'd point to it and say, "We're |ooking for a very
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specific contam nant that we have reason to believe is being
sold at swap neets, perhaps unwittingly. Nothing el se we
notice will get cited."

That probably wasn't quite true; if sonebod/d cone by

wi th sonething as conspicuously illegal as a crate of black
| otuses (better known as Kali's flowers), for instance, we
woul dn't have let himtake themin. But, to nmy relief, noth-
ing like that happened, and the explanation kept the deal ers
fromgetting antsy.
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Heavens, what a lot of stuff there was! O othes, food, jew
elry, nostruns (the microinps in the spellchecker seened
dubi ous a few tinmes, but not dubious enough to neke ne
stop anybody), ethenet receiver inp nodules (I wondered
how many of those were stolen), toys both nechani cal and
sorcerous, guitars, grimoires (Judy | ooked nore than scorn-
ful at the quality)—+ could go on for a |ot |onger

The deal ers were as varied as the stuff they sold: men,

wonen, bl onds, bl acks, Aztedans, Persians, Hanese, Sano-

ans, Indians in dhotis and saris, the other flavor Indians in
feathers. | watched one bronze-sldnned fellow slip out of his
work shirt and put on a feather bonnet. He noticed me

wat ching him grinned | and of sheepishly. "CGotta | ook
authentic if you want the people to buy your nedicine,

man," he said as he pushed his cart past ne.

"Way not?" | answered agreeably. | glanced down at the
spel | checker. From what the mcroinps had to say about

them the nmedicines weren't strong enough to be worth buy-
ing. | wondered if the alleged Indian was even as genui ne as
the stuff he sold.

The next fellows through were a pair of Aztecans. The
had a rug with their stuff on it, and were chatting with each
ot her in Spainish

Judy gave nme a hard shot in the ribs with her el bow

"Huh?" | said. Then | | ooked at the ground glass in the
spel | checker. If they hadn't been trained to tell what they
were sensing, the litde inps would have run and hid. As it
was— M stomach | urched when | saw what they reported.
"Hold on there, you two," | said sharply

They hadn't noticed me or the spellchecker. "What's the
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matter?" one of them asked at die sane tine as the other
one said, "Who are you?"

| picked up ny sigil. "Environnmental Perfection Agency,"
| said. "What do you have in those boxes?"

"Nostrums," one of themanswered. "I got a friend, his
brother-in-law hunts dragons down in Aztecia. He gets the

bl ood, sells sone to us, we dilute it, sell sone here. Every-
body nmakes some noney."

He didn't sound like a crook, just a fell ow doing a job.

That's what he | ooked |ike, too, he and his friend both: ordi-
nary guys in work shoes and jeans, cotton tunics and caps.

The first thing you leamis, you can't tell by |ooking. Pete and
Luke came alert They didn't nove toward us, not yet, but

they quivered like |ycanthropes just before the full noon

rises.

"Wi ch one of you is Jose?" Judy asked suddenly.

The one in die red cap jerked in surprise. "How d you
know di at, |ady?"
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| unreeled die |ong probe fromdie spellchecker (actually,

I wished | had one of diose el even-foot Rumani ans). Tm
going to have to ask you to open one of diose jars of dragon
bl ood for ne," | said.

Jose shrugged. "Sure. Why not?" He flipped the lid off
one of die boxes. The jars inside |ooked |ike die ones
Cuauht enbc Hemandez kept in his workroom Once upon a

time, die/d held mayonnai se. Now... As soon as Jose un-
screwed a top, | knew what diey held: Judy, who was at die
spel | checker, nade a snmall, strangled noise. I'd told her what

kind of stuff was in diere, but hearing about it doesn't pack
the sanme punch as seeing it in die ground gl ass.

I waved to Pete and Luke. They cane trotting over. The
fellow in die blue cap, who' d kept pretty quiet up till now,
saw di em and said, "Wat die hell's going on?"

Thafc just what | want to know, " | snapped. Considering

what was in die jars, | nmeant it literally. | turned back to Jose
"You ever sell any of dlis, ah, 'dragon blood' to a cummdero
named Cuauht enoc Henandez?"

"I sell to lots of people, nman," he answered. They pay
cash. | don't ask who diey are. You know how diat goes." He
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spread his hands and | ooked at nme, one man of the world to
anot her.

I knew how it went, all right. It neant he didn't pay taxes

on the nmoney he made at the swap neets. Ifs theoretically
possible for the Crown to keep track of all the crowns in the
Conf ederation. The financial w 2ards in the gray flannel suits
back in D.StC. would love to do it, too. Trouble is, of course,
that the sorcery involved is so conplex that it nakes getting
the Garuda Bird off the ground |l ook like tossing a roc by
compari son. And so people like Jose will go on cheating on

what they owe, and people like you and ne will end up foot-

ing the bill for them

Except now Jose was facing sonme tine at public expense

of an altogether different sort. | said, "By what the spell-
checker shows ne, sir, there isn't any dragon blood in here.
There's human bl ood, and human sidn, and"— | ooked back

at Judy, who nodded—a godawful strong stink of Huitz-

il opochdi . "

Jose and blue-cap (I found out later his name was Car-
los, so I'll call himthat) |ooked at each other. If they
weren't utterly appalled, they should have been naking
their noney at the |ight-and-nagi c shows, not swap

meets. They woul dn't have gotten it in cash, but they'd
have made enough to keep from conpl ai ni ng.

As soon as he heard HuitzUopochtli, Pete (or maybe
Luke) said, "You gentlenen are under arrest. Anything you
say may be used agai nst you."

The of f-duty constable who hadn't arrested the nostruns
peddl er s—whi chever one he was—headed for the office.
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"I''l'l call the station, get "emto send a squad carpet over
here. "

As soon as he'd gone maybe twenty feet toward the door,

Jose and Carlos tried to run for it. Being off duty, Pete car-
ried only a club. He yanked it out and pounded after Jose.
That left me with Carlos. "Be careful, Dave!" Judy yelled at
my back. It was good advice. It would have been even better
had | been in a position to take it.

Carlos was a little wiry guy, and shifty as a jackrabbit. But
every one of ny strides ate up twice as nuch ground as his.

He | ooked over his shoul der, saw | was gaining, and didn't
wat ch where his feet were going. He fell splat on his face.
junped on him

Hi s hand darted for one of the pockets in his jeans.

didn't know what he had in there: maybe something as sim

ple as a knife, maybe a talisman |ike the ones at Loki, except
with a denmon ordered to attack whoever was bothering him

VWhat ever he had, | didn't care to find out the hard way,
either. | grabbed his wist and hung on for dear life.
"Don't be stupid,"” |I panted. "You won't get away, and you

will get yourself in nore trouble.”

"Chinga tu niadre," he said: no doubt sincere, but |ess
than germane. Then he tried to knee ne in a place which
woul d have interfered with ny carrying out his instructions.

I managed to twist away so | took it in the side of the hip.

It still hurt, but not the way it would have. As if fromvery far
away, | heard people shouting back and forth, the way they

do when they have no idea what's going on and just get nore
confused trying to find out Carlos took another shot at
refaceting ny famly jewels.

Then, fromright above us, sonebody yelled, "Freeze,

asshol e!" Sonmewhere in his past, Carlos nust have painfully
found out what happened when you di sobeyed that particu-

| ar cormand. He went |inp.

Very cautiously, | |ooked back over ny shoul der. There

was (I think) Luke with his club upraised to do sone serious
facial rearrangenment on anybody who felt like arguing with
him "He's all yours," | croaked, and got to mnmy feet.

I hadn't noticed tiB then that I'd torn my pants, ripped a

chunk of hide off one knee, and scraped an el bow, too—hot

quite as bad. Things started to hurt, all at the sane tine.

felt shaky, the way you do in the first few seconds after a traf-
fic accident

Pete had hold of Jose. Luke was frisking Carlos: turned
out he'd had a blade in his pocket, maybe two inches |ong.
Not exactly a terror weapon, but not sonething |I'd have
want ed sliding al ong—er naybe between—nay ribs.

Judy ran up. "Are you all right Dave?"

"Yeah, | think so," | said, taking stock one piece at a tine.
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I hadn't been in a fight since | was in high school; 1'd forgot-
ten the way you could taste fear and fury in your nouth, the
way even your sweat suddenly smelled different.

I'"d sort of hoped she'd throw her arns around ne and
exclaim "Ch, you wonderful man!" Something |like that, any-
how. As |'ve remarked, however, Judy is a very practica
person. She said, "You're lucky you weren't badly hurt, you
know that ?" So nuch for |arge dunb mascul i ne hopes

Alittle man with a big nustache burst out of the office

Luke had been heading for when the fun and games started.

By then Luke had Carl os handcuffed. He pointed to nme and
said, "Here, losef, fix this guy up, would you? Unless | nmiss
nmy guess, he's been working harder than he's used to at the
EPA. "

| osef | ooked at mny el bow, my knee, and my pants. "You're
right," he told Luke. Hi s accent-seens everybody has an
accent in Angels City these days—was one | couldn't place.
He reached up, patted me on the shoulder. "You come with
me, ny friend. W fix you up."

I came with him He fixed ne up, all right. He sat ne

down in the office (an amazing collection of pictures of girls
and succubi filled one wall; | was glad Judy hadn't cone

al ong, even if she wouldn't have done anything nore than
sniff), bustled out, and returned a couple of mnutes |ater
with a fellow who toted a bl ack bag.

The doctor-his name was Mhi nvari —had the sanme odd

accent as losef. He | ooked at ny elbow, said, "Roll up your
pants," | ooked at my knee. "lIs not too bad," he said, which
was about what | thought.

He cl eaned the scrapes (though, being a doctor, he called
them abrasions) with spirits, which hurt worse than getting
them had. Then he touched each one with a bl oodstone to
make it stop oozing, slapped on a couple of bandages, and
went his way.

| osef said, "Now we fix trousers. You wait here." | dutifully
waited there. This tine he cane back with a gray-haired
woman. 'This is Carlotta. She's best in the business."

Carlotta nodded to nme, but she was nore interested in
my pants. She touched the two edges of the hole together,

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DuwmP 153

mur nur ed under her breath. Yes, | know you'll say any tai-

|l or's shop has sonebody who specializes in repairing rips. Ifs
easy to apply the law of simlarity because the torn material is
in essence like the untomdoth around it, and to use the |aw

of contagion to spread that cloth over the area with which it
was fornerly in contact

But on nost repairs you'll be able to see, if you | ook
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closely, the seam between the real cloth and the whol e dod
fromwhich the fix was made. Not with Carlotta's work,
though. As far as | could tell, the pants m ght never have
been torn. | even got die crease back.

That left a fair-sized bloodstain. Carlotta turned to | osef
and said, "Shut the door, please." After he did, she reached
into her sewing bag and pulled out a little nightbox, of the
sort that are nade so carefully no light can get in. \Wen she
opened it, a small pallid fuzzy creature craw ed out

"Vanpire hanster," he explained. They are drawn to doth
and—el |, you will see."

The vanpster didn't |ike even the tiny bit of day sliding
under the bottom of die door; it nade a snuffly noise of
conplaint Before Carlotta could tell himto, |osef went over
and shoved a dirow rug into die crack. The vanpster

rel axed. Carefully—any undead, even a rodent, needs to be
handl ed wi di respect—€arlotta picked it up by die scruff of
die neck and set it on ny pants |eg.

| sat very still; | didn't want die creature going after bl ood
hadn't already spilled. But itwas well trained. It sniffed around
till it found die stain on ny trousers, dien stuck out a pale, pale
tongue and began to lap die blood right out of the dodi. Wen

it was finished, not a trace of die stain was left . . . and die
vanpire hamster's tongue had turned noticeably pinker as ny

bl ood began to enter its circulation

When Carlotta plucked it off ne, it w ggled and hissed; it

was feeling frisky now She plopped it back into die nightbox,
closed die lid, and touched a crucifix to die latch so die
vanpster couldn't get out by itself.

My pants didn't even feel danp. | guess vanpire hansters
don't have spit And die stain was all gone. "Thanks very
much," | said to Carlotta. That's beautiful work"

154 Harry Turtl edove

"Tor a friend of losefs, it's a pleasure. O course"—-she
waved at the wall of succubi and giris—losef has lots of
friends."

I'd have shriveled up and died (or at |least |ooked for a

ni ghtbox to hide in) after a crack like that, but |osef nust
have been shriven agai nst enbarrassnent. "Ch, if only they
were," he said, runbling |laughter. "I would die young, but I
woul d di e happy." He turned to nme. "You are all right?"

"I amall right," | answered. Thanks for taking care of
me. "

I went back outside, blinking against the daylight as if |
wer e undead nysel f. The bl ack-and-white constabul ary car-
pet had just flown in. One of the constables (he | ooked just
i ke Pete and Luke, except he was bl ond) took ny statenent.
"You'll hear fromus, Inspector Fisher," he prom sed.

"Good enough." | |ooked over to where his partner was
transferring the vile potion fromJose and Carlos' rug to the
squad carpet "Handle that stuff with extreme respect. You
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don't want it spilling."

"So we've been warned." He nodded back toward Luke
and Pete, then touched the brimof his cap. "God give you
good day."

He went back to the carpet to keep an eye on Carl os and
Jose. Judy wal ked over to ne. She inspected the bandage on
my el bow, then the knee of ny trousers. She felt the nate-

rial. | winced, anticipating she'd poke the raw neat under
there, but she didn't. 'That's a wonderful patch job," she
sai d.

"l osef has connections," | said. "I just w sh people were as

easy to repair as clothes." The el bow and knee were throb-

bi ng agai n.

Luke ambl ed up and said, "Now that we've dropped on the

guys you were |looking for, shall we let the rest of the dealers in
wi t hout running 'em past the spell checker?" He pointed

out side the gates. Nobody had gone through since the dustup

with Jose and Carlos started. Now they were lined up |ike

carpets on St. Janes' Freeway on Friday night, and not noving
much sl ower.

"Sure, go ahead,” | told him "Like you said, we caught
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the people we wanted.” d ad cries came fromthe deal ers

when Luke started waving themthrough. | stuck ny head

into | osefs office and asked if | could store the spellchecker
there so Judy and | could do sone shopping. Wen he said

yes, | cut across the incom ng stream of dealers and | ugged
the gadget back across. | wondered for a nmoment if it would
react to the pictures of succubi, but it didn't. |osef sure
seenmed to, though.

Judy said, "I'mglad we caught them Now we can enj oy
our own Sunday know ng they won't be spreading their poi-
sons to anyone el se."

That pair won't, anyhow," | agreed, but | wondered how
much ot her contraband would get sold right here at this
swap neet, and at all the others around Angels Cty. A lot,
unless | nissed nmy guess. | tried not to think about that.

The deal ers who'd been del ayed were all setting up their

stalls in a tearing hurry. Wen you try to rush things, a |lot of
the tinme you end up doing them wong. Sone of the dealers
seenmed as if they were doing nusic hall conedy turns: poles

and awni ngs and signs would go up, then a second | ater

they'd fall down again. One guy had his sign fall over three
times in a row After the third tine, he gave it a good kick
Maybe that knocked the grenlins | oose, because on the

fourth try it stayed where he put it.

A couple of mnutes |later—+ight at ten—+ found out why

-the dealers were in such a frantic rush. The custonmer gates
opened then, right on tine, and never mnd that the deal ers
had been del ayed. | osef was not about to waste a chance: if

he'd held up the custoners, sonme of them m ght have gotten
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m ffed and gone hone.

And customers he had aplenty: Jews, Persians, Hanese

and Japanese, and | ndi ans, none of whose Sabbath rituals
were disturbed by getting there on Sunday and spendi ng
money. Along with them were a goodl y—but not

godl y—umber of folks 1'd have guessed to be Christi an,
bot h of Aztecan descent and every other variety. Some
peopl e of any faith feel nore attachnent to noney than to
any ot her god.

It may seemcrazy, but every once in a while | wish die
156 Harry Turtl edove

Confederation were a little | ess prosperous, a litde |ess
secure. In flush tines, people think of thenselves, and the
devil with anybody and anything el se. They sonetimes need
rem ndi ng that what's happening now isn't Forever.

Wi ch probably sounds |ike sour grapes, since | was out
t here shopping right al ongside everybody el se. But you
woul dn't—+ don't think—have found me there on a
Sat ur day.

Judy and | wandered up one asphalt aisle and down the

next, pausing at one stall here, another one there. Judy

pi cked up a green silk scarf that went well with her red-
brown hair. | bought a new alarmclock; | was sick of the
shrieking horror |I had at honme, and even sicker of it |augh-
ing at ne. This one was nade in Siam with a native
horol ogi cal denon. It cost less than five crowns. If | didn't
likeit, I"'d toss it, too, and try one nore tine.

We bot h got sausages on buns froma Persian fellow s
pushcart. Gven his own faith, he wasn't one who'd sell pork

I think I nentioned that one of the deal ers had brought in

a load of grinmoires. Getting a scarf or a dock at a place like
that is one thing, but it never ceases to amaze ne that people
think you can acquire sorcerous skill and power on the

cheap. As with anything inportant, you need to learn from

the one who's best, not the one with the best price.

Natural ly, Judy paused at the display. She flipped through
a coupl e of volunes, turned away shaki ng her head. The fel-
| ow who was hawki ng them scow ed in di sappoi nt nent; he

t hought he'd found another sucker

That bad?" | asked.

"Worse," she said. "The fatter book there is one of those
conpendi a of spells in the public domain, and they're in the
public domai n because they weren't very good to begin wth.
The other one, the one in the blue binding, is one of those
teach-yoursel f-to-be-a-mge-mthree-weeks books. | spotted

a couple of typos toward the end. They might be dangerous
under other circunstances."

"Why not now?"
"Because ni nety-nine people out of a hundred won't get

far enough in the course to stunble across them and the odd
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one, the one who does stick to it, will have |earned enough to
spot them before he does sonething stupid.”

"Ckay, | see what you're saying. That nakes sense."

But once she got rolling, Judy wasn't one who stopped
easily: 'The fol ks who buy those things are the same wonen
who' Il plunk down fifty crowns for a 'magic' creamto make
their breasts bigger—er nen who'll pay a couple of hundred
for '"magic' to make something el se bigger. The only magic
there is the one that the people who sell this land of junk
have for spotting fools."

She didn't bother to keep her voice down; a couple of

m ddl e- aged | adi es who' d been about to inspect the grinpires
took off for another stall as if they'd been caught |ooking at
sonet hi ng bl asphenous. "Lady, please,” whined the guy who

was peddling the junk. Tmtryingto nmake aliving."

"So why don't you try to nmake an honest one?" she said,
but then she threw her hands in the air. "Wat's the use?"

I'd seen her in those noods before. The only thing to do

is get her interested in something new. | said, "Look over
there at the jewelry that woman is selling. It isn't sonething
you see every day."

Al 1'd ainmed at was distracting Judy, but by sheer |uck I
turned out to be right. Sone of the pieces fromthe jew

el er —FTAMARI SK' S GEMS, her sign sai d—were of the

nmodem sort, clunky with crystals, but even those were in

finer settings than you usually find at a fancy store, |et alone
a swap neet. And the rest—

Judy is enanored of things Geco-Roman. A lot of the

neckl aces, bracelets, rings, and other pieces were copies so
skul ful that, but for their obvi ous newness and their profu-
sion, they m ght have been nuseum pi eces. And Tanari sk, a
shar p-faced brunette who wore her hair tied up in a ker-

chi ef -knew her busi ness, too.

Her eyes lit up when Judy pointed at what | ooked to ne

like a gold safety pin and called it a fibula, and she practically
gl owed when Judy identified a little pendant head dangling

froma necklace as a bulla. They lost me after that; as far as
knew, they m ght have been incanting when they started

throwi ng around terns |ike repousse and | ost wax.

158 Harry Turtl edove

| saw how Judy's eye kept comi ng back to a Roman-style

ring with an eagle in lowrelief on a wide, flat gold bezel. It
was in profile; atiny enerald highlighted its visible eye. Nor-
mally | would have said it was a man's ring... but Jud/s |ast
name is Adier, after all, and AtHer means eagl e.

In the nost specul ative voice | could come up with, | re-

mar ked, "You know, hon, | haven't found you an engagenent

ring yet"
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Eveiy once in a while, you say the right thing. Judy, as you

wi Il have garnered, is a steady, serious person—Apre so than

I am and | lean in that direction nyself. Mking her face

light up as if the sun had just risen behind her eyes isn't easy.
Watching it happen nade ne |ight up, too.

Then | got hugged, and then | got kissed, and all the while
Tamari sk was just standing there, patient as the Sphinx, and
figure every snmooch | got upped the asking price of that ring
about another fifteen crowns, but so it goes—sone things

are nore inmportant than noney. That's what | told nyself,
anyhow.

We haggled for a while; considering that Tamari sk knew
she had nme where she wanted nme, she was nore nercifu

than she m ght have been—but not nuch. Wien we finally
agreed on a price, she said, "And how wi |l you pay? Cash?"

"No; | don't like to carry that nmuch on nme. Do you take
Mast eri mp?"
"Certainly, sir. 1'd lose half ny business if | didn't."

I dug into nmy hip pocket, pulled out my wallet and fromit
the card. Tamarisk took a receiver plate out from under her
display table. Wien | was a kid, credit was a conplicated
busi ness, full of solem oaths and threats of vengeance from
the her Side on renegers and nuch default anyhow because
so many people find gold and God easy words to confuse.

It's not that way any nore. A lot of the nystique is gone,
but so is a lot of the risk. Mddemtechnol ogy again: as with
t he burgeoni ng phone system ectoplasnic cloning has nmade
all the difference. | put ny thunb on the card to show | was
its rightful possessor. Tamarisk did the sane with the

recei ver plate. Together we declared how nmany crowns we'd
agreed to transfer fromny account to hers.
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The conjoined mcroinps in the card and the plate com

pleted the circuit by etherically contacting the accounting
spirits at ny bank, which confirned that | did have the

crowns to transfer. As soon as the transaction was conplete,
the card started sliding around on the plate as if it were on a
ouija board. | picked it up and stuck it back in ny wallet.

Then, with Tamarisk smiling die snle of a

busi nessperson who's just had a good day, | picked up the
ring and set it on Judy's finger. Because |'d found the style a
little masculine, | was afraid it would be big. Tamarisk said,

"I''"ll size that for you if you need ne to."

But Judy held up her hand and showed both of us that it

fit well. She and | grinned, liking the omen. "It's wonderful, k"
she said. 'Thank you, David." | got ldssed again, which
couldn't hel p but inprove things.

Tm al ways gl ad to see ny custoners happy," Tanmari sk
said, beanming, "and | hope you won't take it amss if | tell
you | also do wedding rings."

"I think we may just make a note of that," | said in ny
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nost sol emm voice as | pocketed one of her cartes de visite.
Judy nodded. Wth a | ast backward | ook at the other |ovelies
on display, we wandered off to have a | ook at the rest of the
swap neet."

Judy kept murnuring, "It's wonderful," over and over

She' d hold up her hand so the ring would sparkle in the sun

and the little enmerald catch fire as if it were the eye of a liv-
ing bird.

1 said, "First chance you get —aybe tonorrow eve-

ni ng—you ought to take it to a jeweler you trust. | know it
| ooks good and | know Tamari sk seenms fine, but | want to
make sure you only have the best."

"I''ll do that," she said, and then, a nonent |ater, "or

maybe | won't have to. We've got a constabulary-quality
spel | checker sitting in the office waiting for us. If it won't tel
us whether we've just bought faiiy gold, what good is it?"

True enough," | admitted. "And if anything is wong—
not that | think there will be—-M stress Tamarisk will have a
visit from Pete and Luke when she sets up here next week."

"VWi ch one of themis which?" Judy asked.
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"Ch, good!" | exclainmed. "I'mnot the only one who

couldn't tell, then." And when sonebody |ike Judy has
trouble telling two people apart, you know there isn't nuch
to choose between them

Bef ore 1 ong, we went back to the dealers' gate: after
Tamarisk's stall, the rest of the nmeet was strictly a downhil
slide. | manhandl ed the spell checker out of |osefs office,
poured out a little wine to enspirit the m croinps, and
touched the probe to Judy's ring.

Physically it was gold and copper in a ration of three to
one: it had an 18-karat stanp, and lived up to it. The litde
enerald was a real litde enerald. That was plenty to satisfy
me, but as long as the nmicroinps were |ooking at the ring,

|l et themexamne its nmmgi cal conponent as well.

I woul dn't have been surprised if they'd drawn a bl ank

jewelry is a trade you can, if you so choose, cany on largely

wi t hout sorcerous aid. But no—Fanarisk had worked a snal

spell of fidelity on it, by analogy with the |egionary's faithful-
ness to his Eagle as a synbol of Ronme. That just nade ne

happi er: what better enchantnent to find on an engagenent

ring?

Judy was readi ng the ground gl ass upsi de down. Wen

she saw that, she squeezed ny hand, hard. | shut down die
spel | checker, hauled it to ny carpet, and took it back to the
constabul ary station. | got a round of appl ause when |

brought it in. "Sign himup!" sonebody shouted, which
made me grin like a fool

We flew back to nmy block of flats after that. When we got
back up to nmy place . . . well, | won't say | got nol ested,
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because | didn't feel in the least that it was a nol estation,
but it was something on that order. Judy and | |iked pleasing
each other in lots of different ways, which also augured well
for the days that would cone after we stood under the

ki wppah t oget her.

After Sunday, worse |uck, conmes Monday. Wth Mnday,

wor se luck, would come the weekly office staff nmeeting. As if
that weren't enough to start things off on the wong foot,
congeal ed was the only word that fit traffic on St. Janes*

Freeway. What with my weekend peregrinations, | was
starting to think | lived on that mserable freeway It's a curse
of Angels City life

When at last | got up to nmy desk, | discovered sonebody

had put a toy constabul ary badge on top of the papers in ny
I N basket. "What's this about?" | said loudly, carrying the
souvenir out into the hall.

Several people heard me squawk and stuck their heads of

out their offices to see what was going on. "W didn't know

till yesterday that we had a real live hero here in the office,"
Phyl lis Kam nsky said. She batted her eyes at nme in a way

she'd evidently borrowed fromthe succubi she was trying to
control. Fromher it came off as nore sardonic than

seducti ve.

"That's right," Jose Franco chinmed in. "I wish my garlic-
sprayi ng program woul d get as nuch good ethemet publicity
as Dave pulled in last night."

"Ch, God," | said, and neant every word of it. "Wat have
they been saying about nme?" | didn't really want to know.
One nore argunent agai nst having an ethenet receiver

that way you don't have to listen to what reporters do to
things you were involved in.

"W heard what a brave fellow you were, breaking up this
contraband ring and capturing the |eader singlehanded,"
Martin Sandoval said. The graphic artist paused before he
stuck the gaff in me: "So we all clubbed together to buy you
that synbol of our appreciation.”

I looked down at the little tin badge. If it cost half a
crown, whoever bought it got cheated. "I do hope it won't
bankrupt you generous peopl e"

Bea swept into the office just then. "What won't bankrupt
whon?" she asked, which neant everybody had to tell the

story all over again. | resigned nmyself to getting ribbed worse
than Adamuntil people got tired of the joke. Bea said, "I
know a better way to conmenorate the occasion: David can

|l ead of f at the meeting this norning."

' Thank you, Bea," | intoned. If she'd told ne | could
| eave after I'd given ny report, that would have been
worthwhile. As it was, | figured I'd taken the early lead in
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the running for the dubious achi evenment of the week
awar d.

I went back into ny office and did as nuch as | could till half
past nine, which was neeting tinme. Just to nake sure we

couldn't pretend to forget and so acconplish sonething worth

doi ng before lunch, Rose called everyone to renind us all to

come on up to Bea's office. Even M chael Manstein was there,

| ooking out of place in his white | ab robe anong all the

busi ness donmes and Martin's casual getup (since he doesn't go

out in the field, he can dress as he pleases, (he lucky so and so).

"Good norning, everyone," Bea said when we'd all

assenbl ed, bright and not too eager, before her. "I think
we'll begin with David this norning. By all accounts, he's had
the nost exciting week of any of us."

I flashed the little tin badge and grow ed, "Now |isten up,
everybody, or else.”

Actually, my report went pretty well. M chael backed ne

up on the sorcerous details of the potion |I'd found at Lupe
Cordero's, and everyone | ooked suitably grimon hearing
them | told about the arrest of the curandero who'd sold
Lupe the stuff, and about being | ucky enough to come across
Jose and Carios on Sunday.

"Your diligence does you and the EPA credit, David," Bea
sai d, which was enough of a brownie point to make nme want
to set out a bow of mlKk.

The ot her nice thing about having been so busy with al

that stuff was that | didn't get in trouble for die too nuner-
ous tilings | hadn't managed to acconplish during the week.

The toxic spell dunp investigation perse was stalled; | hadn't
managed to get out to Bakhtiars Precision Burins, |let al one
Chocol ate Weasel or the light-and-magic outfits. | still didn't
know whet her the Chunash Powers were com ng or going.

And as for the | eprechauns, well, the environnental inpact
survey hadn't started goi ng anywhere, either.

Al'l of which neant, of course, that for the next severa

days |I'd be running around |ike acephal ous poultry, trying to
catch up on those projects and whatever el se | anded on ne
inthe interim Not a pleasant prospect to contenplate of a
Monday nor ni ng.
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Bea said, "Jose, you and Martin are going to report
together, am| right?"

They did. Martn produced the nockup for a poster of an

ugly little green fellow sinking his fangs into an orange. The
text said, HE'S NOT YOUR FRIEND-BONT G VE H M A

RIDE in English and Spainish

That's veiy good," Bea said, "very good indeed. It ought

to nake a | ot of people who have been raising the roof about
gariic spraying see Medvanps in a whole new |ight You can
start reproducing it right away, as far as |'m concerned.
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Comment's, anyone? Am | m ssing sonethi ng?"

Wth a lot of bosses, you' d better not dislike sonething

after they said they loved it. Bea, bless her, isn't |ike that.
M chael Manstein stuck up his hand and said, "The poster

does not accurately reflect the appearance of the Mediterra-
nean fruit vanpire."

He was right, of course. Medvanps (not that M chae

woul d use such a colloquialisn) are as pale as any ot her un-
dead creatures, and the sap they suck fromfruits and
vegetables is conmmonly clear, too. But Bea said patiently,
"W don't need to be precisely accurate here, Mchael. W
want to get across the notion that the Medvanp i s a danger-
ous pest, not sonmething that ought to survive and flourish in
Angels City. Does the poster neet that objective?"

Manstei n shrugged. "It should be obvious in any case."

And it would be obvious, too, if everyone were as rational as
M chael . The general run of people being what they are,
though, rationality needs all ne help it can get

The poster was passed by acclanati on and we went on to

PhyBis. By then it was getting close to eleven o' clock, and ny
stomach was starting to runble. But Phyuis had | anded a

proj ect even uglier than ny intertw ned investigations of the
Churmash Powers and the wi sdom of naturalizing | epre-

chauns: she'd started doing a study on the pros and cons of
changing the way Angels City handles its sewage.

Not to put too fine a point onit. Angels City produces a
whol e ot of shit. For tile last many years—Phyllis, who is a
very thorough person, said how many, but | forget—ae' ve

used the denon Vepar to process all this waste. Vepars
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provinces are the sea and putrefaction, so the arrangenent
has al ways seened | ogi cal enough

The trouble is, menbers of the Descending Hierarchy

just aren't reliable. Lately, as the population of Angeles City
has grown, so have the number of sewage spills and the

nunber of days the water in St. Mnica's Bay is too foul for

swi mming or fishing or anything el se.

And so there's been sonme serious discussion of transfer-

ring the job to Poseidon. If anyone on the OQther Side has a
vested interest in keeping the ocean clean, he's the One. Not
only that, he also has power over earthquakes. In Angels
City, that matters. Having one Power in charge of both those

aspects of local life mght well save the taxpayer sone
crowns.
O it mght not Poseidon's cult, |like that of Hernes, is

artificially maintained these days. Angels City would have to
pay into the fund that nunicipalities and organi zati ons which
use the sea god's services have set up to provide for his wor-
ship. That woul dn't be cheap. Vepar, like any

Judeo- Chri stian denon, has enough genui ne believers to

keep himactive w thout any expense the city would have to
assune.
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Bea asked, "What communities are currently using Posei-
don to handl e their sewage, and what sort of results have
they gotten?"

"There are several," Phyllis said. "The first one that occurs
to me is Athenai/Piraievs over in Ellas—

"Not a fair conparison,” Mchael Manstein put in. "In

El l as the god cones nuch closer to having a continuous tra-
dition of worship than he would in Angels Cty, and is likely
to be significantly nore efficacious. | will be happy to pro-
vi de docunentation to support this assertion."

Phyllis glared at him no doubt he'd just undercut the
exanpl e she was going to use. But when M chael says a com
parison isn't appropriate, he wSi have evidence to back him
up. Funbling a litde, Phyllis tal ked about Carthage instead
(I watched M chael stir in his seat, but he kept quiet).

The real trick, | gathered fromwhat she had to say, was
keepi ng Posei don happy about getting his hands dirty, so to

speak. Sone Powers with artificially maintained cults are
pathetically eager to do anything at all, as long as they keep
their last handful of worshipers. O hers have nore pride.

Posei don seened to be part of the second group.

"But he does do a satisfactory job when properly incen-
tivized?" Bea persisted. Mchael visibly flinched when he
heard that, but again held his tongue. Bea was a bureaucrat,
after all; every so often, she went and tal ked |ike one.

That is nmy inpression,” Phyllis answered. "Let ne

remind you: if Vepar were perfectly reliable, we'd have no
reason for contenplating a change. And there's the added
benefit of increased earthquake protection.”

"Or increased earthquake risk, if the deity is angered,"”

M chael said. Phyllis glared at himagain, but | think he was
right to point out the problem Environnental issues are the
nmost conplicated ones this side of theology, and reading the
text of the world is often (though not always) nore prone to
anbiguity than interpreting a sacred scripture.

Bea sai d. Thank you for the presentation, Phyllis. Do you

think you'll be able to give a prelimnary recomendati on on
whet her to pursue making this change in, hmm two weeks'
tine?"

"May | have three?" Phyllis asked.

Bea scribbl ed sonething on her cal endar. "Three weeks it

is." She | ooked around at the rest of us. "Does anyone have
anything nore?" | sat very still, willing silence on everybody
around me. Sonetinmes that works and sonetines it doesn't

Today, to ny vast relief, it did; nobody said anything. Bea

| ooked around again, just in case she'd m ssed soneone on

her first check. Then she shrugged. Thank you all." That

was the signal for us to get up and head for the door as fast
as we could without being out-and-out rude. "Ch, and

Davi d— Bea called after ne.
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Caught! | turned around. "Yes?" | said, as innocently as
coul d.
"l do hope you'll have nmore progress to report on your

other projects at our next neeting," Bea said.

TB do ny best," | promised, thinking that if |I had fewer
projects | could get nore done on each of them | al so nmade

166 Harry Turtl edove

a note to nmyself, not for the first tinme, that Bea didn't m ss
much. And, | thought but didn't dare say, | could al so get
more done if | didn't have to spend dose to half a day every
week in staff meeting.

The papers on ny desk were starting to create a ranpart
effect, as if | were going in for trench warfare, d. la the First

Sorcerous War. | was just getting ready for a serious assault
on them when the phone delivered a sneak attack fromthe

fl ank.

"Envi ronmental Perfection Agency, David Fisher," | said,

hopi ng the switching inps had mnisspelled and given ne a
wWrong number.

But they hadn't. 'Inspector Fisher? This is Legate
Kawaguchi, of the Angels City Constabul ary Departnent."”

| sat up straighter. "What can | do for you. Legate?"

stopped feeling guilty about getting interrupted: after all, the
call involved one of the other projects | was working on. Bea
woul d be pl eased.

"Can you cone up to the Valley substation, please,
I nspect or ?" Kawaguchi said. The scriptoriumspirit Eras-
mus now appears capabl e of comunicating."

I wanted to whoop with glee, right in his ear. | don't know
how | stopped nyself. "I'mon ny way. Legate,” | chortl ed.

The ranparts on ny desk woul d undoubt edly get higher

while | was out of the office. So what? | told nyself: this is
nmore i nmportant.

Wi ch was true, but sooner or later |I'd have to catch up
with the other stuff anyhow. | tried not to think about that as
| hurried toward the slide.

\

My stomach was nmaking litde plaintive grunbles by the

time | got up into St. Ferdinand's Valley. Even w thout too
many addenda, Bea's neeting ran |ong, and Kawaguchi had

call ed before I got a chance to think about lunch. | grabbed a
dachshund sausage at the first nmom and-pop joint | cane to
once | got off the freeway, and | nust confess that | wal ked
into the constabul ary substation snelling of nustard-

Sone of the people who'd seen ne on Sunday | ooked sur-

prised to find ne back again. "Wat is this, Fisher? You want
to nove in?" Bonmhol mthe thaumatech called to me. Of-
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hand, | couldn't think of a notion | |iked |ess.

Legate Kawaguchi's office was a musty little cell, snaller
than a nmonk would live in and messier than an abbot woul d

tolerate. |'mnot exaggerating; Brother Vahan was in there
167

168 Harry Turtl edove

when | wal ked t hrough the door and, by the | ook on his face,
he woul d have gi ven Kawaguchi a really nasty penance if
he'd thought he could get away with it.

"How are you faring?" | asked himafter we shook hands.
"Did the cardinal ever grant that dispensation so your
burned nonks could get cosnetic sorcery?”

"No," he said. Wth that one word, his heavy face dosed

down compl etely, so that he | ooked |ike nothing so nuch as
one of those alarningly realistic portrait busts from Republi -
can Rone. The St. Elno's fire fromthe ceding gl eaned off

his bare pate as if it were polished marble.

Kawaguchi said, 'The scriptoriumspirit—Erasnus—was

more severely harned in the fire than we realized. Even

now, a couple of weeks after the arson was perpetrated,

we' ve needed a team of specialists to establish contact with
it. I was just explaining this to the abbot when you cane in,
I nspector Fisher."

"Pl ease go on, then," | answered. "If | find nyself |ost,
hope you won't mind ne interrupting with a question or
two."

"Certainly," Kawaguchi said. "As | was telling Brother

Vahan, Madanme Ruth and M. Chol nondel ey" —he

pronounced it, correctly, as if it were speBed

Chum ee—conbine to facilitate comuni cati on between

This Side and the OGther. She is a nedium and he a channel er;

by pooling their talents and infusing new technology into their
wor k, they've achi eved some remarkable results. W have
every reason to hope for another success here today."

"Let us hope you are correct. Legate," Brother Vahan
said, and | nodded, too.

They are waiting for us in Interrogati on Room Two, "
Kawaguchi said. "Nominally, since the scriptoriumspirit is
on the Other Side, it could be manifested anywhere.

However, evoking it in an interrogation roomw || hopefully
add to the weight of the questions being asked. And"—the

| egat e coughed—t he chanber in question has nore space
avail abl e than this office, which might otherw se have been

suitable."
"Take us to Interrogati on Room Two, then," | said.
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Brot her Vahan got up fromhis chair. The fire and its after-
math had taken a lot out of him H's stride had been strong
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and vi gorous, but now he wal ked Ii ke an old man, thinking
about where he'd plant each toot before it came down.

Interrogati on Room Two | ay hal fway down a | ong, gl oony
haD t hat seemed especially designed to put the fear of God
into mscreants brought there. Kawaguchi opened the door,
waved Brother Vahan and ne through ahead of him Intro-
ductions took up the next couple of mnutes.

Madanme Ruth was a tall, swarthy wonan with a gol d-

capped tooth. She was al so enornously fat; her bright print
dress woul d have been a tent on anyone el se, but had to
stretch to cover aD of her. "Pleased t'nmeetehuz," she said.
When she shook hands with ne, she had a grip like a |ong-
shoreman' s.

Her partner Nigel Chol nondel ey coul dn't have been

more different fromher if he'd spent his whole life
deliberately trying. He was as Britannic as his nane: el egant
accent; long, thin, red-cheeked face conplete with a little
brush of sandy nustache; old school cravat... Let me put it
this way: if he'd been born under a caul, it would have been
a tweed one.

Legat e Kawaguchi said, "Before we begin, would you care
to give the hofy abbot and the inspector a notion of the tech-
ni ques you will utilize?"

The | arge nedi um and the English channel er | ooked at
each other for a nonent before Chol nondel ey said, "Allow

me." Madane Ruth shrugged massively. | tried not to show
how relieved | was; |I'd sooner have |istened to himthan her
any day.

He said, "Wiile comunication with the Gher Side is as

ol d as manki nd, techni ques have recently taken several steps
forward. As you'll notice, much of the equiprment we enpl oy
woul d have been unfamiliar to the practitioners of only a few
decades ago."

He pointed to the battered table shoved off to one side of
the interrogation chanber. On it were five of the strangest-
| ooking helnmets |1'd ever seen. They | ooked as if they' d been
made to cover the whole top of the head, fromthe m ddl e of
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the nose on up. | didn't see any eyeholes for them and they
had | ong, blunt projections out fromwhere your ears woul d
go. Wth one on, you'd | ook sonething Iike an insect and
sonmething like a nman who'd just had a length of tree trunk
pounded in one ear and out the other

After giving Brother Vahan and ne a few seconds to

exam ne those curious artifacts, Chol nondel ey resumed: "By
your expressions, gentlenen, | should venture to say this is
your first experience with virtuous reality.”

He waited again, maybe to let us deny it. If he'd kept on
waiting for that, he'd have had a | ong wait

He saw as nuch hinmself and sm|ed, exposing a form dable
mout hful of yellow sh teeth. "Virtuous reality, nmy friends, lets
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us sinmulate the best of the world; it creates a plane neither fully
of This Side nor of the Other, whereon, for exanple, a

wounded spirit may neet and conmunicate with us while not

having to return fuBy to the locus of its msfortune."

"How do we go about reaching this, uh, virtuous reality?"

| asked.

"Madanme Ruth and | shall be your guides." Chol non-

del ey smled again, even nore toothily than before. 'If you

will just come over to the table there, sit around it, and pl ace
a hel met over your head—

The prospect did not fill nme with enthusiasm but | went

over to the table anyhow. As | sat down on one of the hard
Const abul ary Departnment chairs, Madanme Ruth said, "Once
you put on your helnet, take the hands of the people to
either side of you. We'll need an acconplished circle to
access virtuous reality."

I reached for the helmet nearest me. It was heavier than

I'd expected; maybe the weight lay in those ridicul ous ear-
pieces. | slipped it on. It seened to conformto ny face. I'd
expected to be blind; |I hadn't expected to be deaf as well.
But the hel met seened to suck away all ny senses, |eaving

me a void waiting to be filled.

Distantly, | renenbered what Madame Ruth had told us

to do. | was sitting between Brother Vahan and N gel Chol -
mondel ey. | nmade nyself reach out to take their hands,
though | could hardly tell if my own were noving.

I found Brother Vahan's hand first H s grip was warm and
strong; it helped remind nme | still needed to get hold of
Chol nondel ey. | fought agai nst the apathy the hel nmet

i mposed on ne. At last, after what seened a very long tineg,
my fingers brushed his. H's bones were thin, delicate, alnost

birdhke; | was afraid I'd hurt himif | put any pressure on

t hem

Then | waited anot her |ong-seening while. |'d expected

things to start happeni ng as soon as ny hands joi ned ny

nei ghbors', but it didn't work that way. | still lingered, ny
senses vitiated by the helnet. After a while, | began to won-
der whether | was still touching the abbot and the channel er

| thought so, but it was hard to be sure.

Al'l at once, color and sound and touch and all ny other

senses cane flooding back. | found out later that that was the
instant in which the last two of us finally took each other's
hands, conpleting the circle, as Madame Ruth had said. At

the tinme, | was just relieved to return to... well, where had
returned to?

Wherever it was, it wasn't dingy old Interrogati on Room

Two. It was a garden, the nost beautiful 1'd ever seen. Col -
ors seened brighter than |ife, sounds clearer and sweeter
snells as sharp and informative as if they cane through a
cat's nose instead of ny own.

"Wl cone, friends, to the world of virtuous reality," N ge
Chol nondel ey said. Suddenly | could see him though he
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hadn't been there a nonent before. He still |ooked |ike him
sel f, but sonehow he was handsone now i nstead of
hor sef aced.

This will be a new experience for you, so | ook around,"

Madarme Ruth chinmed in. She too appeared when she spoke.

The big city had vani shed from her accent, as had the cap
fromher tooth, and | saw that about sixty percent of the rest

ot her had di sappeared, too. She was still Mudane Ruth, as
Chol nondel ey was still Chol nondel ey, but now she | ooked
good.

"Amazi ng," Legate Kawaguchi murnured softly, which
made himspring into view. Wiile remaining hinself, he al so
| ooked |ike a recruiting poster for the Angels City

172
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Const abul ary Department no cynicismwas |left on his face,
and no tiredness, either.

This is—+emarkable," | said. | presune that let ne
becone visible to (he others, but not to nyself: as far as
could tell, I remained a di senbodi ed vi ewpoi nt Too bad; |

woul d have |iked finding out what an idealized version of ne
| ooked Ii ke.

"Let us proceed,” Brother Vahan said. Now | saw him

t 0o.

"He doesn't ook any different!" | exclainmed, which was
true: the abbot renmined a careworn nan in a dark robe.

Ni gel Chol nondel ey spoke with enornous respect "In

virtuous reality, only those who are thensel ves trufy virtuous
bef ore the experience have their seenm ng unchanged during

it" Suddenly | wondered how nuch I'd altered to ny com
panions in this strange place. Maybe | didn't want to be

i dealized after all.

Then all such petty concerns faded into insignificance.

You see, | saw a serpent in the garden, and—+ don't quite
know how to explain this, but it's true—the serpent wasn't
crawing on its beQy. This isn't just a garden," | said, awe in

my voice as the realization crashed over ne. This is The
Gar den. "

That's right—very good." Madame Ruth sounded

pl eased 1'd caught on so fast "Virtuous reality has transl ated
you to a sinulacrum of the place manki nd enjoyed before

the Oiginal Sin, while we were truly virtuous ourselves."
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"I amnot sure | approve," Brother Vahan said heavily.
The t heol ogical inplications are—troubling."

"It's only a thaumaturgi cal sinulation, a synbol, if you

will," Chol nondel ey assure him "W don't pretend other-

wi se. The test of a synmbol is its utility, and we have found this
one to be of enornous value. On that basis, will you bear

with us?"

"On that basis, yes," the abbot said, but if he was happy
about it, he concealed the fact very well.

"Good. Wthout the willing consent of the participants,
the sinmulation is all too likely to break down, which would
precipitate us back into the mundane world where, sadly,

virtue is less manifest," Chol nondel ey said. "And, as | said,
virtuous reality can be val uabl e—as you see." He pointed.

Conmi ng through the trees was Erasnus. In the strange

space of virtuous reality, the scriptoriumspirit seened as rea
and solid as any of the rest of us—npre real and solid than I
seened to nysel f. Brother Vahan nade a choked noi se and

ran toward the spirit. Erasmus ran toward the abbot, too;

t hey enbraced.

"I can feel him" Brother Vahan exclainmed. Finding his
old friend pal pabl e seened to wi pe away his reservations
about virtuous reality at a stroke.

Wi | e Brother Vahan greeted Erasnus, | took a | onger
| ook at the trees from which the scriptoriumspirit had
energed. | recogni zed sone of them orange and | enon,

ponegranate and date palm But others were strange to ne,
both in appearance and in the scents that wafted fromtheir
fruits and flowers to my nose.

I wondered if the Tree of Know edge grew in this version

of the Garden, and what would happen if | tasted of it. Haw
to ask that serpent, | thought but when | | ooked around for
if it was gone. Just as well, | suppose.

"l grieve that you were wounded," Brother Vahan was say-
ing. We all gathered around hi mand Erasnus. The abbot
went on, "Never in ny worst nightrmare did | inagine evi
being so bold as to assail our peaceful nonastery."

"Nor |," Erasnmus answered nournfully. |'d never heard

hi m speak till that nonment on This Side, he'd manifested
hinself only with witten words on the ground glass. His
apparent voice perfectly fit his studi ous appearance and the
spectacles he affected: it was dry, serious, on the pedantic
side. If you inmagine Mchael Manstein as a scriptorium
spirit you're dose

"Are you in pain now?" Brother Vahan asked anxiously.

"No. Pain, | think, is inpermssible in this renmarkable

pl ace." Erasnus peered fromone of us to the next. "I recog-
ni ze here I nspector Fisher of the Environnental Perfection
Agency, and this other gentlenman's senblance is al so sone-
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how famliar to me, although |I do not know his nane."

"I am Legate Shiro Kawaguchi of the Angels City

174 Harry Turtl edove

Const abul ary Departnent,"” Kawaguchi said when Erasnus
| ooked his way. "Perhaps you sensed ny aura during the Bre;

of ficers under my comrand hel ped rescue you."

"That nust account for it," Erasnus agreed. "I fear | have
not yet nmmde the acquai ntance of the other two individuals

here. " \

"Madanme Ruth and M. Chol nondel ey have nmade it pos-
sible for us to use what they termvirtuous reality as a
meeting ground with you,"” Brother Vahan expl ai ned.

"Yes, | have encountered the concept in recent journa
i ssues"—Erasnus' voice suddenly grew sad agai n—now
wi t hout doubt lost to the flanes. Intriguing to observe an

application of it"
"Speaking of the flames," Legate Kawaguchi broke in, "I

woul d be grateful for your account of what took place during
the evening on which the Thomas Brot hers nonastery fire

took place."

"Must | recount it?" Even in virtuous reality, Erasnus
| ooked scared. "So dose cane | to being ekKtinguished
forever."

"If you want the perpetrators apprehended, we nust have

your statenent," Kawaguchi answered. "Yours, | think, is the
only reliable testinobny as to what occurred on the O her
Si de during the comm ssion of the felony."

Br ot her Vahan added, "You should also know, old friend,

that eleven of the brethren lost their lives in the fire, and
many ot hers were badly burned." His face twi sted. | thought
about the stiff-necked Cardinal of Angels City and his doubts

about cosnetic sorcery.

"l did not know," Erasnus whispered. His pale, thin vis-

age tw sted, too. Renmenbered pain? Fear? | couldn't teU

They warned nme it would be folly of the purest ray serene

to speak of what they did to ne, evenassuming | was there-
after able to manifest nyself, which they found unlikely. But
el even of the holy brethren—Very well, abbot. Legate:

shal | speak in praise offofly."

Legat e Kawaguchi held a stylus and note tablet in his
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hands. | don't know where they cane from they hadn't been
there an instant before. Maybe it was just the nature of
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virtuous reality to accomodate itself to the wills and
desires of those who occupied it. Being a constabl e,
Kawaguchi felt he needed witten docunmentati on when he
questioned a witness. Since he needed it, he got it. O
maybe |'m altogether off base; | don't pretend to be a
t haunat ur ge

At any rate, note tablet poised, the | egate asked, "What do
you nmean by 'they,' Erasnus?"

The individuals who tormented ne on the night of the
fire," the scriptoriumspirit answered.

Kawaguchi scribbled a note. Then he said, "Let us take

that night in chronol ogical order, if possible. That nay be the
cl earest nethod of ascertaining the facts in this matter. Is
that a reasonabl e request?"

"For many deni zens of the Other Side, beings not so

bound up in Tinme as you humans, the answer woul d be no,"
Erasmus said. "But as a scriptoriumspirit, concerned not
only with order in nmy records but also with regular access to
those records by the holy brethren and ot her researchers"—
he | ooked toward me—1 have a dear sense of duration and
sequence, yes."

"Go ahead, then." Kawaguchi poised his stylus.

Erasmus took himliterally. Beginning with the nonks

cel ebration of vespers, he began to give a m nute-by-mmute

account of everything that had happened within range of his
sensorium At first, everything was both tedi ous and alto-

gether irrelevant. If he kept up in that vein, | began to fear
we'd stay in virtuous reality forever. It would certainly fee
like forever.

Ni gel Chol nondel ey held up a hand. "Forgive ne, Eras-
mus," he broke in, "but could you perhaps skip to that
portion of the evening when you first noticed sonething
am ss?"

"Ah." Erasmus gave Kawaguchi a why-didn't-you-say-

what - you- want ed? | ook, then took up the tale anew "At

12: 04 in the norning, two unauthorized persons entered the
scriptorium | attenpted to give the alarm but was pre-
vented."

Bef ore Erasmus coul d answer. Brother Vahan put in, "W
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not ed nothing out of the ordinary. Legate, as | told you on
the night of the fire. That evildoers should trespass upon hal -
| oned ground without drawi ng the notice of anyone wthin,

and that they should overcone alarmspells lain down with
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die authority of the Holy Catholic Church .. . they had no
smal | power behind them Till the day, | would not have
thought it possible."

Li ke any other major faith, the Catholic Church maintains
that its connections with the Other Side are the nost potent
around (1'd say the nobst omi potent, but purists |ike

M chael Manstein and Erasmus woul dn't approve). Wth the
powers the Church has Over There, it's not easy even for a
Jew like me to disagree very loudly. Having his holy protec-
tion fail must have been a dreadful shock for Brother Vahan

"l cannot answer the question with certainty," Erasnus
said. "I knowonly that | was silenced, as the holy abbot has
suggested, by a spell of great force."

"What flavor did it have?" | asked. "WAs it sone strong an-
cient ritual revived specially for this purpose, or did it cany
t he precision of nbdem magi c?"

"Again, | cannot say," the scriptoriumspirit answered. "If

I may use an anal ogy fromyour Side, as well ask a nouse
crushed by a boulder in a |landslide whether it was granite or
sandst one. "

"Very well, we are to understand you were forcibly
silenced and prevented fromalerting the brethren,”
Kawaguchi said, trying to keep Erasnmus noving in the right
direction. "Wat transpired subsequent|y?"

"I was interrogated," Erasnus answered. "M/ questioners

sought to |l earn what |nspector Fisher here had gl eaned

fromour records. | tried to refuse, | tried to resist; the holy
abbot had ordered ne to treat the inspector in all ways as if

he were one of the brethren, and | shoul d never have

betrayed (heir secrets who canme into the scriptorium

i ke—er rather, as—thieves in the night Then they began to
torment ne."

So rmuch for virtuous reality. | didn't feel virtue, not after
heard that—what | felt was guilt. | didn't need to ask that
di sappearing serpent where the Tree of Know edge grew, |'d

al ready eaten of it at the Thonas Brothers nobnastery. And
because | had, Erasnus had suffered.

Brot her Vahan nmade a noi se that said he was suffering,
too. He enbraced the scriptoriumspirit. They dung to each
ot her.

What ever Legate Kawaguchi was feeling, he didn't let it
interfere with his interrogation. He said, "Could you pl ease
describe for me the torments perforned upon you?"

Br ot her Vahan angrily turned on him "Wy are you try-
ing to force Erasnus to reexperience the tornments those
murderers inflicted?"

"Because their nature nay provide inportant information

on the perpetrators,"” Kawaguchi answered. 'The particul ar
magics utilized will be clues to the backgrounds of those who
performed them | assure you, this is standard constabul ary
procedure in dealing with cases involving the O her Side,
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Br ot her Vahan."

"I pray your pardon," the abbot said; he was one of the
rare people I've net who didn't find his nanhood threat-
ened by backing down. 'You don't tell ne how to conduct

my affairs; | owe you the sane courtesy."

"Erasnmus?" Kawaguchi sai d.

The scriptoriumspirit didn't | ook happy about recounting

what had happened to him but after a little while he nod-
ded. "Let it be as you say. Legate, and may the truth bear out
your hopes. First cane fire: this would have been at 12: 32,
when ny questioners decided | was and would renain

obdurate."

"Fire wasn't reported in the nonastery until after one,"
Kawaguchi sai d.

"Not the Fire of This Side, but that of the Cther, which
burns the spirit rather than the material," Erasnus replied.
"Not for nothing, I can nowtell you, do so many nortals fear
the pangs of hellfire, for to endure such eternally would be
angui sh i ndeed. "

Kawaguchi scri bbl ed notes. | wondered how nmuch good

they'd do him Counting the magics that don't have fire in
them sonewhere is a nuch easier job than reckoning up
those that do. And the way Erasnus tal ked about what had
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happened to hi m suggested the fire sprang from Christian or
Musl i m sources; die forner, espedaBy, didn't lend itself to
narrowi ng down the list of suspects.

The scriptoriumspirit continued, "At 12:41, the invaders
concluded fire was inadequate to persuade nme. They

resorted instead to the venom of sorcerous serpents, which
coursed through ny ichor and brought with it suffering dif-
ferent from but not less intense than, that which the nanes

had produced. "
"Snakes, you say?" Kawaguchi repeated with a now we're-
getting-sonewhere air. "And of what nature were they?"

"Wth all respect. Legate, | nmust renmind you that | ama
scriptoriumspirit at a nonastery, not a herpetol ogistfs
establishment," Erasnus answered in a dignified voice. "I

can state with authority that they were dissimlar to the one
i nhabiting the garden here, for which claim| have Scriptura
authority behind me. Past that, fools may rush in but, while
amno angel, | tear to tread."

I found a question | thought Kawaguchi had m ssed: "Can
you descri be the men who tornmented you, Erasmus?"

"Again, | fear not," the spirit answered. 'They were
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masked agai nst the sight of Your Side, and so cl oaked around
in sorcery that | have no notion of their true spiritual sem
bl ance, either, save that were it benign they would not have

used me as they did."

| sighed. Kawaguchi sighed. Even Brother Vahan | ooked a

little less saintly than he had. N gel Chol nondel ey and

Madanme Ruth shifted fromfoot to foot They'd brought us

all together here in virtuous reality, but for the anmount of in-
formati on Erasnmus had given us, they might as well not have

bot her ed.

"Very well, then," Kawaguchi said, sighing again. "Wat

happened next ?"

°l still refused to divulge the nature of the research

I nspector Fisher had been conducting," Erasmus said. "At
12: 48, the intruders again becane discontented with their
means of torment and shifted stratagens. | found nyself
tranped under the sharp hooves of an enornmous cow. "

That made me sit up and take notice: netaphorically, you
CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUwWP
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under st and. Legate Kawaguchi |eaned forward toward

Erasmus till he was fell past the point where | thought he'd
fall on his face. Maybe you can't do that in virtuous reality; |
don't know. "A cow, you say?" he pressed. "Not a bull? Are

you sure about that?"

"I amcertain," Erasnus decl ared

"Interesting," Kawaguchi said. | saw what he was flying
toward. Bull cults are common. Straight Mthrai sm has

never quite died, and there are nodemrevivalist sects trying
to pick up supporters who don't get the spiritual charge they
need from Christianity and Islam Personally, | don't need to
get drenched by the blood of a slaughtered bull to feel a
union with the Godhead, but sone fol ks evidently do.

But cows, now. . . two of the places where the cowis a

focus of mmgic are |Indi a-hone of the Garuda Bird—and

Persia, from which sprang, anong others in the case. Slow
Jinn Fizz and Bakhtiar's Precision Burins (a place | hoped |I'd
get to before |I died of old age).

Erasmus went on. The hooves of the cow seened sharp

as whetted steel. They flayed ne past any anguish | had pre-
viously imagi ned. And so, to ny lasting shame. I|nspector
Fisher, at 12:58 | yielded to ny inquisitors' torment and
described in detail the records | had copied for you. Judge
me as you will; the deed is done.”

When a spirit tal ks about |asting shane, it neans |asting

forever unless ifs a sylph or one of that flighty breed. | said,
"Erasnus, you did the best you could. Wat you went
through is nore than I could have stood; |'m sure of that.

You don't need to feel shanme on ny account."
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"You are gracious," the scriptoriumspirit said. Brother
Vahan al so inclined his head in ny direction. That made me
feel good; wi nning Brother Vahan's good opinion isn't easy,
but it's worth doing.

"What happened after you finished providing the perpe-
trators with this information, after"—Kawaguchi gl anced
down at his notes—12:58?"

"I finished betraying Inspector Fisher at 1:03," Erasnus
said bleakly. "I hoped that would be the end of it, that the
mal ef actors woul d take what they had | earned and depart.
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I nstead, as you know, they forthwith kindled the fire which
gather resulted in the destruction of the Thomas Brothers

monastery. As to that, | could not speak with certainty, for
when the ground gl asses in the scriptoriumnelted or
shattered fromthe heat of the flanmes, | lost ny interface
with Your Side and, still in agony, awaited ny own

di ssolution.”
"The firecrew and constabul ary rescued you," | said.

"Exactly so. At the tine and since, | have doubted

whet her they did nme any great favor, but, as with ny betraya
of you, the deed is done and we now nust proceed to act

upon its consequences." The scriptoriumspirit turned to
Legat e Kawaguchi. "Ch: there is one thing nore. For sone
time after | was tormented, | |acked nuch of ny normal

awar eness of self and surroundings. Were | flesh and bl ood, |
gather you would say | was sem conscious. Only quite
recently have | regained ny full sensorium Wen | did so, |
found as part of my inmredi ate surroundi ngs—this."

I hadn't figured Erasnmus for a sense of the dramatic. But

from behind his back he pulled out a short green feather.
Kawaguchi held out his had. "May | see it?" Erasnus gave it

to him He felt it, held it close to his face in a gesture that
sai d he was nearsighted. He shrugged. "Just seens like a
feather to the eye and the hand." He turned to Madame

Rut h and Ni gel Chol nrondel ey and asked, "Are nmagica

forensic tests possible in virtuous reality?

They both shook their heads. Madane Ruth said,

"Renmenber, that isn't the actual feather you're hol ding,
Legate, but its analog in this sorcerous space. And, |ike
everything else in virtuous reality, it is inbued with specia
properties springing fromthis space and thus not a fit

subj ect for testing."

"I shoul d have thought of that." Kawaguchi clicked his
tongue between his teeth, not so nmuch in disappointnment as
i n annoyance at himself. He turned to Brother Vahan. "Fur-
t her questions?"
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"I have one," | said. "How did the two nmen react when
you finally yielded to the cow s hooves and told them what
I'd been investigating?"
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"One of themsaid to the other, "He'll get his, too,
expect,'" Erasnus answered. It didn't surprise me, but it
didn't delight me, either. If sonebody was willing to bum
down a monastery, die added burden of sin that would ac-
crue fromgoing after an EPA inspector couldn't have been
heavy enough to worry him

Brot her Vahan said, "Ad friend, how soon wi B you be
abl e to mani fest yourself normally on Qur Side once nore?"

"I't shouldn't be nuch |onger, holy abbot," Erasmnus said.

"The netaphysicians tell nme | could do it nowif my famliar
haunts were restored. As it is, I'mgiven to understand it's a
matter of days rather than weeks."

"Good," the abbot said. "I shall pray that the time will be
soon, for purely selfish reasons: | find | nmiss you very much."

An undead who hadn't fed in a thousand years had infi-
nitely nore blood in himthan Erasnmus ever could, so when

| saw the scriptoriumspirit blush | just chalked it up to virtu-
ous reality. And if we were out of questions, we didn't need
to be there any nore. | asked, "How do we get back to Inter-

rogati on Room Two?"

"You nmust return to awareness of the body you |eft

behind there,"” N gel Chol nondel ey answered. "As soon as

your hands | eave contact with those of die persons to either
side of you, die circuit will be broken and you—and all of
us—wi B return to die nundane world."

My hands? | | ooked down, and of course | couldn't see

diem Fromwhat ny eyes reported, | might as well not have

had any hands, or anydiing el se—+ was just diere. Virtuous
reality is an insidious kind of place: it so conpletely involves
all die senses and seens so dioroughly real diat |eaving

wasn't as easy as Chol nondel ey made it sound. | wondered if
early explorers had got stuck in it forever. Ifdiey had, | won-
dered ifdie/d realized it.

An intense | ook of concentration came over Brodier

Vahan's face. Presunably he couldn't see his own hands,

eidier. But an instant later, | was sitting on a hard chair widi a
stifling hel met over ny eyes and ears. | clawed it off. The

(ninmy reality of die interrogation roomwas a |ong, |ong way
omdi e Garden where |'d been a nonent before.
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Everyone el se was taldng off the masks, too. Now that we
were back in the constabul ary station, N gel Chol nondel ey
was horsefaced again, Madane Ruth fat as any two people you
want to name, and Legate Kawaguchi short and skinny and
tired-1ooking. | suppose | |ooked the way |I always do, too.
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On the table in front of Kawaguchi, along with the ciga-

rette bums and coffee rings, lay a note tablet full of scribbles.
I didn't remenber its being there when we sat down. | didn't
think he could have brought it back fromvirtuous reality..

but then I saw, right in the mddle of the table, a bright

green feather. Kawaguchi spotted it at the same tinme | did.

He grabbed it and stuck it in alittle transparent pouch nade

of spirit gumto keep it from being magically influenced.

"Remar kabl e, " Ni gel Chol nondel ey said. "One sel dom
sees artifacts returning with participants in a virtuous reality
experience."

"Officially, this is not and cannot be evidence," Kawaguchi

said. "lIts trail of provenance is severely tainted; any judge to
whomit was presented would throw it out of court, and very
likely the case with it. Unofficially, | shall convey it to the |ab

and find out what our forensics people make of it."

"Let me know, please," | said. If I'd snatched it first, 1'd
have taken it straight to M chael Manstei n—assum ng, of
course, that Kawaguchi and half a dozen big constables with
clubs hadn't started working out on me to make nme give it
back. Since they m ght have done just that, constabl es being
demons for evidence, maybe it was for the best Kawaguchi

got it instead of nme.

Br ot her Vahan di pped his head to Madanme Rut h and

then to Chol nondel ey. "Let me apol ogize to both of you for

my previous doubts as to the nature of virtuous reality," he
sai d; he was, as usual, nothing if not gracious. "I can see that
it will becone a valuable tool in thaumaturgic research.”

"Thanks right back atcha for thinkin' fast and breakin' the
circle." Madane Ruth sounded |ike herself again, too. Too
bad. "That can be the tricky part, gettin' back here where we
bel ong. "

Ni gel Chol nondel ey put it nore piously: "Mnkind was
ever reluctant to | eave the Garden."
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"So | thought," the abbot agreed. "But then | renem

bered | had no true right there, burdened as | was by the

wei ght of Original Sin. After that, recalling nmy body to action
in this actual world was easier."”

The channel er and the nedi um | ooked at each ot her.

"Let's tal k about that some nmore. Brother Vahan, if you don't
m nd, " Chol nondel ey said. The extraction technique you
describe mght well be incorporated into one of the hel mets’
ritual subroutines if we are able to isolate the synmbolic
essence of your thought sequence."

"I't could nmake you a nice piece of change, and us, too,"
Madanme Ruth said. "Like you said, virtuous reality is the
comng thing, and if you was to get a piece of it

"Weal th nmeans nothing to ne," Brother Vahan said. |'ve
heard a | ot of people say that; he was one of the handful who
made nme believe it
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"As may be," Ni gel Chol nondel ey said, which neant he

had his doubts, too. He also had a hook: "No matter how fru-
gal you personally nmay be, have you not got a nonastery to
rebui | d?" Brother Vahan stared at him

I watched the hook snag the fish. The abbot said, "Let us
discuss it, then, for the greater glory of God."

"Let's eat sonethin' while we talk,"” Madane Ruth said,
whi ch struck nme as nore honest than let's do |unch and nost
of the other ways people try to conbi ne business and food.

Despite ny sausage, | was hungry, too, but not as hungry

as | thought I'd be. Wien | asked ny watch what tine it was,

I found out to ny amazenent that |'d been in the world of
virtuous reality for only about five mnutes. It had seened
like a couple of hours while | was there. Oneiromancers say
dreans are like that: a lot of things going on but conpressed
very tightly in ternms of tinme. Judy keeps up on the ins and

outs of theoretical thaumaturgy better than | do; | nade a
note to ask her how virtuous reality simulated the dream
ef fect.

I didn't have lunch with Brother Vahan and the nedi um

and channel er; enough things were going on at the office

that | wanted to put in as nuch tinme as | could there, trying
to claw ny way through the piles of junk on ny desk.
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woul dn't starve before dinner. So | went south through the
pass into Westwood a little faster than a constabl e arned

with a tracki ng denon woul d have approved of. Fortunately,
I didn't spot any bl ack-and-white carpets all the way back

down St. Janes' Freeway.

After a good trip on the freeway, | got stuck in regular fly-
way traffic on the way back to the Confederal Building. |
peered around the carpets ahead of ne, trying to figure out

what had gone wrong this tinme."
The fellow on the rug next to ne | eaned over and call ed,
There's a denon stration up there at the coner."

Up there at the coner, of course, was where | was trying

to go. | gromed. "So what if there's a denonstration? There's
a denonstration at that conmer about three days a week."

Then what he'd said really sank in. "A denpbn stration?"

didn't want to believe |I'd heard that.
But he nodded. | wondered if | ought to turn ny carpet

around and get out of there as fast as the syl phs would take
me. No wonder there was a traffic jam if denbns were out
protesting Confederal policy. | hoped the building would
survive. There'd be SWAT teans and God only knows what

all else up there, trying to keep the irate Powers from turn-
ing the place into an inferno.
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My sense of duty got the better of ny sense of self-

preservation. | kept going toward the Confedera
Building. It took a while for me to inch close enough to
find out what was going on. |I'd been wong in my first

guess: the Powers at the denon stration weren't apt to

turn violent, and they didn't need constabul ary thauma-
turges to hold themat bay. But as soon as | saw them |
under st ood why they stopped traffic. You see, they were

al | succubi

Actually, that's not quite true. Some of them were incubi

and sone of them—well, I'mnot quite certain whose fancy
some of themcatered to, but whosever it was, |'msure they
met it.

As for nme, | barely noticed those others. | was busy

wat chi ng the succubi. | couldn't help nyself. Some of the

pictures up on losefs wall were pretty spectacul ar, but
CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUwWP 185

pictures don't begin to convey the essence of what succubi
are all about. Wen you see themin the quasi-flesh, you
can't help but think they're the creatures nen were really
designed to mate with; they nmake wonen | ook |ike clunsy
makeshifts.

Phyl i s Kam nsky, bless her heart, was down there arguing
with some of them trying to convince (hemto give up and

go away. Phyllis is a nice-looking gal, several years younger
than I amand in better shape, too. The conpany she was
keepi ng made her seem a poorly jointed wooden puppet

turned out on a | athe by sonebody who didn't know how to

run a lathe very well.

One litde devil with a blue dress on happened to catch ny

eye. The pronise on her face, the way she ran an inpossibly
nmoi st tongue over unbelievably sweet, unbelievably red lips,
the sinuousness (and you can turn that into a pun or not, just
as you pl ease—+t works either way) of her hip acti on—put
"emall together and ifs a minor mracle | didn't run into the
carpet in front of ne.

One of the reasons | didn't was that the gal flying that car-
pet wasn't exactly where she was supposed to be, either

i nstead of keeping her eye on the carpet in front of her, she'd
been gapi ng at an incubus who was taller, darker, and hand-
somer than he had any busi ness bei ng.

When you think about it, you shouldn't be surprised our
sexual denpbns are so strong. They've been evol ving right
along with us for as long as we' ve been human, proof of

which is how strongly they manifest thensel ves on This Side.
They' re used to coming Across; they've been doing it for ml-
lions of years.

(You have a dirty mnd, do you know that? Filtering out al
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the doubl e entendres that cone naturally [you see, there you
go agai n] when di scussing succubi is nore trouble than it's
worth.)

Unl i ke the Medvanp protesters, the succubi and incubi
didn't cany signs or chant slogans. They just paraded, they
were their own best message.

By then 1'd got dose enough to hear Phyllis as weD as see
her. She was saying, "—but the existence you | ead degrades
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both you and manki nd. Don't you see that sexual exploitation
is wong and damagi ng to the soul ?"

"If this were a Muslimcountry, we'd be honored, not

hunted," a succubus retorted. Though irate herself, she

made PhyUi s sound shri D and screechy by conparison: her

voi ce brought to the ear the taste of Erse Crene |iqueur. She
went on, "W have no souls to worry about; we exist for

pl easure. And since you humans endl essly prate about free
will, surely you'll admt you can choose us or avoid us as you
see fit."

PhyUi s had been over that ground before. She said, 'Tart

of your attraction conmes fromthe Gther Side, so it distorts
free will. Besides, humans of unsavory sorts carry on their
sordid affairs in areas you frequent because they know they'l
find a lot of custoners there. You don't just haunt nei ghbor-
hoods—you blight them"

The succubus' shrug was magnificent. This is your prob-
lem not ours. W get we want from humans; they get what
they want fromus. W find it an equitable arrangenent."”

As | finally flewinto the parking lot, Phyllis lost her tem
per and started shouting at the succubus. It's always a

m stake to |l et Powers, even ninor ones, get your goat. They
have nore patience than people anyhow, what with their far

| onger terns of being, they can afford it.

Besi des, here | feared PhyU s was fighting a | osing gane.

The succubus' know edge of bi ol ogy was enpirical and

extrenely specialized, but she had a point: her kind and

manki nd were essentialy synbiotes, and nobody was |ikely

to make either turn | oose of the other. If that hadn't hap-
pened all through recorded history, it wasn't likely to start in
nmodem Angel s City.

But Phyllis had a point, too. Because the people in our

soci ety who go to succubi and incubi are generaly out for a
cheap thrill, the/re often the people who go after other
thrills. Find a nei ghborhood with succubi on the streetoor-
ners and you' H generally find it's not the kind of place where
you'd want to bring up your lads if you had a choice. Keep-

i ng sexual demons of any flavor off the streets makes pretty
fair sense to ne.
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| parked ny carpet, got off, and went over to see if Phyllis
wanted a hand fromne. As | was wal king up to her that suc-
cubus in blue gave ne the eye again. My breath went short. |
couldn't help ifc succubi have been perfecting the art of se-
duction probably since the days of the man-apes. Natural

sel ection works on the Other Side no |l ess than on this one—
Powers that aren't adored perish, and others take their place.
If my reaction nmeant anything, that particul ar succubus

woul d stay around forever.

Phyllis saw me not quite slavering and nade an exasper-

ated noise. | suppose | can't blame hen | nmust have seened
nmore |ike part of the problemthan part of the solution. She
said, "What do you plan on doing, Dave? WII| you whip out
your little tin badge and run themall in?"

You don't want to get into a war of sarcasmw th Phyllis, or
at least | don't. |'ve been scorched often enough to keep that
inmnd at all tines. So—pl ease believe me—+ was about to
answer with sonething mld and soothing.

But before |I could, the succubus in blue said, "I'msure

he'd rather whip out sonething el se instead, dear." Just |is-
tening to her was enough to set ny heart racing |ike a couple
of laps around the track. But when she licked her lips again, |
started sweating so hard | did the only thing I could (short of
whi ppi ng out somrething else, | nmean)—+ fled.

Phyllis lost it. Again, | can't say | blane her—here she was,

wat chi ng one of her own people turned into a bow of

qui vering gelatin (I was definitely quivering, but at |east part of
me was a lot stiffer than gelatin) by one of the sexy little
denmons she was trying to control. She started scream ng at the
succubus. The succubus screamed right back, with invective
fromjust about every | anguage since prineval |ndo-European

She'd had a | ot of satisfied customers, all right.

Since | obviously wasn't going to be of any use at the
denon stration, | went upstairs to work on other tilings.
Rose had left a nmessage on ny desk: Professor Bl ank of
UCAC had called while | was out.

Scratching ny head, | took the nmessage up to her. "Pro-
fessor Bl ank?" | said, pointing. "Wuldn't he | eave his
name?"
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Now Rose | ooked puzzled. "I think he said his first name
was Harvey."

There | was, |ooking and feeling like an idiot twice in the

space of ten minutes. Harvey Bl ank was chair of the Coetic
Sci ences Departnent at UCAC, he was one of the first peo-
ple I'd phoned about investigating whether the Chumash
Powers were still around. | slunk back to ny desk and

returned his call.
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The tel ephone inmps reproduced his voice even nore

blurrfly than is their habit; he nust have been eating sone-
thing when he answered. After a sentence or two, he spoke

nmore clearly: "Hello, Inspector Fisher. Thanks for returning
my call. | wanted to get back to you about sone prelimnary

results of the extinction investigation."
"Go ahead,"” | said, grabbing for a pencil and a scrap of
parchnment. "Wat have you | earned?"

"Not as much as |'d like," he answered: yes, he was a pro-
fessor. "The experinents | have conducted, however, do
indicate that the Powers fornerly venerated by the Chu-
mash | ndians are not currently nanifesting thenselves in

the Barony of Angels.”
"They're extinct, you nean?" | had curiously m xed

feelings. Most of me was sony, as |'m always sony (well,

al nrost al ways—+'d nmake an exception for Huitzflopochtii) to
see the ther Side dimnished. But that nasty, |azy piece
everyone has lurking inside, the one Christians identify with
Oiginal Sin, let out a cheer because | wouldn't have to work
as hard on the | eprechauns if the Chumash Powers were

gone for good.

"I didn't quite say that," Professor Bl ank said.

"That's what it sounded like to nme," | told him

"I't was the first conclusion | drew fromthe thaumaturgic
regression analysis," he admitted. "A nore thorough eval u-
ation of the data, however, leads to a different interpretation:

it seems nore likely that the Powers in question have not so
much vani shed as withdrawn fromany contact with This

Si de. The withdrawal appears volitional."

"Are you sure?" | said. "I've never heard of anything like
that." The general rule is that Powers will keep a toehold on
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This Side if they possibly can: the nore active they are, the
nore they show t henselves in the world, the better chance
they have of attracting and keepi ng worshipers to give them
the veneration they need,

Prof essor Blank said, "No, |'mnot sure. The void in the

t hecol ogi cal contours of the barony is certainly there. It is,
however, if you will permt ne to enpl oy netaphorical |an-
guage, nore as if the Powers nmade the hole and pufled it in
after themselves than as if they sinply di sappeared from
spiritual starvation."

"They are gone, though?"

"They're gone," he agreed. "That much is indisputable.
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have been unable to contact or detect themin any way,
either by recreating the old Chumash rituals or through
nmodem scientific sorcery."

"But they m ght come back?"

"If the situation is as | envision in the highest-probability
scenario, that possibility remains open, yes. If on the other
hand this is nerely an unusually sudden extinction, as
remai ns possible, they are indeed gone for good."

"Can you find out which nore precisely?" The |lazy part of

me was still hoping to get away with running only one set of
proj ections for the thecol ogical inpact of |eprechauns on the
Barony of Angels. If | had to run two, all right But ifl had to
run two and then didn't know which one to we—ni ght mares

spring fromsuch things. So do blighted careers

"I''"'mworking on that now, " Professor Blank said. By the
way he said it, he hadn't the faintest idea whether what he
was wor ki ng on would work, if you know what | nean

"Let nme ask you sonething else," | said: "Suppose the
Chunmash Powers have wi thdrawn voluntarily—n their

terns, suppose the great eagle whose wi ngs support the
Upper World has flown away. Is it goetically even possible
for themto reverse the process?

"l don't know, just as | don't know why they've with-
drawn," Bl ank answered. "My research teamis still working
on that, too. W're exploring various possibilities there."

"Such as?" | pronpted.
"Specul ation (and that's all it is at this point) ranges from
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withdrawal to maintain sone |evel of survival—+he Qher

Si de's equival ent of fungi form ng spores when the environ-
ment grows too hostile for normal grow h—+to an active

prot est agai nst the thecol ogi cal changes here over the past

two centuries."
When | heard that, | wanted to bang ny head on the

desk. Protests about environmental issues are hard
enough to deal with when they cone from This Side.

VWhat was goi ng on down on the sidewal k showed how

much nore conplicated they could get when Powers
started playing what had at first been a hunman gane.
Absurdly, | wondered whet her the Chumash First People
and Sky Coyote had gotten the idea fromthe parading
succubi . After a nonent, | realized that was inpossible:

t he Chunmash Powers had di sappeared before the sexua
denons went on the march.
"Hunger strike," | nmurnured, as nuch to nyself as to

Pr of essor Bl ank.
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"l pray your pardon?" he said.
"Maybe the Powers are starving thensel ves of recognition

to force us to notice themand give themthe veneration they
require."
Thank you. Inspector Fisher; that will go onto the Ilist.

And l et ne thank you again for involving nme and nmy gradu-
ate students"— presune that was what he'd neant when he
tal kedabout his research team before—in this project I am
confident we shall eventually |leama great deal fromit."

I didn't like the sound of that eventually. "Wen do you
hope to have sone results | can use to help plan policy. Pro-
fessor? | think | ought to remind you that this isn't just a
research project, but one where the answers will be put to

practical use."
"l understand that, of course,” he said, alittle sulkily. He

m ght have understood it, but he didn't like it one bit. A pro-
fessor indeed, | thought. He went on, "W shall endeavor to

be as expeditious as possible, provided that we remain con-
sistent with appropriate experinental protocols."

"That's fine, sir, but I think I ought to warn you that if |
don't have harder data than you've given by, hnm three
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weeks fromtoday, | can't guarantee that your report will
become part of the decision-making process."

Was | playing fair? OF course not, not even slightly. Pro-
fessors always claimthey go into the university or take holy
orders or whatever so they can devote their full attention to
what ever the/re interested in; Roman epigraphy or

beekeepi ng or the thaumaturgical arts of a vanished Indian
tribe. Sometinmes they even nean it But a | ot nore often,

I'"ve found that professors who see a chance to influence
events outside acadenme will leap at it in spite of their alleged
lack of interest Truth to tell, | don't know if a savant of
Roman epi graphy ever got that kind of chance (at |east since
the days when the Enpire was a goi ng concern), but my

guess is that he'd grab it, too.

And so now Professor Blank said, "Three weeks, eh?"
Even with two phone i nps between his nouth and ny ear,
he sounded distinctly unhappy. Another phone pause fol -

| owed. | understood the reason for this one: he was giving

me a chance to say |'d nade a mistake and the real deadline
was three nmonths—er three years—away. | didn't say any

such thing. Blank sighed. "Very well, Inspector Fisher, | wll

attenpt to neet the challenging tinmeframe you have out -
lined. God give you good day, sir."

The sane to you. Professor, and |I'mgrateful for your
help. | ook forward to seeing your detailed report; it will be
nmost val uable both to nme and to the Environnental
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Perfection Agency as a whole." As long as he was going to do

what | wanted, | had no problemwith [etting himdown easy.
It worked, too; he seened a | ot happier by the tinme he got off
t he phone.

| spent the next several mnutes making notes on the con-
versation, both as an aide-nmenoire for me and to | et ne have
somet hing to show Bea so she'd know | really and truly was
working on all the cases that crowded my desk. In an idea
world, | wouldn't have had to waste nmy tinme with worries
like that, but no one has ever claimed Plato woul d recognize
the Confederal bureaucracy as an ideal world.

| asked ny watch what tinme it was, found out it was
al nrost hal f past four. A busy day. | was getting tired of not

192
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havi ng the chance to get up to Bakhtiars Precision Burins,

but I had nade one trip to St. Ferdinand's Valley. Muybe
tomorrow, | told nyself. | wote a note renminding ne to call
Tony Sudal ds tonmorrow, too; the investigation had gone so

many di fferent ways lately that | hadn't done nmuch with the
Devonshire dunp itself in quite a while. Sudal ds probably
figured I'd fallen off the edge of the world, not that he'd mss
me if | did.

I nstead of finding sonething constructive to do with the

| ast half hour of my work day, | |ooked out the window to see
if the succubi were still marching down bel ow. They were,

and traffic in the building rush hour on WI shire Boul evard,
al ways heavy, was becom ng downri ght el ephantine. Maybe

coul d duck south down side flyways to St Monica's Boul e-

vard and get on the freeway there.

It was a good plan. It should have worked, too; Veteran

was crowded headi ng north because people couldn't turn

onto Wlshire fromit, but southbound traffic didn't |ook too
bad. | felt pretty snug sliding dowmn to the parking |ot—this
once, | figured, | had a fighting chance of beating the

system

Thaumat urgy hasn't found them yet, but there nust be

gremins who sit around listening for thoughts like that. | was
just strapping on ny safety belt when a priest happened to

fly down Veteran. In an instant, all the succubi who had been
on Wlshire started running after his carpet, shaking every-
thing they had (and believe me, they had plenty) and calling
out bl andi shnments that made nmy ears turn red—and they

weren't even directed at ne.

Succubi, of course, delight in tormenting priests: that's
been obvi ous ever since Christianity began. And priests,
bei ng nortal, have been known to yield to tenptation. Some
of the tenptation here was pretty tenpting, too.

A normal rule in Westwood is that you can't find a parking
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space to save your soul. The priest, though, nust have had
the power of the Lord behind him because he nanaged to
slide his carpet into one. The succubi squeal ed with delight
and jounced after him sure they'd found another sinner in
clerical collar.
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They got a rude surprise. The priest hadn't stopped to

dally with them he'd stopped to give thema |load of fire and
brinstone to take the place of the sweet scents they were
wearing: bitch wolves was the nicest thing he called them
and went on to things |ike haughty, vainglorious, |echerous
betrayers, ready for every wi ckedness, and fickle in |ove
(which, when applied to a succubus, is about like calling the
ocean danp). He roasted them on both sides. Meanwhile,

though, half the nales on Wlshire tried to turn onto Veteran
so they could keep ogling the succubi, which neant the traf-
fic jamspread with them

At first the succubi didn't believe the priest was serious.
They had a thorough understandi ng of the way peopl e work,

and knew too many folks |like to condem in public what

they do in private. So they kept on pressing themnsel ves

agai nst the priest, rubbing their hands over him Kkissing his
cheek and his ear and the bare circle of his tonsure, paying
no heed to his outraged bell ows.

Then he pulled out an anpule of holy water. The suo

cubi's squeals turned to screans. They ran, you'll pardon the
expression, like hell. And the priest, his virtue intact even if
his cl othes were nmussed, got back onto his carpet and flew

away.

He flew away slowy. By then, that was the only way it was
possible to fly on Veteran. Everyone else flew slowy, too,
including me. | shouldn't have been thinking such uncharita-
bl e thoughts abut a nan of the cloth, especially one who had
just proved his faith against a challenge to which many woul d

have succunbed... but | was. If he'd flown by five mnutes
later, 1'd have had an easy trip to the freeway. Getting
snarled in traffic instead woul d have tried the patience of a
saint.

I made it home nuch later than I'd intended, and in a
much foul er nood. These things happen. After a bottle of

ale and a steak, ny attitude inproved a good deal. | know
what would inprove it nore, too: | called Judy.
"I'mso jealous, 1'mgoing to hit you the next tine | see

you," she said when | told her |I'd been involved in using vir-
tuous reality to contact Erasnus. "W were just tal king about
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that at the office today. The consensus in the business is that
it's the biggest advance in sorcerous technol ogy since ecto-

pl asni ¢ cl oning. "
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°l didn't think it was that inportant," | said. Look at the

ways having | arge nunbers of identical mcroinps has
changed our lives: spellcheckers, tel ephones, ethenmet sets,
all sorts of things our grandparents coul dn't have imagi ned.
Thi nki ng of that nuch change happeni ng agai n—and prob-

ably happening faster, because it would be allied to the
devel opments that are already in place—+nade nmy head

spi n.

But Judy said, "Ch, it is, David. The world will be a differ-
ent place twenty years fromnow, because we'B have figured
out all the things we can do in virtuous reality. Think about
it: what's the biggest problemin sorcerous applications

t oday?"

"Ask nme a hard one," | answered. 'To acconplish every-

thing people want to do these days, spells keep getting nore
and nore conplex, and errors creep in." Sone of the errors
are pretty ghastly, too, like the one at the Union Kobold
works in India a few years back, where a Rakshawas ni st ak-
enly ordered to turn out wood al cohol instead of the nore
friendly sort. Hundreds died fromdrinking it, and a couple
of thousand nore were pernmanently blinded—all from one

small goof in translating a spell fromlLatin into Sanskrit so

, the H ndu denon coul d understand it

"You're right, of course," Judy said, which took my mnd

off the contenplation of disaster. Just as weB, too. She went
on, "But think what w B happen when any old mage can go

into virtuous reality to devel op his sorcerous subroutines.
Because of the nature of that space, the nunber of errors
shoul d drop way down. ldeally, it should fall to zero, but I
think the fallibility principles will keep that from happening.

Still—=
"I hadn't thought of it in those terns," | adnmitted. "It just

seenmed a handy way to reach a spirit who' d been too badly
damaged to manifest hinself in this rough, rugged world."
t hought about sone of the things the w zards had done to
poor Erasmus. Judy didn't need to know about those.

She said, "I'mjust glad I'll have ny nmaster's and be out of
the copy-editing and proofreadi ng end of the business soon
Mark ny words, the accuracy breakthrough that wi B cone

with virtuous reality is going to throw a | ot of sharp people
onto the streets.”

"Change has a way of doing that: the nore efficient the
spells get, the nore they do and the | ess anybody needs ac-
tual people,"” | said. One of the reasons the General Mvers
plant in Van Nuys is going under is that the Japanese have
figured out a way to power the loons that nake their flying
carpets by kankazes—di vi ne wi nds.

"That does look to be the way it's going," she said, "but
what do we do with all the people who | ose jobs? Eventually
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nobody wi |l need people for anything, and then where will
we be?"

The two answers that occur to ne are bored and broke"

I answered. "But those are for people in general. People in
particular—ds, | nean—will be married. W may end up

broke, but | don't think we'll be bored.”

"No, not bored," she agreed, "especially not with children
in the house."

"Uh-huh,"” | said. | know children are usually one of the

things nmarriage is about. | even | ooked forward, in an

abstract sort of way, to being a father. But it didn't seemrea
to me; | had trouble imagining nyself giving a baby a bath or
helping a little girl with her subtraction probl ens.

Then | thought about the Corderos. They were nice | ads
who' d had every reason to expect a nice, normal baby.
Instead they got Jesus, bomwi thout a soul. How were they
handling it? How could |I handle sonething like that if it
happened to me? The very idea was nearly enough to put ne
of f parent hood for good.

"You stiB there?" Judy asked when | didn't say anything

for a while. "Relax—+t's not as if you're going to have to start
changi ng di apers tonorrow." The wonman can read ne |ike

one of the grinobires she proofs. | suspect that, like them [|'B
end up better for the editing, too.

Just to show her | had other things on ny nmnd besides
imediately turning into a daddy, | said, "Sonething else
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i nteresting happened today—er at least | thought it was." |
told her about the denon stration outside the Confedera
Bui | di ng.

"I'"D bet you thought it was interesting," she said darldy.
Worren take a particular tone when they talk about attractive
conpetition that bothers them They take a different—but

not very different—tone when they tal k about attractive
conpetition that anmuses them Over the phone, | had a

tough time telling which one Judy was using. She went on,
"See anything you liked in particular?"

"Wl | = The image of the succubus in blue | eaped into
my mind, as fully three-dimensional as the little denmon had
been herself. "As a matter of fact, yes." | did ny best to

sound sheepi sh, but | didn't know how good ny best was.

Judy left nme hanging for a couple of seconds before she

started to laugh. "Good," she said between chuckles. "If
you'd told ne anything else, I'd have figured you were

| yi ng—succubi are nmade to be succulent, after all. | wishl'd
been there; | could have | eered at sonme of the incubi

Watching is fun, though | think nen may be nore apt to
enjoy it than wonen."
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"Maybe," | said. "It didn't seemto matter nuch to the
traffic, though. Everybody was staring, nen and wonen
both."

"Ch, God, | hadn't even thought about that It nust have

been awful ." Conmuting every day from Long Beach up

into East A C., Judy knows all about traffic tangles and | oves
them as nuch as anyone el se who has to get on the freeway

to go to work.

"It was worse than that." She | aughed again when | told

her how the strong-m nded priest had foiled ny effort to

escape down Veteran. Thinking back on it, | decided it was
funny, too. It certainly hadn't felt funny why | was sitting on
my carpet twiddling ny thunbs for an extra twenty m nutes.

"So how was your day?" | asked

"Certainly not as interesting as yours," she answered.

"Very much the usual: |ooking at sheets of parchnent and
making little marks on themin red. It keeps nme out of the
baron's Paupers' Hone, but past that it doesn't have a whol e
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lot to recormend it. | can't wait to finish ny master's so
sonmebody will hire ne to work on the theoretical side of
sorcery."

Then you' |l be working in virtuous reality all the tinme, if

it turns out to be as inportant as you think it wifl," | said
"I't will, and | will. Then I'll cone home and we can be

| ess than virtuous together." Judy hesitated, just a beat "But
we'll be married, so it'll be virtuous after all. Hmm |'m not
sure | like that."

"I think it'll be fine any which way," | said. "And speak-

i ng—ndirectly—ef such things, do you want to have di nner
with ne tomorrow ni ght?"

"Indirectly indeed," she said. "Sure, 1'd love to. Shall we
go to that Hanese place near your flat again?"

"Sounds good to nme. You want to neet here after we get
of f work?"

"AH right," Judy said. '"It'll be good to see you. | |ove you."
"Love you too, hon. See you tonorrow. 'Bye."

Thi nki ng of seeing Judy kept me going through a m s-

erabl e Tuesday at the office. | did get some of the snal
stuff done. Lord, the things that show up on an EPA man's
desk sometines! | got a letter froma wonman up in the

hi gh desert asking it the ashes of a coyote's flesh had the
sane anti-asthmatic effect as those of a fox's flesh when
drunk in wine and, if so, whether she could set traps for
the ones that kept trying to catch her cats. Just answering
that one took a couple of hours of research and a phone
call to the Chief Huntsman of the Barony of Angels (in

case you're interested, the answers are yes and she had to
buy a twenty-crown license first, respectively).
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The environnental study on inporting | eprechauns,

though, took a large step backwards. | got a very fancy-

| ooking legal brief froman outfit that called itself Save
Qur Basin, which opposed allowing the Little People to
establish thensel ves here. SOB put forward the fear that,
once we had | eprechauns here, all the Sidhe would hence-
forth pack up and nove to Angels City. |'m condensing,

but that's what the gist of it was.
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Now on first glance this stuck ne as one of the nore
idiotic environnental concerns |I'd seen lately. The climate
here, both literal and theological, isn't congenial to Pow
ers fromcool, moist Eire. But the Save Qur Basin folks

had so many citations in their brief—fromthe evocatio of
Juno out of Veil and into Rone to the establishment of

the Virgin at Guadal upe in what had been a purely Azte-

can thecol ogy—that | couldn't dismss it out of hand. It
woul d have to be countered, which neant nore research

nmore projections—and nore delay. | wondered how | ong
| eprechauns could stay in hiberniation. | hoped it was a
I ong tine.

| 1 ooked at the nanmes on the | etterhead of the Save Qur
Basi n parchment | didn't recognize any of them but
somebody in that organization was one clever |awer. As
far as | could see, none of the citations in the brief was
preci sel y anal ogous to what woul d happen if we inported

| eprechauns into Angels City, but they were all close
enough to bei ng anal ogous that | (and, again by anal ogy,
our legal staff) couldn't afford to ignore them W' d have
to exani ne every one of those instances, dempnstrate that
it was irrelevant, and w thstand chall enges from Save CQur
Basin trying to establish that the instances weren't irrele-

vant at all.

In a wrd, a ness. | figured the best way was to taclde

their citations chronologically, so | started researching the
Roman sack of Veil. | found out in a hurry that all the

accounts of the sack are | egendary, sone nore so than oth-
ers. Legends are trickier to deal with than myths. Mthica
material definitely has theol ogi cal overtones; you know what
the thaumaturgic content is. But in a |l egend you can't tel
what's from This Side and what fromthe Oher. A |lawers

par adi se, in other words.

I"msure Save Qur Basin did it on purpose, too. Not for

the first tinme lately, | had the feeling | was wadi ng deeper
i nto qui cksand-
When quitting time finally rolled around, | breathed a

heartfelt. Thank God!" My spirits inproved considerably as
I left behind the spirits |I'd been westling with at work and
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Kr 2 Ay A ANl ooknS folwarct to dinner with
ffAa?6 rert ofthe » being e® nore enjoy-
On ny way hone, sonmeone tried to kill ne.

VI |
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Everything was fine tiB 1 got off the freeway at The

Second. Traffic, in fact, had been a little lighter than usual,
though on St. Janes' Freeway at rush hour a little Iight than
usual isn't the sanme as light, or even close to it Still, | was
feeling pretty good about the world as | headed east up The
Second toward ny fl at

I had to wait for cross traffic at the comer of The Second

and Angl ewood Boul evard; a small church was bei ng noved

up Angl ewood on top of a couple of extra-heavy-duty car-

pets. Wien at last it cleared the intersection, | tried to start
across fast but couldn't because the little old | ady on the car-
pet in front of ne didn't. That probably saved ny life,

though | sent foul thoughts her way at the tine.

A carpet had been idling in the parking lot of the filed
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chicken place on the far side of Anglewood. |'d noticed it,

and wondered what the two guys on it were thinking about
Most |ikely nothing, was ny disparagng opinion; if they'd
had any brains, they woul d have taken advantage of the hole
intraffic the traveling church nade and headed up The Sec-
ond t hensel ves.

They got noving fast enough after | went by. Too fast, in

fact—+f a bl ack-and-white carpet had been anywhere near by,
they'd have picked up a ticket just like that | sawin ny rear-
view mrror that they didn't seemto |like the way | was flying,
either: they zooned up above ne to pass. That woul d have
earned them another ticket fromany constable who saw

t hem
I thought about signifying my opinion of the way they

flewwith an ancient fertility gesture, but | decided not to. As
I've nentioned, Hawthorne is a tough town, and people

have been known to get shot or have other unpl easant things
happen to themon the flyways of Angels Cty. So | just did

my best to pretend the louts didn't exist as they went up and

over ne.
As they did, though, one of them|eaned out past the

fringe of his carpet and dropped sonet hi ng down onto nine.
They sped away , . . and ny carpet didn't want to fly any

nor e.

tore.
I had tinme for one startled squawk and the first two words

of the Shnw before the carpet, suddenly just a rug, hit the
ground with a thunp that nade ne bite ny tongue and |eft

my backsi de bruised for the next two weeks. If | hadn't been
wearing ny safety belt, if the carpet hadn't rolled up around
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me when | hit, or if 1'd been going faster, | don't care to
thi nk what m ght have happened.

As things were, | wasn't badly hurt, but | had that weird
sensation you get after an accident: | was pretty shaky, but |
had al nost total perception and recall of everything going on
around me. Ot her carpets kept flying by a few feet overhead,
the people on themintent on their own business and not

caring at all about sonebody who'd just had his carpet fai

hi m

But why had it failed? | couldn't figure that out Did it
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have sonething to do with whatever the punk had dropped

on mny carpet? | |ooked around for that, trying to find out
what it was. | didn't see anything on the carpet itself, but

sonmet hing was stirring out on the weed-covered dirt just
beyond the fringe.

I bent ny head closer. The earth itself seemed to be

withing. For a second or two, | didn't understand what |

was | ooking at Then | did, and ice ran through nme: it was a
tiny earth elenental, busfly digging itself back into its proper
home.

Fire and water are the opposing el enents we nost com
monly notice, but earth and air are opposites, too. Matt
Arnol d had tal ked about syl ph-esteem and syl ph-di sci pline,
but if those two guys had tossed an earth el enental down
onto ny carpet, that was nothing short of syl ph-abuse.

The el emental had gone now, though, back to its own

proper hone. | tried the starting spell. My carpet lifted off
the ground as snoothly as if nothing had ever been wong

with it Very carefully, |ooking every which way as | went and
wi shing for eyes in the back of ny head, | flew on hone.

Al the way there, | tried to make sone sense out of what

had happened, the way theol ogians westle with God's will.
Was it just a couple of hooligans out to have sone sport with
whoever drew the short straw? Thafs the sort of random vio-

I ence that gives Angels City flyways a bad name, but this
time | wished | could believe it. | couldn't, though.

Those two guys on that rug had been waiting for ne in
particular. 1'd noticed themsitting a few feet off the ground
in the parking ot while the church slowy flew by on Angl e-
wood Boul evard. If they'd wanted to head up The Second,

they'd had all the tine they needed to do it. They'd just
wai t ed.

But why? Again, | didn't have nuch trouble com ng up

with an answer: it had to have sonething to do with die case
of the toxic spell dunp. | did nmy best to renmenber what the
(wo punks had | ooked like. Al | could cone up with was
swart hy and dark-haired. They ni ght have been Persians or
Azt edans. They m ght have been hired nuscle, too: Israel-
ites, Druzes, Indians fromthe Confederation or fromlndia,
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even Hanese or Japanese. | hadn't got a real good | ook at
then, and an awful ot of people in Angels City match up to
the description swarthy and dar k- hai r ed.

| came to that dispirited conclusion about the tine | set

my carpet down in its parking space back at ny block of flats.
Sonebody was goi ng downstairs fromhis carpet as | was

comng up frommne. He gave ne an odd | ook as we passed

on the stairs, but | didn't think anything of it past wondering
what was haunting himthat afternoon

Then | turned the knob to nmy own flat. Judy sat curled up
on the couch in the front room reading a book on the
Ganda Bird |'d picked up a few days before and hadn't got
around to putting on a shelf yet Wat started out as her
smile of welcone turned into sonething el se when her
mout h sagged open in surprise. "Good God, David, what
happened to you?"

A |l ot had happened to me, but | asked foolishly, "Wat do
you mean, what happened?"

She sprang to her feet, grabbed ne by the arm and

dragged nme to the bathroommrror as if | wasn't to be
trusted to do anything that required rational thought on ny
own. "Look at yourself!° she commanded

I mentally apol ogi zed to the fellow who'd stared at ne

while | was coming up to ny flat | |ooked |ike soneone

who' d been French-kissed by a vanpire: streaks of bl ood ran
fromthe coners of ny mouth and had dri pped down onto

my shirt. Before | wore it again, |'d have to go visit Carlotta
or sonebody else with a vanpster. Al ny clothes were

di sheveled, as if |I'd been through a carpet crash in them

Funny how that works, | thought vaguely.

"What happened?" Judy said again.
So | told her, in as nmuch detail as | renenbered

pi eces seened bl ank, while others that happened only
moments |ater were there in incredible perfection—+

coul d have described exactly how every tiny dod of dirt

wi ggl ed and wavered as the earth el emental pushed its

was through themafter it rolled off ny carpet. | started
to, until Judy's face told me that wasn't something she
needed to hear.
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"You coul d have been killed," she said when | was

t hr ough.

"That was the general idea," | said. "If |I hadn't been wear-
ing nmy safety belt, or even if |'d been going faster when they
dropped the elemental on ne— | didn't care to think about

that, nuch less talk about it | turned on the cold water,
splashed it onto ny face. That, and then burying ny head in
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a towel to dry off, gave nme an excuse not to talk for a couple
of m nutes.

Then | tried to unbutton my shirt That was when

di scovered how bad ny hands were shaking: | had a

dreadful time nmaking nmy fingers hold onto the snmooth little

buttons. After watching nme struggle with the first two, Judy
took over. As in everything she did, she was quick and deft

and capabl e.

The feel of her fingers fluttering against ny chest

inflamed me as if she'd turned into a succubus. |'ve heard
that living through a battle nmakes you hony. | didn't know
about that, not firsthand; | hadn't been in a fight, let alone a
battle, since | got out of primary school. But by the tine
Judy got to the last button, | couldn't wait any nore.

gr abbed her and ki ssed her—ot quite as consumingly as Td
had in mnd, because ny tongue was still sore.

"Well," she said when she came up for air. Before she

could say anything else, | kissed her again. "Well," she
repeated a minute or so later, and (his time she nanaged to
go on: "Ifs a good thing |I drank the cup of roots when | got
here instead of waiting till after dinner."

It turned out to be a very good thing: for the next half

hour or so, | forgot all about what had happened on The

Second. The only problemw th naking |ove to put aside

your problens is that they're still there when it's over. Sitting
up on the bed afterwards, | said, "You' d better be careful,

too, honey. You' ve gotten yourself involved in this case. If

they conme after ne—whoever they are—they're liable to

come after you, too."

"Thafs non— But it wasn't nonsense, and Judy nust
have known it, because she didn't finish the sentence. She
sat up beside ne. Her nod nade her jiggle nost pleasantly,
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but her voice was serious as she replied, "Wat have we
gotten ourselves into here?"

| thought about Charlie Kelly and Henry Legion. "I don't
know," | said grimy, "but I"'mgoing to find out."

D nner at the Hanese place was good. In fact, dinner was
probably wonderful, but we were both too distracted to
enjoy it as much as we shoul d have—and, not meaning to be
crude, ny rear end hurt. And when we flew to the restaurant
and t hen back again, | kept | ooking over my shoul der, won-
dering who was behind us ... and why. | al nost junped out
of nmy sidn when a carpet zipped by closer than it shoul d
have, but it was just a couple of teenage lads with nore

machi sno t han brains.

When we got back to ny flat-safe, sound, and overfed—
Judy said, "I want you to do sonething for nme." Like sone
peopl e you may know, Judy has a Serious Voice. She was

using it now.
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"What is it?' | asked.

She said, "Before we went out, you said | should be care-

ful fromnow on. Well, you should, too. | want you to start
doing what they do in the thrillers: leave for work a few m n-
utes early one day, then a few mnutes |late the next. Don't
get onto the freeway at The Second every norning, or off it
there every night The sane for Wlshire at the other end of
your commute. Don't nmke yourself an easier target, |

nean.
| started to laugh, to tell her that was all silly stuff. But it

didn't seemsilly, not after those guys had tried to do ne in.
"Ckay," | said, and found nyself nodding. "You do the sane."

"I will," she pronised.

I wondered if we ought to stop seeing each other for a

while. |If she'd said she wanted to do that, | wouldn't have | et
out a peep. But | didn't suggest it myself. Maybe that was
selfish of me. In fact, I"'msure it was, a little. But the nmin

reason | didn't was that | was pretty sure she was in too deep
to turn invisible so easily.

"Do you want to stay the night, or do you think you'd be

saf er goi ng hone now?" | asked her.

Td intended to stay," she said. "I stuck a change of
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clothes in your closet"” She did some veiy visible thinking. "If
the/re interested i n ne—ahoever they are—they have to

know where | live. They could be waiting for nme there as

well as here. 1I'll stay." She made a face. "Ch, | don't like this!

Havi ng to think about everything before you do it—s it safe?
is it risky? | don't like it at all."

"Me neither," | said. "But I"'mglad you're staying. | wasn't
what you'd call keen on being here by nyself. | think I'd
probabfy wake up every tine a cat screeched or a dog
barked." Was that selfish? Wll, yes, probably. It was al so
very true.

| did sonething else then: | went into the hall closet took
out ny blasting rod, and put it under the bed where | could
get at it in a huny. Judy watched wi thout saying a word, but
nodded soberly when | was done.

Judy and | woke up once in the mddle of the night with a
horrible start when the syl phs in sonebody's carpet started
scream ng because the anti-theft geas was viol at ed—er

maybe because they thought it was, or maybe for no reason

in particular. You never can tell with spirits of the air. Their
nocturnal screans are a sound you hear fairly often in Angels
City or any other good-sized town, generally when you | east

want to. At |ast whoever owned the carpet went down there

and made them shut up, or maybe the thief flew away on it
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Anyway, quiet returned.

"Jesus, " Judy said.

"Or Sonebody," | agreed. W both settled down and tried

to go back to sleep. It took ne a long tine, and by the way
Judy was breathing, she had as nuch trouble as | did. Wat
had happened to nme | eft both of us junpy.

The horol ogi cal denon in the alarmdock |'d bought at

the swap neet caterwauled to get us up a little past six. The
noise it mude was so awful, | figured the Sianese exported

its land so they wouldn't have to listen to '"em But at least it
had the courtesy not to | augh as Judy and | woke up and

unt angl ed—we' d drifted together after we finally drifted

back off, and were sort of sleeping all over each other

Shower, shave (for ne), dress, breakfast, coffee. W'd
spent title night at each other's flats often enough that we had
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a routine for it. What wasn't routine was the way | wal ked
Judy out to her carpet, |ooked around to nmake sure nobody
was | urking nearby, and watched till she was out of sight
Then | went back to the garage, gave ny own carpet a care-
ful once-over before | got onto it, and finally headed for

wor k.
| got there unscathed, shut the door to ny office, and got

on the phone. The first person | caBed was Legate
Kawaguchi . He heard ne out, then asked, "This occurred
where? On The Second past Angl ewood, you sai d?"

"That's right."
"This location, unfortunately, is not within the jurisdiction

of the Angels City Constabul ary Departnent, |nspector
Fi sher. 1 suggest you contact the Hawt horne constabl es and

report it to them"
So | did, feeling foolish. People always say "Angeles Cty"

or "A.C.," but the netropolitan area has |ots of other nunici-
palities, sone large |like Long Beach, others mnuscul e, but

all of themjeal ously hanging onto as nuch autonony as they

can. The Hawt horne constabl es took ny report and prom

ised they'd look into it, but | didn't have any great faith in the
prom se. Unli ke Kawaguchi, they had no feel for the kind of

case in which I'd gotten nyself involved. The decurion at the
other end of the line asked if nmy flying could have angered

the two nen who dropped the earth el enental on ny carpet

He wanted to keep things inside a sinple franework.

When | finally got off the Iine there, | called Charlie KeDy
in DSt.C. | listened to the inp at the far end squawk. It
sounded very far away. | know you're going to tell me that's
nonsense: thanks to the ether, no two points are nore
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distant than any other two. | don't care; |I'mteDi ng you what

| heard.

"Charl es KeBy, Environnental Perfection Agency." Toofc

hi m | ong enough to answer his bl oody tel ephone, | thought

"Good norning, Charlie," | said; it was still norning back

in DDStC., with half an hour to spare. "This is David Fisher,
out in Angels City. A couple of nen tried to kill nme |ast night
Charlie. As far as | can tell, the only reason anybody woul d

want to do that is the toxic spell dunp case |I'm working
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on—your toxic spell dunp case. Don't you think it's about
time you gave ne the gospel truth, Charlie?"

"David, |— There was a long, long silence on the other
end, then a tiny sound, and then nore silence. Even though
it was reproduced through two phone inps, | recognized the

sound: it was a handset going gently back into its cradle.
Charlie had hung up on ne.

| didn't believe—no, | didn't want to believe—what that
meant. Maybe, | told myself, Charlie'd had somebody
important walk in and he'd get back to me later. Back in
D.St.C., there were lots of inportant people, and even nore
who thought they were. | fooled with the parchrment on ny
desk for fifteen minutes, then called back

The phone squawked even |onger than it had before.

Finally 1 got an answer "Environmental Perfection Agency,

Mel ody Trudeau speaking.” It was a woman's voice, all right
not the gravelly tones that nade Charlie identifiable in spite
of phone i nps.

"M stress Trudeau, this is David Fisher, fromthe Angels
City EPA office. I'mlooking for Charlie Kelly. | was on the
phone with hima little while ago, and we got cut off." That
was nore than giving himthe benefit of the doubt but | stil
thought | might as well.

Then Mel ody Trudeau said, "I'msorry, M. Fisher, but
M. Kelly left for the day about fifteen m nutes ago. Wuld
you like me to take down a nessage for hinP"

The kind of nmessage | wanted to give him | couldn't send
over the phone. | said, "No, that's all right; thank you for ask-
ing," and hung up.

After that | just stared at the phone for about five mn-

utes. | needed that |ong for what had happened to soak in.

As far as | could tell, Charlie Kelly had told nme he didn't give
a damm whether | lived or died. | know the Confederation

has been only remptely feudal since not |long after we broke

away from England, but | still thought supervisors owed sub-

ordi nates sonmething in the way of loyalty, especially when

they were the ones who'd got their subordinates into the

mess in the first place. Go ahead, call ne naive

| started to go up front and dunp ny troubl es on Bea, but
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st opped about two steps away from ny door. Wat was |
supposed to tell her? "I'msorry, boss, but | may not be in
t onorrow because sonmeone will have nurdered nme"? That
didn't do the job, and what point conplaining to her about
Charlie Kelly? She couldn't do anything she was junior to
Charlie, too. She'd think he was contenptible, sure, but |
al ready thought he was contenpti bl e.

| stood there, halfway between ny desk and the door, get-
ting nadder by the second. Then | turned around and
stomped back to ny chair. If Charlie wouldn't listen to ne,

Henry Legi on woul d.

Seens logical, right?. Getting hold of the Cl spook wasn't

as easy as | thought it was going to be. Central Intelligence
wasn't in the D. SfcC tel ephone directory, apparently on the
assunption that if you couldn't figure out how to reach

them you really didn't need to talk to them

After 1'd scratched nmy head for a mnute or two, | called
Saul Klein. He works for the Confederal Bureau of |nvesti-
gation; his offices are a couple of floors above mne. |'d
gotten to know himon the elevator and in the cafeteria. He's
a good enough fell ow. Wen he answered the phone, | said,
"Saul ? How are you? This is Dave Fisher down in the EPA

Can | pick your brain for a mnute?"

"Sure, Dave," he answered. "Wat's up?"
"You know those little nusical sprites they inport from
Al emani a?"

The nm singers? Sure. \Wat about 'enP"

"I've heard sone peopl e express concern that they don't

just | eam new songs while they' re here—that they m ght be
pi cki ng up other things which could be useful for Al emanic
intelligence." As far as | knew, there was nothing to that.
M ni singers aren't spooks; you just take 'emto your Heeler
and turn 'em | oose. A lot of taverns have themfor back-
ground music, things like that. But my madness had nethod
to it. Ingenuous as all get out, | asked, "Wuld that be CB

busi ness, Saul ?"

"Intelligence by foreign Powers? No, we don't touch that,
Dave. You need to talk to Central Intelligence back at the
capital ," he said.
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"Thanks. Do you happen to have their nunber?"

"Sure. |I've got it right here," he said, and gave it to ne. |
wote it down, thanked himagain, and nmade nmy phone call
Sonetimes the indirect approach is best

Once | was actually talking with a real |ive human being
(or so | presunmed—you never can teB with Cl), things went
better. | got connected to Henry Legion faster than |I'd ever
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been transferred before.

"Good day. Inspector Fisher," the Cl spook said. H's

phone voi ce sounded nore |ike his real voice than any natu-
ral person's. | wondered if that was because he, like the
phone inps, was a creature of the O her Side, so they could
pi ck up the essence of his voice as well as what he said.
VWhile | was wondering, he went on, "I thought | mght hear
fromyou again, but not so soon as this. Wat is the occasion
of the call?"

"Sonebody tried to Idll nme last night," | answered bluntly.
"The only reason | can think of for anybody wanting to do

that is the toxic spell dunp case. | want to get to the bottom
of that, and you're the only channel | have now "

No denying Henry Legi on was sharp; he pounced on that

last word like a |lycanthrope | eaping onto a roast of beef.
"Now?" he said. "You previously had another source of infor-
mati on who has becone inaccessible to you?"

"I naccessible is just the word." | know | sounded bitter;

I'"d thought Charlie Kelly was a friend—eh, not a cl ose

friend, but somebody who wouldn't let me down if things got
tough. He'd shown nme what that notion was worth, though

Well, ny loyalty to himstopped at the point where it was
liable to get me killed. | told the spook, 'You asked how | got
wi nd of the danger of a Third Sorcerous \War?"

"Yes?" Across three thousand mles, | could visualize his
ectoplasmic ears springing to attention

"WAit a minute," | said. "Before | teH you, | want your
prom se that you'll let me know what's going on. Everybody
keeps saying that the nore | know, the nmore dangerous it'l|
be for ne. | can't think of anything a | ot nore dangerous

than getting killed."

"I can," Henry Legion said. Maybe he really could; maybe
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he was just trying to scare ne. But | was past being scared
of —er by—phantoms, and didn't answer. After a couple of
silent seconds, the spook took another tack: "Wy should you
believe any pronmise | make? | am of the Other Side, and

have no soul to stake on an oath."

"Pronmi se on your pride in your own wits and |I'Il believe
you," | told him

Anot her tel ephone pause. Wen it was done. Legi on said,
"You're not the least clever nortal with whom| have dealt
Let it be as you say. By ny pride in my wits, |nspector

Fisher, | shall tell you what | know in exchange for your

i nformati on—en condition that the secret go no farther than
you. "

"Un," | said. | couldn't think of a condition better cal cu-
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|ated to make Judy want to wing ny neck. "My fiancee is
al so involved in this case, and has been just about fromthe
start. She knows about the threat of the Third Sorcerous
War. | can't promise not to tell her, but she doesn't blab."

Henry Legion let out a long sigh. "Sexuality," he said, as if
he were cursing. "Very well. Inspector Fisher, | agree to your
proposed anendrment, provided she agrees to tell no one.

Now speak, and wi thhold nothing."

So | spoke. | told himabout Charlie Kelly, and about the
bird Charlie kept being too coy to nane. And | told him
what Charlie had said about the risk of war—and about how
Charlie had hung up on ne and bugged out of his office.

"Ah, M. Kelly," the spook said. "Matters becone | ess
mur ky. "

"Not to me, they don't," | told him

"Al though of low rank hinself" (Charlie was severa

not ches above nme, but | let that go) "your M. Kelly is well-
connected politically," Henry Legion said. "He is the close
friend and fam liar—+ use the word alnost in the thauna-
turgi cal sense—ef a Cabi net subm nister whose nanme |

prefer not to divulge but who, | think, is like to be the source
of his, ah, sensitive information. That matter can be-—and

shal |l be—rectified, | assure you."

| didn't care for the way he said rectified. | wondered if

t he anonynous Cabi net submi nister was about to have the
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fear of an angry God put into him.. or if he'd have to suffer
what they call an unfortunate accident. But that; for nme, was
a side issue. | said, "I told you what | know. Now you keep
your end of the bargain."

At that point, nuch too late, | wondered how | was sup-

posed to nmake him keep the bargain if he didn't feel like it,
But he said, "Perhaps this conversation would be better con-
tinued face to face rather than through the ether. You are on

the seventh floor of the Westwood Confederal Building, is
t hat not correct?"

"That's right," | agreed.

"Hang up the phone, then. | shall see you shortly."

| dutifully hung up. Sure enough, a couple of seconds

| ater Henry Legion materialized in ny office—er rather, the
top half of himdid: the floor cut himoff at what woul d have
been his belly button if spooks had belly buttons. The sound-
proofing in the Confederal Building is pretty good, but I
heard the worman in the office right below nme let out a star-
ded squeal, so | presune Henry's | egs end popped into

bei ng just bel ow her ceiling.

The spook peered down at hinself. He | ooked mistily

annoyed, then said, "A three-foot error on a crosscountry
journey isn't bad. Ifs not as if | were material." He sounded
Ii ke soneone trying to convince hinmself and not having
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much luck. He pulled hinself up through the floor so his ec-
toplasnic wing-tips rested on the carpet.

It's a good thing he's not material, | thought. Two differ-
ent sets of matter aren't designed to occupy the sane space

at the sanme tine. The likeliest result of that would have been
one bi g bang.

Once he was all in the roomwith ne, his dignity recov-
ered in a hurry. He draped hinself over a chair, gave ne a
nod, and said, "By ny pride in my own wits, David Fisher, |
shall tell you what | can. Ask your questions."

Hs wits were still working pretty well, | noticed: if | didn't
come up with the right questions, | wouldn't find out what |

needed to know. Well, first things first- "Who's trying to |ol
me?"

Henry Legion's indistinct features distinctly frowned.
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"Wthout further information, | cannot answer that with any
nmore assurance than you possess yourself. | realize it is of
the essence to you, but | trust you will understand it is not

my primary concern."

"Yeah," | said grudgi ngly. Understanding didn't nean |
had to like it | tried sonmething else; "If there is. God forbid,
a Third Sorcerous War, who's going to be in it? And whose

side will we be on?"

"God forbid indeed," the spook said. "As for who would
begin the fighting if war cane, again | cannot say with any
certainty. The Confederation's place would depend on the
patterns of other belligerents; as you may know, sone of our

al l'iance systens overlap others."

"As a matter of fact, | do know that" | was getting angry.
"l also know that | gave you straight answers and you're giv-
ing ne the runaround. | don't caB that a fair exchange." |
didn't know what | could do about that, unfortunately. If
Henry Legion didn't feel |ike answering questions, all he had

to do was disappear and ignore ny phone caBs fromthen on
out .

But he didn't disappear. He held up a transparent but pla-
cating hand. Before he could say anything. Rose tapped on

the door, then opened it and stuck her nose into ny office.
"I''"'msony, Dave," she said quickly. "I didn't realize you had
sonmeone in here." Then she got a good | ook at Henry

Legi on. Her eyes wi dened as she realized what sort of sone-
one he was. But she dosed the door and went away anyhow.

Rose is a wonderful secretary.

"You were saying— | pronpted the spook.
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"So | was," Henry Legion agreed. "I do apol ogi ze for
appearing evasive, but the matter is nore compl ex than nost
mortal s, even those in high places, fully grasp. The turnoi
that has marked this century—and that may yet precipitate
the Third Sorcerous War—has roots that go back hundreds

of years. It is an outconme of a fundamental shift in the bal-
ance of Powers that occurred with and as a result of die

Eur opean expansi on whi ch began half a m |l ennium ago."

°l do follow you," | said. "Renenber where you are: this
is the EPA. One of die things |I'mworking on that has
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nothing to do with the toxic spell dunp case is whether the
Chunmash | ndi an Powers have gone extinct in the past few
years."

This is a trivial exanple of the phenonenon to which

refer,"” die spook said. Towers have been reduced and di s-

pl aced and others magnified on a scal e unseen since the

di m nution and near-destruction of the G eco-Roman pagan
deities and the rise of Christianity. And that inpacted only
Europe, North Africa, and western Asia; this is worldw de in
scope. To give you sone notion of what | nean, consider

that Sarganatas and Nebiros, the one brigadi er-nmgajor, the
other field-marshal and inspector-general of the Judeo-
Christian Descendi ng Hi erarchy, have for several centuries
made their residence here in the Anericas.”

"I grant diat the/re wi ckeder than Huitzil opochdi, but

are they any nastier?" | asked. The Aztecian war-god wasn't
evil in and of hinself the way di e denmon princes were, but
his proper food was blood. My stomach tw sted when

t hought about the flayed human skin in the potion

Cuauht enoc Hemandez had sold to Lupe Cordero

But Henry Legion said, "That is not the point. The point

is that Huitzilopochtii has been displaced, and naturally
resents it. The same is true of nost of the indigenous Powers
of the Anmericas, of Polynesia, of Australia. The Muslim
expansi on through the Southern Isles has reduced the range
of the Hindu Powers, who still have their enornous Indian
bel i ef base upon which to draw. Ukrainian and Spaini sh con-
quests, on the other hand, have cut into the sphere where
jinni and ghouls and other Muslim Powers can roamat wll.
And the horror that was Al emani a two generations ago

shows Christendomisn't imrune to theol ogical disaster,
either."

"What you're telling ne is that the whole world is going to
hell," | said slowy. | wondered whether | was exaggerating
for conversational effect or being perfectly literal

"Central Intelligence prognostications put the probability

of that outcome as |ess than ten percent in the next decade,"”
Henry Legion said, his voice inhumanly calm "A year ago,
however, that sanme probability was assessed at |ess than
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three percent Whether fully Judeo-Christian or not,
I nspector Fisher, trouble is brewing beneath the orderly
surface of our existence."

Since |I'd had the door closed all norning, ny office was
warm and rat her stuffy. | shivered even so. "Ckay," | said.
"There's trouble. Wat does it have to do with the Devon-
shire toxic spell dunmp?"

"As for a precise answer, | can only speculate," Henry

Legion replied. "But consider this: the spell residues stored
at that site are the worst and nost potent yet devised. If they
are lealdng into the wider environnent, they draw attention

to the dunp. That attention is liable to be extrenely unwel -
conme if something undocunented but deadly is being

di sposed of at the Devonshire dunp."”

Al'l at once, | remenbered the Nothing I'd seen wal ki ng
the path fromthe dunp entrance to Tony Sudal ds' office. |
never had got around to asking himwhat that was. | hadn't

call ed him Tuesday, either—too many ot her things going on
"Have you any further questions?" Henry Legi on asked.
"Yeah, | do," | said. "Ckay, you don't know for sure which
Powers or humans m ght touch off the Third Sorcerous War.
You nust have suspects, though. Isn't that what Centra
Intelligence is for—+o be suspicious?"

"As a matter of fact, yes," the spook answered. "Suspects,
you say? In order of probability, they are Persia, Azteda, the
Ukraine, and India."

That didn't help me nuch. Sonme sort of Persian connec-
tion seened die nost |ikely cause of trouble at the
Devonshire dunp, too, at |east judgtog by what had hap-
pened to Erasnus, while | couldn't rule out the Aztecans,
either, not with Huitzil opochdismon the | cose and the trai
that had led ne to poor soulless Jesus Cordero.

For that matter, | couldn't rule out the Powers of India,

ei ther, which neant Loki and the other aerospace firnms were
still suspects. Along with the cow, Erasnus had been tor-
ment ed by sorcerous serpents, and the Garuda Bird is a

great foe of such.

Conplications, conplications ... | renmenbered that
other serpent |1'd seen, the one in the Garden of virtuous
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reality who hadn't had to craw around on his belly. If the
nmodel for that serpent had behaved hinself better, the world
woul d be a nore peaceful place today.

| said, "What you're telling ne is that you don't know
who's trying to kill ne or who wants to start the war, but you
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want to use nme to help you find out"

"In essence, yes," Henry Legion said. "Keeping you alive
whil e the investigation proceeds would al so be desirable,”

To nme even nore than to you," | assured him The situ-

ation rem nded nme of an old riddle: how do you know when
there are pixies around? The answer is, when you get piXx-
ilated. | never had found that riddle very funny. It was a | ot
| ess so now, when it was nore |ike finding out who was trying
to 1dB ne by what happened when they did it

Soneone tapped on the door, then opened it Rose again.

She said quietly, "Wien | saw you hadan inportant guest,
David, | arranged for nmy phone inp to cover yours. Here's a
message for you." Nodding as politely to Henry Legion as if
she couldn't see through him she went back outside again.

The spook said, "W here at Central Intelligence—and at

ot her nations' equivalent services, | assure you—are gener-
ally less than delighted when an amateur |ike yourself gets
stuck between the lines of the cantrip, so to speak: not only
because of the danger to which you are exposed but also on
account of your unpredictability, which nmay set off other
unpredi ctable acts at a juncture when unpredictable acts

have the potential to bring on what may for all practical pur-
poses be Armageddon. "

If Henry Legion had been a human being, he couldn't
possi bl e have said all that on one breath. As it was, Charlie
Kelly had in essence told ne the sane thing. But Charlie

had bugged out on ne, while the Cl spook was still on ny
si de—+ hoped.
"What do you suggest | do next?" | asked him

"Cany on with your life and work as normally as you can,"

he answered. "If fate is kind—al ways an interesting ques-
tion—you will eventually be able to work your way out of the
center of interest you now occupy."”

"And if fate isn't?" | said.
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A human bei ng, even one who worked for Central Intelli-

gence, probably would have given nme a soothing answer

back. Henry Legion didn't "If fate is unload. |nspector

Fisher, you will be killed. If fate is very unkind, the world will
go with you. As | said before, the bal ance of Powers has been
upset for a long time. Megasal amanders may be the | east we

have to worry about"

That much pessinismrocked me. "But a negasal anan-
der can slag a whole city— | felt absurd the second the
words were out of ny nouth. Was | braggi ng of how
destructive our ultimte weapons were or conpl aini ng they

weren't destructive enough?
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"Yes, Inspector Legion, but although negasal ananders

are of the Other Side, the devastation they create is confined
to the material,"” Henry Legion said inplacably. "Further,

they do not |aunch thensel ves, but travel when and were
ordered by the mages who control them I|f the Powers seek

to redress the bal ance on their own—=

He denmaterialized then, |eaving ne an an enpty office

and cold dread in nmy mddle. That's the trouble about argu-
ing with a spook: if he wants it, he can have the |ast word.
This time, though, | think he would have had it even if he'd

stayed around.

| thought about what he'd just said. Suppose all the Pow

ers that had seen their domai ns shrink over the past five
hundred years or so got together and struck back at the Ones
that had di spossessed them A man nad for revenge is liable

to take it no matter what ft costs himand those he |oves. If
the Powers acted the same way, then heaven hel p the people
over a big part of the globe... except it would nore |ikely be

hell on earth.

No wonder Henry Legi on couldn't work up much con-
cern about whether | individually lived or died. In a way, it
didn't seemthat inportant to ne any nore, either. But only

in a way.
| stared down at ny desk, trying to get back from

cont enpl ati ng Arnmageddon to doing ny job. My eye fell on

the note Rose had conme in to give me. The message, | saw,
was from Legate Kawaguchi. It said, inits entirety, "The
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feather is froma specimen of PHAROVACHRUS

MOCINNO. " It was witten just like that; Rose had printed

the formal nane in block capitals so | couldn't possible

m sread it Undoubtedly she'd had Kawaguchi give it to her
|letter by letter so she wouldn't get it wong, too. Rose is a
gueen anpbng secretaries.

Only one trouble: | hadn't the slightest notion what a

Phar omachns noci nno was. | call ed Kawaguchi back, but |
didn't get him He'd gone into the field-something horrible
and gruesone had just broken. The centurion who took ny

call sounded so harassed that | didn't have the nerve to ask
hi m whet her he knew what |and of bird Kawaguchi had

neant

I went and checked our own reference library: not all
environnmental issues involve the Oher Side. W had books
about birds that dwell in the Barony of Angels.

f har omachrvs mac/bum wasn't one. Alittle information, but
not nmuch. | nade a nmental note to ask Kawaguchi about it
the next tine | talked with him then went back to work.

A good rule |'ve devel oped and don't follow enough is
when in doubt, make a list. Witing things down forces you
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to think about whafs inportant to you. It works so well, it's
al rost magic. The first witing, | suspect, really was magi c—
vaasfc against forgetting. It still serves that role if you give it

hal f a chance

So | wote. Wen | was done, the top of the Iist |ooked
I'i ke this:

® Checking around the Devonshire toxic spell dunp.
@ Bakhtiar's Precision Burins.

@ The Chumash Power s.

® I nporting | eprechauns.

® Chocol ate Weasel

Everything below ® | figured, could wait. Mst of the
bottom of the list was day-to-day stuff where it didn't really
matter whet her the day was today, tonorrow, or next Tues-

day. Some of the other itens, |ike what had caused Jesus
Cordero to be born apsychic, were inportant in and of

thensel ves, but were also linked to high-priority itens.

| also noticed | didn't really have five itens up at the top: |
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had two. Getting to Bakhtiar's Precision Burins and Choco-
| ate Weasel sprang fromtrying to get to the bottom of what
was goi ng on at the Devonshire dunp, and of course the
Chumash Powers study and the one on | eprechauns were

al most i ncestuously intertw ned.

Armed with ny list, | did go up front to see Bea. | wanted

to get her approval on it so | could cany on with a clear con-
sci ence and wi thout having to worry about unexpected
thunderbolts fromher. Rose waved ne through into her

sanctum for a wonder, Bea wasn't on the phone and she

didn't have anybody in there with her

"Good norning, David," she said. One eyebrow went up
"l hear you've been spending tinme with some hi gh-powered
conmpany. |'mvery inpressed."

I wasn't surprised Rose had told her, a secretary is sup-
posed to keep a division head informed about what people
are doing. And besides, even a queen of secretaries is enti-
tled to a little gossip.

But if Bea knew about Henry, | could take advantage of it

even though | wished I'd never net the Cl spook. | said,

"The Devonshire dunp case seens to be turning into a

national security affair. That's why |I've put it at the top of ny
to-do list." | shoved the parchnmentacross the desk at her

She | ooked at it, she | ooked at nme, she shook her head

slowy back and forth a couple of times. In that church-choir
voi ce of hers, she said, "David, why do | get the feeling the
mai n reason you're showing ne this list is to get ny approva
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in advance for what you intend to do anyway?"

Wth sone bosses, wi de-eyed i nnocence woul d have been

the best approach: Me? | can't wtagfne what you're tal king
about. Try that with Bea and she'd rap your knuckles with a

rul er, nmaybe netaphorically, maybe not. | said, "You're right.
But | really think these are the things that need doing. |I'D
handl e as nuch of the rest of the stuff as | can, but |'mnot
going to worry if | get behind on it while |I"'msettling the big
things." If I'd had to, I'd have told her about Charlie Kelly
then. That woul d have shown her | wasn't taking the speH

dunp case too seriously.

But she | ooked at ne again, nodded as slowy as she'd
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shaken her head before. "David, part of being a good nan-
ager is giving your people their heads and letting themrun
with their projects. I'"'mgoing to do that with you now But
anot her part of being a good manager is letting people know
you're not here to be taken advantage of."

"l understand," | said. And | did: if these cases turned out
to be inconsequential, or if they were inportant and

bot ched them she'd rack ne for it. That was firm but it was
fair. Bea is a good manager, even if | do hate staff neetings

"Al'l right, David," she said with a faint sigh. "Thank you."

Rose gave ne a curious |look as | energed fromBea's

office. I flashed a thumbs-up, then waggled it a little to show
I wasn't sure everything would fly on angels' wi ngs. She

made silent clapping nmotions to congratulate me. "On,

Davi d, what was mat bird the constabul ary | egate called you
about ?" she asked.

"As a matter of fact,. | still don't know nyself,"” | said. "I
went to the reference center to look it up, but | couldn't fend
it there. That neans it's not local, whatever it is. |I'Il call
Kawaguchi back this afternoon and find out 1'Il let you know

as soon as | do." One way to keep a secretary happy is not to
hol d out on her

I went back to ny office, dug through ny notes, found

t he phone nunber for Bakhtiar's Precision Burins, and
called. The way ny luck had been running, | figured a thun-
derbolt woul d probably snite the Confederal Building just
as | made the connecti on.

And | was close. The phone at the other end had just be-

gun to squawk when a little earthquake rattled the buil ding.

| sat there waiting, wondering the way you al ways do

whether the littie earthquake would turn into a big one. It
didn't; in a few seconds, die rattling stopped. Along with (I'm
sure) several mllion other people, | breathed a prayer of

t hanksgi vi ng.

The secretary for Bakhtiar's Precision Burins and | spent a
litde while going "Did you feel that?" and "I sure did" back and
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forth at each other before | confirmed ny appointnment and
hung up. Then | got back on the phone—this nmorning |'d used
it as much as Bea usual ly does—and cal |l ed Tony Sudal ds.
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"HeDo, Dave," he said. "I was wondering when |I'd hear
fromyou agai n. Thought naybe nmy file fell behind your
desk or sonething." He |laughed to show | wasn't supposed

to take him seriously.
I laughed too, to show | didn't "No such luck," | told him

"This is just to let you know that we wi B be doing a sorcerous
decont am nati on check of the area around your site as soon
as we can get the apparatus together."

°l appreciate the courtesy of the caB, I|nspector," he
answered sl oW y—+ wasn't Dave any nore. °l have to tel

you, though, we still deny any contami nation. You B need a
show cause order before you can start anything like that, and

we'll fight it."
"I know," | said. "When your legal staff asks you, tell them

the case is under the jurisdiction of Judge Ruhol | ah"—
spelled it for him*since he granted nme the original search
warrant." |f the EPA couldn't get a show cause order out of
Maxi mum Ruhol lah, | figured it was time for us to fold our

tents and head off into the desert.

"Judge Ruhol | ah," Sudakis repeated. TB pass it al ong.
"Bye." | didn't think he knew about RuhoBah. But the con-
sortium s | awers woul d.

I noved parchnents fromone pile to another on ny

desk, called Legate Kawaguchi again and found out he was
still at the crinme scene, then ate a rubberized hanburger at
the cafeteria. | washed it down with a cup of hot black mud,
slid down the parking lot, and headed up into St. Ferdinand's

Val | ey agai n.
Normally I wouldn't go up there ten tinmes a year. |'d been

doing it so often lately that | was starting to nenorize the
freeway exits. | got off at White OGak and flew north toward
Balditiar's Precision Burins. On the way, | passed a church
dedicated to St. Andrew. actually, to San Andreas, because it
was an Azt ecan nei ghborhood. A line of penitents was filing
in. | wondered why; St Andrew s feast day isn't unti

Novenber .
Then | renenbered the norning' s earthquake. No doubt

they were calling on the saint to keep nore and worse from
happeni ng. Their chants rang so |oud and sincere, they nmade
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me sure that if another earthquake did strike, it wouldn't be
San Andreas' fault

I flewinto die parking |ot behind Bakhtiafs Precision
Burins a couple of minutes early. The building that housed
the outfit was four times die size of Slow Jinn Fizz's fancy
establ i shnent on Venture Boul evard, and probably cost

about a fourth as nuch to rent It had the virtue of absolute
pl ai nness—ene nore industrial building in an industrial part
of town.

The receptioni st who greeted me was about a fourth as
decorative as the one at Slow Jinn Fizz, too. So it goes. But
she was friendly enough, or maybe nore than friendly

enough. "Ch, you're Inspector Fisher," she said when

showed her ny EPA sigB. "Did the earth nove for you, too?"

She gi ggl ed.

I didn't know what to nmake of that If |I'd been unat-

tached, | mght have been nore interested in finding out As

it was, | figured the best thing to do was let it alone, so | did.
| said, "Is M. Bakhtiar free to see me?"

"Just a minute, I'Il check." She picked up the handset of

t he phone. Bakhtiafs Precision Burins wasn't in the
hi gh-rent district but it used all the |atest sorceware. The
silencing spell on the phone was so good that | couldn't hear

a word the receptionist said till she hung up. "He says he can
give you forty-five mnutes at the nost. WII that be al
right?"

' Thanks. It should be fine, Mstress Mendoza," |
answer ed, reading the nane plate on her desk: CYNTH A
MENDQOZA.

"Call me Cyndi," she said. "Everybody does. Here, cone
on with me. | have to let you into the back of the shop
because of the security system™

I foll owed her back down die hall. Balditiar's doorway

wasn't hernetically sealed; as |'ve said, only really big firns
and governnents can afford diat nmuch security. But he did

have an al armed door: if anybody who wasn't audiorized

touched di e doorknob, it would yell bloody nurder.

Cyndi Mendoza took die knob in her hand and chanted
softly fromdi e Book of Proverbs:" 'She criedi at die gates, at
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the entrance of the city, at the com ng of the doors, and
then fromthe Song of Solonobn: " 1 rose up to open to ny
bel oved. | opened to ny beloved.'" The knob turned in her
hand. She waved ne through ahead ot her, then mnurnured

sonmething else to the door to propitiate it for having let ne
t hr ough.

"Do you know," she said as she led ne through the burin
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works to Bakhtiar's office, "the same charmthat persuades
the al arned door to open peaceably is al so used sonetines

as a seduction spell?"

"I's that a fact?" | said, though it didn't surprise nme: noth-
ing in the Judeo-Christian tradition blends sensuality and
mystic power |ike the Song of Sol onon.

She nodded. "It doesn't get tried as often as it used to,
t hough—t only works on virgins." This brought forth nore

gi ggl es.

She couldn't have nade it nore obvious she was inter-

ested in ne if she'd run up a flag. A nan always finds that
flattering, but | wasn't interested back. | said, "lIs that a fact?"
again. It's one of the few things you can safely say under any
circunstances, because it doesn't nmean a thing.

"Well, here we are," Cyndi said, stopping in front of a
door that had | SHAQ BAKHTI AR, MARGRAVE painted on it in
black letters edged with gilt She tapped on the door-which
mustn't have been alarmed, since it didn't scream—then
headed back toward her own desk. |'mafraid she gave ne a

dirty look as she went by.

| shaqg Bakhtiar opened his own door, waved for ne to

come in. He didn't look like a corporate margrave; he

| ooked—and dressed—i ke a working journeyman wi zard.

By stereotype, Persians cone in two varieties, short and

round or |long and angul ar. Ranzan Durani of Slow Jinn Fizz

had been of the first sort. Bakhtiar exenplified the second.
Everyt hi ng about himwas vertical lines: thin arns and | egs,
his big, not quite straight nose and die creases to either side
of it, the beard worn short on the cheeks and | ong on the

chin that nade his face seem even narrower than it was.

Li ke Ranzan Durani, he wore a white [ab robe. Unlike
Durani's, his didn't give the inpression of being sonething
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he put on to inpress visitors. It wasn't what you'd cal
shabby, but it had been washed a good nany tines and stil
bore faint stains that |ooked |like old blood and herbal juices.

When we cl asped hands, his engul fed mne—and |'m not
a small man, nor one with short fingers. But if he hadn't gone
into sorcery, he would have nade a master harpsi chordist;

those spidery fingers of his seened to reach hal fway up mny
arm

"I am pl eased to neet you. Inspector Fisher," he said with
a vani shing trace of Persian accent that did nore to lend his
English dignity than to turn it guttural. "Please take a seat"

' Thank you." | sat down in the chair to which he waved
me. It wasn't very confortable, but it was the sane as the
one behind his desk, so | couldn't conplain.
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"WIIl you take mnt tea?" he asked, pointing at a sanovar
that must have come froma junk shop. "Or perhaps, since
the day is warm you would rather have an iced sherbet?
Pl ease help yourself to sweetneats, also.”

Since he poured tea for hinself, | had sone, too. It was
excel lent; he m ght not have cared how t hi ngs | ooked, but
how they perfornmed mattered to him The sweetneats sent

up the anbrosial perfune of alnond paste. Their taste didn't
di sappoi nt, either.

He didn't linger over the courtesies, nor had | expected
himto, not when he'd bl ocked out only forty-five mnutes
for me. As soon as we'd both wi ped crunbs from our fingers,
he | eaned forward, showi ng he was ready to get down to
business. | took the hint and said, "I'mhere, M. Bakhtiar,
because you' re one of the mmjor dunpers of toxic spel
byproducts at the Devonshire site, and, as | said over the
phone, the dunp appears to be | eaking."

H s dark brows came down |ike thunderclouds. "And so

you think it is ny byproducts that are getting out. You think I
amthe polluter. Alah, Mihammad, and Hussein be my wt-
nesses, | deny this. Inspector Fisher."

"I don't know whether you're the polluter,” | said. "I do
know from your nanifests that enough sorcerous byproducts
cone fromthis business to make me have to |l ook into the
possibility."
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"Get the burin-maker—he is always the polluter."”

Bakhtiar scowl ed at ne, even nore blackly than before. 'In
superstitious Persia, | could understand this attitude though
I know how foolish it is. Here in the Confederation, where
reason is supposed to rule, ny heart breaks to hear it Taken
over aB, Inspector, Bakhtiar's Precision Burins reduces the
sorcerous pollution in Angels City; we do not increase it.
This | can denonstrate. "

"CGo on, sir." | thought | knew the argument he was going
to use, but | mght have been w ong.

I wasn't He said, "Consider, Inspector, if every w zard

had to manufacture his own sorcerous tools, as was true in
the ol den days: not just burins but al so swords, staves, rods,
| ancets, arctraves, needles, poniards, swords, and knives with
whi te and bl ack handl es. Because the sorcerers of the

barony woul d be less efficient and nore wi despread than we
are here, far nore magical contam nation would result from
their work. But that does not happen, because nost

t haumat ur ges purchase their instrunents fromne. They

cause no pollution because they are not doing the work. |

am and because of it, Bakhtiar's Precision Burins draws the
attention of regulators like yourself."
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I"ve heard that single-source argunent nany tinmes. It
generally has an element of truth to it: doing things in one
pl ace often is nore efficient and better for the environnent
than scattering themall over the |andscape. And Bakhti ar

was right when he said single-source providers do stand out
because they still pollute and the people who use their serv-
ices don't. But all that doesn't nean singl e-source providers
can't pollute nore than they shoul d.

| said as nuch. Bakhtiar got to his feet. "Come with me,
I nspector. You shall see for yourself."

He took ne out onto the production floor. It was as ef-
ficiently busy as nost other light industrial outfits |I've
seen. A worker wearing asalamandric gloves lifted a rack
of red-glow ng pieces of steel out of a fire, turned and
quenched themin a bath fromwhich strong-snelling

st eam r ose

That must have been the third heating for the burin
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bl anks," Bakhtiar said. "Now they steep in magpie's bl ood
and the juice of the herbforoile."

"Ergonomically efficient,” | said; the factory hand had

been able to transfer themfromthe flanmes to the bath wth-
out taking a step. As they soaked up the virtues of the bl ood
and the herb, he prayed over them and spoke words of

power. Anmpong the Nanmes | caught were those of the spirits
Lunech, Gadal, and Mtatron, all of whom are potent

i ndeed. | asked, "How do you decontani nate the quenching

bath after you've infused the Powers into it?"

"The usual way: with prayer and holy water," Bakhtiar

answered. "lInspector, | do not claimthese are one hundred
Ercent efficacious; | amaware there is a residue of power
t behind. This, after all, is why we di spose of our toxic spel

byproducts at the Devonshire facility, as nmandated by the

| aws of the barony, the province, and the Confederation. If

| eaks have occurred, surely that is the responsibility of the
dunp, not of Bakhtiar's Precision Burins. W have conplied
with the law in every particular."”

"If so, you don't have a problem" | answered. "My con-

cern is that someone has been di sposing of byproducts that
aren't listed on his manifest, things vicious enough to break
through the protection setup, even if in only mnuscule
amounts, and to sorcerously contaminate the surroundi ng

envi ronment . "

"This | understand," he said, nodding. "As manufacturers

of burins and other thaumaturgical tools, however, we oper-
ate with a limted range of mmgi c-engendering materials, as
you must know. Here, come with me. See if you find one

tiny thing in any way out of the ordinary for an establishnent
such as ours."

I came. He was right; | didn't find anything out of the
ordinary. The knives with the bl ack handl es were steeped in
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cat's blood and hem ock and fitted with handl es of rams
horn. Interesting that Bakhtiar, a Muslim conformed to
common Judeo- Christian usage there; |'mgiven to under-
stand the affinity goes back to the shqgfar, the ram s-hom
trunpet which comenorates the trunpets that toppled
Jericho's walls.
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Anot her technician was inscribing magical characters onto
hazehvood wands and cane staffs. The scribing instrunent
was a burin, presumably one of Bakhtiar's precision burins.
He al so inscribed the seals of the denpons Klippoth and Fri -
nmost onto wands and staffs, respectively. | could feel tihe

power in the air around him

The sorcerous and the nundane mingled in the produc-

tion of the silken cloths in which Bakhtiar's burins and other
instruments were wapped. The firmdid its own weavi ng

i n-house; three Persian wonen in black chadors and veils

wor ked cl acking | oons, turning silk thread into fine, shim
mering cloth. | wondered how long it would be before the

aut omat ed | oons of the Japanese nade that economically
impractical. They'd taken much of the flying carpet business
fromDetroit, and they were sidllful silkworkers. As far as
could see, the conbination nade it only a matter of tine.

Bakhtiar said. The red silk is for the burins, the black, fit-
tingly, for the knife with the black handle, and the green for
the other magical instrunents. For those others, the proper
color is less inportant, so long as it be neither black nor

br own. "
A calligrapher with a goose quill dipped in pigeon's blood

wote nystic characters on a finished silk cloth. Around him

a dozen other goose quills, animated by the law of simlarity,
wote identical characters on other cloths. | asked Bakhtiar,

"Why are you using automatic witing for this process and

not that of inscribing the wands and staffs?"

"As we have the opportunity, we shall, inshaUah, do the

latter as well," he answered. "But the silks are nerely protec-
tive vessels for the instrunments, while the instrunents
thenselves are filled with a thaumaturgi c power which as yet
overcones the autonmating spells. But we are working on it,

as | say. In fact, | read recently that a sorceware designer up
in Crystal Valley has had a breakthrough al ong those very

lines."
"Was he using virtuous reality, by any chance?" | asked.

"As a matter of fact, he was." Bakhtiar sounded surprised.
Up till then, his expression had said | was an unmitigated
nui sance. Now ny nui sance value was at |east nmitigated. He
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said, "You are better infornmed on matters sorcerous than I

shoul d have expected from a bureaucrat."
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"W don't spend all our times shuffling parchnents from

one pile to the next," | said. 'Too much of our tinme, yes, but
not all."
He stared at ne out of black, deep-set eyes. "I mght even

wi sh you spent nore time at your desk. Inspector, provided
that tinme was the period you have instead set aside for har-
assing legitimte businesses such as mne."

"I nvestigation is not harassment," | said, and stared

ri ght back. Persians of the |lean variety tend to | ook like
prophets about to call down divine wath on a sinfu

peopl e, which gave Bakhtiar what | thought of as an unfair
advantage in that |and of contest, but | held ny own. "And

we can't afford to take a spill fromthis dunp lightly. In aid
of which, may | see the decontami nation facility you
ment i oned?"

"I shall take you there,” he said. "I expected that would be
your next request."

Sensi bl y, Bakhtiar kept his decontami nators off the main
shop floor and in a chanber of their own. That both

m nimzed any corruption that mght interfere with their
wor k and made sure their procedures woul dn't weaken the
sorcery that went into the instrunents.

"Inspector Fisher, allow me to present Dagoberto Vel arde

and Kirk McCuDough, the decontani nation team for Bak-

htiar's Precision Burins," Bakhtiar said. "Bert, Kirk, this is
Davi d Fi sher of the EPA. They think we're responsible for a

| eak at the Devonshire dunp."”

I didn't bother denying that any nore; I'd seen | wasn't

goi ng to convince Bakhtiar and his crew. The decont am na-

tors glared at nme. Vel arde was short and copper - brown,
McCul | ough tall, gaunt, and red-haired, with the |ight of
religious certainty shining in his hard gray eyes. "Just carry
on, gentlemen," | said. "Pretend |I'mnot here."

By their expressions, they wished | wasn't. They made an
odd team one you wouldn't find everywhere, but they

wor ked snoothly together, as if they'd been doing it for
years. They probably had. One of the guys fromthe shop
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floor—o, | take it back, it was a woman in hard hat, overalls,
and boots-—wheeled in a vat on a doBy. She slid it off, nod-
ded to the decontam nators, and headed back out

Bert Vel arde broke open an anpul e of holy water, sprin-

kled it over the vat to neutralize as nuch of the goetic power
inthere as it could. Holy water is efficacious if applied by any
bel i ever, and, while you can't always tell by |ooking, | would

have bet two weeks' pay he was Catholic.
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But prayers by Catholic layfolk aren't as potent as those
frompriests. Velarde didn't pray. That was Kirk MCul -

| ough's job. He had a deep, inpressive voice and a thick
Cal edoni an burr. He hardly bothered | ooking at the Book of
Conmon Prayer he held in his big hands; he knew the words
by heart. That didn't mean he was just reciting by rote,

t hough—he put his heart into every word.

"Kirk is an elder of the Church of the Covenant,"
Bakhtiar told nme quietly. The diversity of Angels City has its

advant ages. "
"Til say," | agreed. |Ishaq Bakhtiar was one sharp operator.

The distinction between clergy and laity is nmuch less in Prot-
estant churches than in Catholicism the prayers of an el der,
who presumably was anong the elect, were as likely to' be
heard as a mnister's. And Bakhtiar could hire two |aynen for
| ess than he'd have had to pay one who was consecrat ed.

Like | said, a sharp operator

He was al so sharp enough to say, "And if you have any
doubt s what soever. I|nspector Fisher, as the whether the
decontam nators are fully enployed, cone back to my office
with me now and I will show you conplete records of their
activity since we noved into this building."

I had no doubts, but | went with himnonethel ess. He
runmaged through his files, plopped a handful down in

front of me. | |ooked through them They showed ne what
he'd said they would. This left me unsurprised: how often
will the head of a business voluntarily show docunents that
don't paint himin the best possible tight?

But if anything was wong at Bakhtiars Precision Burins,
you couldn't have proved it by ne. AH his procedures were
what they shoul d have been; his decontani nation team
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m ght have been unorthodox (in the nontheol ogi cal sense of
the word), but it was effective.

"Anyt hing eke. Inspector?" he asked when |'d worked ny
way through the |ast folder. Rather pointedly, he asked his
wat ch what tine it was.

The little horol ogi cal denon's answer showed |'d already

devoured fifty-five of his precious and irrepl aceabl e m nutes,
where 1'd prom sed to make do with a nere forty-five. |

guess | was supposed to wail and abase nysel f and swear

never to sin in that particular way again. Living in a large city,
t hough, has a way of coarsening you. Wen | said, Tmsorry

I took up so nuch of your tine," | put just enough bureau-

cratic indifference into nmy voice to let himknow | wasn't the

| east bit sorry.

He glared at ne again. This tine, | didn't bother glaring
back, which only irked himnmore. | got up. "I think I can find
nmy own way out."
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"No, you m s— He caught hinself. If he was really rude
to ne, who could guess how nmuch trouble I'd cause hinf
Per si ans under stand about revenge. He tried again: "No,
I nspector, you forget the door. It is active in both directions."

So, no matter how much he didn't care for ne, he had to
escort me out so | wouldn't alarmhis door (and in case

you're wondering, | hadn't forgotten). He gave ne sone
insincere parting pleasantries and let me wal k up the hall by
nmysel f.

Cyndi Mendoza hit me with a dazzling smile when | came

out to her desk (1'd forgotten about her—Bakhtiar could

have won the exchange if he'd called her back to his office to
bring me out, but that would have cost himan extra couple

of minutes of ny presence, and | suppose he was too effi-
cient to think of it). She said, "Do you renenber that

openi ng spel | ?"

VWi ch was, no doubt, intended to get around to asking if I

thought it would work on her. | forestalled that, though: I
said, 'Tmsorry, no—+ nake it a point never to renenber
anything." | wal ked out while she was still staring.

When | got back to the Confederal Building and went up
to ny office, I found on nmy desk a note fromRose in big red

232 Harry Turdedwe

letters: David, come up to Bea's office immedi ately. Wnder-
ing what sort of trouble I'd managed to get into while | was
gone, | went up to Bea's office

In the anteroom sat Rose—the real ruler of the domai n—

and a fussy-looking litde fellow with a big nose and a | oud
cravat. He was | ooking through one of Rose's stationery cata-

| ogues, which nmeant he was either madly neticul ous or

bored stiff: the latter, if a couple of litde faint spots on his
shirt neant anything.

"Hel |l o, Dave," Rose said to ne, and then, "Here he is,
M. Epstein.”

The litde man bounced to his feet. "You are David Fisher,
I nspector, Environnental Perfection Agency?" he asked,
running my name and job title together.

"Yes," | said. "Wio are you?"

"Samuel Epstein, subclerk of the courts. Angels City, Bar-
ony of Angels." Fromunder the stationery catal ogue he drew
out a piece of parchment so splendid with calligraphy (it's
nmostly done by automatic witing these days, as with the
quills inscribing synbols on the silk instrument covers at
Bakhtiar's, but it stffl |ooks mghty inpressive) and gaudy
with seals. "I hereby deliver unto your person this summons
to appear in the court at the day and hour indited hereon in
the matter of The Constabulary of Angels Gty vs.
Ctiauhtenoc Hermmandez." He presented it to me with such a
gorgeous flourish that | half expected to hear a ruffle of
drumns.
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I read the parchnent. It was what Epstein said it was. "I'Il|
be there," | told him "Sony to keep you waiting here so
|l ong. Couldn't you just have left this on ny desk?"

"Not in cases involving thaumaturgy in the conm ssion of

a first-degree felony," he answered. "In such cases, the chain
of transm ssion of sumonses nmust be as tightly controlled

as that concerning the transm ssion of evidence."

"Ckay," | said, shrugging; he undoubtedly knew t he

arcana of his own field, "But you nust spend an awful lot to
time just sitting and waiting. Wiy don't you bring al ong
sonething nore interesting to read than that?" | pointed at
t he cat al ogue
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But he recoiled with as nuch horror as if I'd offered him
a bacon cheeseburger. "Anticipating idleness would consti -
tute noral turpitude on ny part. Good day to you, sir." He
edged around ne and fl ed.

Rose and | | ooked at each other. She said, "If | spent a |ot
of working tinme waiting, 1'd bring sonething interesting,
too." That relieved ny mind; if Rose doesn't think sonething
i nvol ves noral turpitude, you can take it to the bank that it
doesn't.

Al the way hone, | thought about what had gone on at
Bakhtiai's. It was of a piece with everything el se connected
with the Devonshire dunp case: as far as | could tell on a
quick visit, everything there was on the up and up, and the
boss | oudly denied doi ng anything that coul d possibly nake
toxic spell byproducts get out of the contai nnent area and
into the environnment. Sonebody was |ying, but who? Not
knowi ng was devilishly frustrated

I was going to call Judy after | finished dinner, but she
called me first "Want to do sonething perverse?" she asked

I know a straight |ine when I'm handed one. "Sure,"
answered, "Do you want to fly up here, or shall | go down
there?" Besides, the very male part of nme panted, there was
al ways the outside chance that was what she had in m nd.

The snort she gave me said it wasn't—and al so said she'd

fed me the Iine on purpose. Maybe she wanted to see what

I"d do with it, or maybe she'd already guessed what |'d do
with it and wanted to see if she was right. She said, "I was
thi nking nore along the lines of a Monday ni ght date."

Thafs perverse, all right," | agreed. "Wy Mnday
ni ght ?"

"Because | read in the | ndependent Press-Scryer that a
new Num di an restaurant is opening up Monday ni ght about
six blocks fromhere. Feel |ike comng down and trying it
with nme?"

"Numi di an, eh?" Jews often go to Muslimstyle

restaurants, and the other way round, too; no need to worry
about pork on the nmenu or back in the kitchen. And Aside
fromthat, | like North African food. Couscous, salata nesh-
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wi ya—tuna salad with chili pepper, eggs, tomatoes, and
234 Harry Turtl edove

peppers, dressed with olive oil, |enon juice, and salt—
chi cken with prunes and honey, the |l anb soup called harira
souiria, with onions, paprika, and saffron . . . my stomach
runbl ed just thinking about it. "Sounds wonderful. Only

thing is, how crowded will it be?
"We can find out. O course, if you don't want to—

"1 said it sounded wonderful." | really had, too, so | got
points for that "What time do you want ne down there?"

"What tinme do you want to come?"

"Listen, Mstress Adier, this is your date, so you tell ne
what to do."

"Hmim " she said. 'Is that howit's supposed to work?

kay, |'Il play along—+s a quarter to eight all right?"

"Sure—by the time we get there, I'll be hungry enough to
do proper damage to the menu. And afterwards—al ways
assunming | don't fall asleep on your couch because |I'm so
ful | -=aybe we can do sonet hi ng perverse."

She snorted again.
VI

Monday shaped up as a very good day. Not only did I have
a date with Judy, but Maxi mum Ruhol | ah had cone through
with the show cause order that would | et ne—M chae
Manstein and ne, actually—go up and exam ne the area
around the Devonshire dunp to see what was | eaki ng and,
God willing, find out why. That happened Thursday. He
spent Friday quashing appeals fromthe Devonshire Land
Management Consortium

The order was still good when | got to the Confedera

bui | di ng Monday norning. Had one of the appeals

succeeded, the words woul d have faded right off the page.

They tell stories about officials who go out to conduct their
busi ness, open up their briefcases, and pull out a blank sheet
of parchrment Nobody dies of enbarrassment, but

235
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sonetinmes you wi sh you could. | rem nded nmyself to check

my docunent before | handed it to Tony Sudalds. If there
was anybody | didn't want |aughing his head off at ne, he was

t he guy.
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I net Mchael Manstein up on the seventh floor. He was

packing vials of this, jars of that, silk bags full of other things
and tied with el aborately knotted scarlet cords into his little

bl ack bag. | scratched ny head. "Wy not just take a good

spefl checker?" | asked.

He gl anced up from what he was doing. "I am operating

under the assunption that we will be searching around the

wal s for leaks, David," he said, as patiently as if | were a kid-
dygarden pupil. The contai nnent spells woul d degrade the
performance of the microinps in a spellchecker."

That had certainly happened when | used ny own
portable to run an unofficial scan of the dunmp: it hadn't

pi cked up anything but the contai nnment cantrips. |1'd figured
a nore sensitive nodel would overcone the interference,
but the reason | had M chael along, after all, was that he

knew nore of such things than | did. "You're the w zard,"
told him "Shall we go? Your carpet or mnine?"

We ended up taking his; he'd had a special option package
installed to insulate his syl phs fromthe potent nagics he
often flewwith. | didn't care to risk having my carpet break
down and strand me in the middl e of nowhere (for which, as
detractors of Angels City wiB tell you, St. Ferdinands Valley
is an excellent substitute). As we slid down to the lot, |

gri nned—o staff neeting for me today.

M chael Manstein flew exactly as you woul d expect:

exactly at the speed linmt, exactly where he ought to have
been, every change of height or direction signaled at exactly
the right time. Exact fits Mchael exactly, as you will have

gat her ed.

He parked his carpet in the same lot |1'd used when | first

came up to the Devonshire dunp. W got off and started

across toward the dunp. |I'd taken maybe three steps when

said, "Didn't you forget to activate your anti-theft geas? You
ought to go back and do it; this isn't a saintly neighborhood."

Hs thin, rather pallid face took on an expression |I'd never
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seen there before. If you can believe it, Mchael Mnstein
| ooked snmug. He said, "What's sorce for the geas is sorce for
t he gander.™

Sonmetimes magi cians are irritating people. Al right, so
M chael had better theft protection on his carpet than the

usual geas woven into the fibers while it's still on the | oom
Al right, so even if soneone succeeded in beating that pro-
tection, he'd still be able to tell where his rug had gone. But

was that excuse enough for maki ng bad puns about it?
didn't think so, especially not early in the norning.

The security guard sitting in his glass booth was a differ-
ent fellow fromthe one who'd been there the last tine |
went up to the dunmp, so he didn't recognize me. Two EPA
sigils and a show cause order prom nently displayed (yes, it
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still had witing on it) were plenty to get his attention,
t hough. He picked up his phone, called Tony Sudal ds, then
came back out to us and said, "He'll be here in a mnute."

Sudal ds took | onger than that, but not much. The guard

set the insulated footbridge over the barrier so Tony could
come out and talk with us. He gave ne a bonecrusher hand-

cl asp, made M chael w nce with another one, and said,

"Ckay, let's see the order.”

| gave it to him He read it carefully, handed it back to ne.
This says you're authorized to search 'the surround of the
af orenenti oned property.'" He nade a face. "Lawer talk.
Anyway, this doesn't say thing one about com ng inside."

Thafs right" | nodded. "We're trying to see what's | eak-
ing out, after all."

"Ckay," Sudalds said again. "I amdirected by our |ega

staff to provide no nore cooperation than what the order
demands. That neans that if you need to take a | eak, you've

got to do it across the street. You can't conme into the contain-
ment area for anything." He gave ne an apol ogetic shrug.
"I'"'msony, Dave, but thafs what ny orders are."

"Since we'll be sniffing around your wall, nmaybe I'Il just
stand up against it if | need to whizz," | told him He gave
me a funny | ook; bureaucrats aren't supposed to talk like

t hat .

M chael Manstein said, "I'mgoing to get to work now. "
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He opened up his little black bag and started taking things
out of it

Sudal ds wat ched him setting up. | watched Sudakis. After
a mnute or so, | said, "Walk around the coner with ne,
Tony. "

"Why? You gonna whizz on ny shoes?" But he wal ked
around the coner with ne.

As soon as we were out of sight of Mchael —and, nore to

the point, the security guard—+ gestured as if | were pulling
out an amul et. Tony Sudal ds m ght be a bruiser, but don't
ever think he's dunb. He went through his little pagan ritua
with the chunk of anmber he wore in place of a crucifix.

Wien he nodded to nme, | said, "Ckay, we can't go inside

the dunp. | understand your position. But | still want to ask
you about sonmething | saw, or thought | saw, when | was in
there before. 1'd have done it sooner, but | keep forgetting."

"What is it?" H's voice was absolutely neutral; | couldn't
tell whether he wanted to help, was angry at ne, curious, or
anything. He just set the words out in front of himas if
they'd been printed on parchnent.

| described as best | could the Nothing I'd seen in the
dunp, the way, just for an instant, the contai nnent wall
seened to recede to an infinite distance fromny eyes. "D d
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you ever notice anything like that?" | asked him "It
was—dnnervi ng. "

"Sounds that way," he agreed, and now he let life creep

back into his words. He shook his big fair head. "Nope, can't
say | ever did see anything of that sort." He quickly raised a
hand. "Don't get me wong, Dave— believe you. You spend

as much tine as | have inside that contai nnent area and

you'll see all lands of strange things. Like | said before, you
get all those toxic bits of not-quite-spent sorcery reacting
with each other and you will see funny things. You'd better
believe you will. But that particul ar one, no. Sony."

"Ckay, thanks anyhow." | didn't know whether to believe

himor not; as usual, he was hard to get a spell on. | won-
dered if it was because he worshi ped Perkunas. In a nostly
Judeo- Christian country (and the sane goes for Mislim

| ands, too), followers of other Powers often seemdifficult to
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fathom On the other hand, Tony probably woul d have been
tricky if he'd been a Catholic, too.

"Anyt hi ng el se—anything el se short—you want to tal k
about while the charms still on?" he asked.

I shook ny head. We went back around the coner to the
contai nment area entrance. The security guard | ooked nod-
erately entranced hinsel f, watching Mchael set up. Tony
Sudal ds didn't give Manstein even a gl ance; he positioned
the footbridge, notioned for the guard to pick it up again,
and marched in toward his office.

Maybe working in the toxic spell dunp for so | ong had

dull ed Tony's sense of wonder. Lots of strange things
undoubt edl y happened in there, nost of the sort you

woul dn't want to see outside a stout sorcerous barrier. But
for me—and evidently for the security guard, too—nothing
is nore interesting than watching a skilled thaumaturgica
craftsman at work. And M chael Manstein is one of the best

If you're looking nerely to detect the presence of nost
subst ances and Powers, you don't need fancy sorcery. Sup-
pose you want to find out if someone's spilled sugar under a
rug, for instance. Get out sone sugar of your own and apply
die law of simlarity. If you get a reaction in your contro
bow, it was sugar under the rug all along (ants everywhere
are a good due, too).

But if you' re trying to see whether the influence of, say,
Beel zebub is | eaking out of a toxic spell dunp, you don't go
about sumoni ng up Beel zebub to see if the |aw of sinilar-
ity applies—not if you're in your right mnd, you don't,
anyhow. Byproducts from spells that invoke Beel zebub are
contai ned within warded dunps for good reason: you don't
want them getting out into the environment And if you

sunmmon the Lord of the Flies outside the containnment area,
thafs just whafs going to happen

And so M chael Manstein attacked the problemindirectly.
| nention Beel zebub because that's Wose i nfluence he was
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checki ng for when Tony Sudal ds and | came back from our

sub rosa (or should I say sub sucino?) chat |Instead of even

t hi nki ng about invoking the denmon, he pulled out a jar full of
every thaumaturge's friend, the good old comon fruit fly.

240
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Because fruit flies are very sinple—and very stupid—

creatures, the/re exceptionally sensitive t6 mage.

Apprentices practice spells with them if you can't make your
charnms work on fruit flies, you're better off in another |ine of

wor k.
And when that nmagi ¢ has anything to do with Beel zebub,

of course, their sensitivity increases even nore. Just by
wat ching the way they flew fromthe jar, M chael could tel
whet her the denon's influence had | eaked out where it
didn't belong. It was as elegant and lowrisk a test as you

coul d i magi ne.
Since |'mnot a nmage nyself, to nme that just |ooked Iike

little brownish flies coming out of a bottle. When M chae
screwed the Iid back on, | figured I could safely interrupt
him so | asked, "Any sign of Beel zebub?"

"None apparent to ne," he answered. The Lord of the
Flies is renowned for his trickery, but I do not believe him
capabl e of evading the fruit-fly test; it draws them even nore

strongly than spoiled pluns."

"Good to hear," | said, "because | know there are spel
byproducts with his influence on theminside (he dunp."

"Yes, that is to a certain degree reassuring," M chae

agreed. "If a Power so corrosive as Beel zebub cannot break
free of die containnent area, that augurs weH for its chances
of holding in other, |ess aggressive, toxic spells."

"Who after Beel zebub?" | asked.

"I had thought Huitzilopochdi," he answered. "He is at

| east as dangerous as Beel zebub, and we have seen through
the case of that wetched curandero's nostrumthat he is ac-
ti ve—and seeking to becone nore active—+n the Angels

City area."
Again, he didn't try to invoke the Aztedan war god: after

all, we were doing everything we could to keep Huitzil opo-
chdi from mani festing hinmself around Angels City. I|nstead,
he performed another indirect test, this one using flayed
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human skin substitute. It |ooked |ike parchrment, but it nade
my flesh creep all the sane.

M chael chanted hi a clucking, gobbling |Ianguage. It
wasn't Poultry; it was Nahuad. Spainish is the dom nant

tongue in Aztecia today, but nany people still use Nahuad in
their day-to-day lives, and it's as nmuch die | anguage of die
nati ve Powers as Arabic is forjinni. | hadn't known M chae

knew it, but | wouldn't bet against Mchael's know ng any
particular tiling.

The chant ended. M chael |ooked down at die square of
flayed human skin substitute. It seemed just die same as it
had when he took it out of his bag. He grunted softly.
"What's the matter?" | asked.

"I woul d have expected to observe sonme reaction diere,"

he answered. "Huitzilopochdic contamnation is as |likely an
i nducer of apsychia as any | can diink of. But diere appears
to be no external seepage, at |east not as nmeasured by dlis
test."”

"What were you expecting to see?" | asked.

"The influence of Huitzil opochdi was brought into die
Devonshire toxic spell containment area by means of flayed
human skin substitute. Had diat influence spread beyond

the containnment area, die sheet of die substitute material |
have here woul d have denonstrated it by beginning to

bl eed. "

I gulped; | was sorry |I'd asked. "Wuld it be—+tea

bl cod?" | asked.

"I'n diaumaturgy, 'real' is a word alnost witiiout

meani ng," M chael said sniffily. "It would | ook, feel, snell,

and taste real. Wiedier it could be successfully renoved
fromdie flayed human skin substitute and inpplanted in die
vei ns of soneone who had suffered a loss frominjury or
vampirism... Trutii to tell, | do not know. It might be worth
determining. An interesting question. Yes."

He pulled a pencil out of die pocket of his |ab robe,

peered around for sonediing on which he could jot a note.

For one dreadful second, | feared he was going to scribble
on die piece of flayed human sidn substitute. | don't diink
my stomach coul d have stood diat. But at die last mnute he
fi shed out a parchment notebook instead, and did his jotting
on di at.

He spent die rest of die norning and the whol e afternoon
on tests of diat sort. To ny anazenent and distress, he cane
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up enpty every tine. No, | take that back: he did find one
| eak. After four in the afternoon, when both of us were fed
up and frustrated enough to try something silly, he tested for

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (189 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:10 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

stardust, and sure enough, the tip of the wand he was using
glowed for a mnute.

"Undoubt edl y deposited here, along with nore unsavory
items, by one of the Hollywood |ight-and-nmagic outfits in
search of a hit," M chael said.

"But even if stardust is leaking, it's not toxic," | said. "The
nmost it could possibly do woul d be to nmake sonebody popu-
| ar who doesn't deserve to be."

M chael Manstein | ooked at ne as if | were a school boy

who' d added two and two and conme up with three. Not five,

but definitely three+'d fallen short of what was expected of
me. Like a good school master, he set nme straight: "The prob-
lemis not stardust outside the containnent area, David. As
you say, that is trivial in and of itself. The problemis that
stardust could not possibly get out of the dunp if it were not
| eaki ng. We have, therefore, established that the | eak exists.
What we have not established is which serious contani nants
are enmerging fromit."

"Ch," | said, feeling dunb. Odds were awful |y good t hat

he was right. Still, though—"You tested for all the danger-
ous Powers whose influences are likely to be in the dunp,
and cane up with zip. Stardust is pretty elusive stuff; even
the |ight-and-magi c people don't know for sure where it'l|
stick. Maybe it did leak out by itself."

"I ndeed," M chael said. "And maybe you could find a

m neral able to create blasts to rival those of negasal aman-
ders, yet | would not |ose sleep fretting over the probability
of either event. | will take oath upon any scripture you care
to sel ect that sonet hi ng—and sonet hi ng mal evol ent, at

that —ereated the breach through which the stardust

energed. That is ny professional judgnent.”

You work with experts to get their professional judgnent.

If, having got it, you then choose to ignore it, you'd better
have a real good reason. | not only didn't have a real good
reason, | thought M chael was right. But if he was, what had
gone w ong?
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| said, "What bothers ne nost about detecting the star-

dust and nothing nore serious is that the dunp operators
will be able to claimthat the dust didn't really cone from
i nside, even though we know it was dunped there."

"The nei ghborhood will make it hard for themto substan-
tiate that." M chael waved to show what he neant | had to
nod. If ever a nei ghborhood remai ned conspi cuously

unt ouched by stardust, the one around the Devonshire

dunmp was it

"Why haven't we found any nastier influences | eaking,
then?" | asked.

The nobst obvious reason is a failure in our testing tech-

ni que," Mchael answered. "I nust confess, however, that at
this nonent | cannot tell you where the flawlies. Al ny
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procedures have in the past shown thenselves to be nore
than satisfactory."

I asked ny watch what time it was. Wien | found out it

was twenty to five, Isaid, "Let's knock off for the day and see
if we're nore brilliant in the nmorning." | wanted to get back
to ny own carpet so | could go down to ny place, pack an

overni ght case, and then head for Jud/s.

Most days, M chael Manstein's inpressive integrity

woul dn't have let himcontenplate taking off early, let alone
doing it. Wien he said, "Wiy not?" | confess | blinked. He
added, "W certainly aren't acconplishing anything here at
the nmonment with the possible exception of entertaining the
security guard." Maybe he was trying to justify leaving to
hinsel f, or maybe to ne. At that point | didn't need any jus-
tifying; all | wanted to do was head south.

M chael nust have tal ked hinself into it, because he

started sticking tools and substances back into his little black
bag. | stood there waiting, hoping he wouldn't get an attack

of conscience. He didn't. As soon as he was through, we

wal ked across the street to his carpet and headed for

Vst wood.

Traffic was its usual ghastly self. So many carpets on so
many flyways meant there was so rmuch lint and dander in

the air that the fanpbus Angels City sunshine turned pale and
washed-out; a | ot of people were rubbing their eyes as they
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flew. That poBution usually seens worse in St. Ferdinand's
Val l ey than other parts of town, too; they don't get the sea

breeze there to clear it out

What they're going to have to do one of these days is

design a flying carpet that isn't woven from wool. People

have been trying to do that for years; so far, they haven't
managed to come up with one the sylphs Iike. But if they

don't succeed before too long. Angels City isn't going to be a
pl ace anybody in his right mnd would want to |ive.

| breathed easier—+titerally and figurativel y—when we got
out of the Valley and back into Westwood. M chael pulled up
beside ny carpet in the parking lot. "Are you going to go
back up to your office and see what awaits you?" he asked.

"Nope," | said. "What's that New Testanment l[ine? 'Suffi-
cient unto the day is the evil thereof? Something like that,
anyhow. Tomorrow will have troubles of its own. |I'm not

really interested in finding out about themin advance."

"As you will," Mchael said. Since it was nearer six than
five, he didn't have any trouble finding a parking space—
nost peopl e who work at the Confederal Building had gone
hone. He headed on in anyhow, now that he was here, he'd
do sone nore work. Maybe he was feeling bad about his fal

fromprobity.

Me, | didn't feel bad at all. Hungry, yes, but not bad. |
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junped onto ny carpet and headed home. | got off at I npe-
rial instead of The Second, just in case nore earth
el ementak with my name on them were waiting for ne.

If they were, | evaded them+ got hone unscat hed.

stayed just |ong enough to use the plunbing and toss tonor-
row s outfit into an overni ght case. Then | was out the door,
down the stairs, back on ny carpet, and on ny way to Judy's.

Goi ng down St Janmes' Freeway into Long Beach in the

evening is a ganble. Wien it's bad, the carpets might as well
be sitting on your living roomfloor. | could have got there at
nine as easily as a little before eight But | was |ucky, and so
pulled up in front of Judy's place right on tine.

| used the talisman to let her building s Watcher know I
bel onged there, then went up the stairs two at atine to

her flat. | knocked on the door. Wen she didn't cone
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right away, | figured she was using the plunbing herself
or sonething, so | let myself in.

| took one step in the front roomand then stopped, star-
ing. For a second, | thought 1'd gone into the wong flat. It
took me a while to realize Judy's spare key woul dn't have | et
me into any place but hers.

But Judy, as befits a copy editor, is scrupulously neat The
flat had been trashed. Books were scattered all over the floor,
kni ckknacks strewn everywhere. Sone of them were broken

Eart hquake, | thought, and then, nore sensibly, burglars.

I ran into the bedroom calling Judy's nane as | went.

Nobody answered. On ne bed, lying exactly parallel to each
other, just the way Judy woul d have set themthere, were a
green sflk blouse and a pair of linen pants: the right |and of
outfit to wear to the opening of a nice new restaurant

The bedspread was white. | am you will have gathered,
famliar with Judy's bed and its bedcl othes. The red stain
next to die blouse was new. It wasn't a big stain, but seeing
even a little blood is plenty to make your own bl ood run col d.

"Judy?" My voice cane out as a frightened croak. No
answer again. | hadn't really expected one.

The bat hroom door was open. The air in there felt humd,
as if she'd taken a shower not |ong before. She wasn't in
there now, though, not anywhere—+ yanked back the curtain
to be sure.

Burglars faded fromny mnd. | w shed die word woul d
have stayed; stuff, after all, is only stuff. You can al ways get
more. But an uglier, more frightening word took its place:

ki dnappers.

I didn't want to dunk if let alone believe it. After what
had happened to ne on The Second, though, what choice
did | have? | ran back to die bedroom where die phone was.
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| snatched up di e handset.

Nodi i ng happened. The phone was dead. |chor dripped
fromdie litde cages diat held die ear and moudi inps. The
front nmesh on bodi cages Was pushed in. Woever had

snat ched Judy had taken die tine to inpplode die phone
before he left widi her.

I hurried out to die wal kway, went to die flat next door. |
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knocked, hard. "I need to use your phone to call the con-
stabulary,” | said |loudly. Someone was home; St. Elnp's fire
gl owed through the curtains and | could hear little noises

i nside. But nobody came to the door.

Cursing the faintheart to a warnmer climte than Angels
Cty's, | ran downstairs and pounded on the manager's door
He answered; opening the door was part of his job. He'd
seen nme going in and out often enough to recognize ne. As
soon as he got a good |ook at ny face, he said, "Wuafs the
matter, son?"

I didn't take ofiense; thafs how he tal ks. Besides, he's old
enough to have fought in die Second Sorcerous War (and he
has a bad |inmp, so maybe he did), so he's old enough and
then sonme to be ny father. | said, "May | use your phone,

pl ease? | think Judy's been ki dnapped." As with any nmagic,
saying the word made it real

"Judy? Judy Adier in 272?' He gaped at me, and men at the
door 1'd left open, | suppose to confirmthat that was the flat |
was tal ki ng about He stood aside. "You'd better cone in."

H's flat could have been furnished fromthe St Ferdi-

nand's Vall ey swap neet; the operative phrase was essence of
bad taste. Fromthe couch, his wife gave ne a fishy stare
That was the least of ny worries. But he took ne to the
phone and let nme use it, so his carp-eyed wife could stare al
she |iked.

Even through two phone inps, the Long Beach const abu-

| ary decurion sounded bored when he answered ny call

Ki dnappi ng, though, is a word to conjure with when you're
tal king to constabl es.

"Don't go back into the flat," he told me. "Stand out in
front of the building and wait for our units. It won't be | ong,
M., uh. Fisher."

| stood out in front of the building. It wasn't |ong. Two
bl ack-and-whites pulled up, red and blue lanterns fl ashing.
Ri ght behind them were a coupl e of pl ai nweave carpets that
carded pl ai ncl ot hes const abl es.

Everybody swept up to Judy's flat and started doi ng con-
stabul ary-type things: physical searches, spells, what have
you. One of the plai ndot hesnen grunted when he saw the
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i npl oded phone. "Looks |ike a professional job," he said.
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"We aren't likely to come up with anything nmuch."

They hadn't bothered asking nme for a statenment yet. |
said, "This isn't just an isolated case. | can guarantee you
that."

"Ch? How?" The plai ncl ot hesman sounded—skeptical is
the politest way | can put it.

As with the bored decurion at the phone desk, | had the
words to rock him | spoke them one by one: attenpted
murder, Thomas Brothers fire. Central Intelligence. "You'd
better get hold of Legate Shiro Kawaguchi, up in St. Ferdi-
nand's Valley," | added. "He can fill you in on the details."

"All right, sir, we'll do that," the plaindothesman sai d-he
was a tall black fellow named Johnson. "Jesus, what kind of
mess are we wal king into the mddl e of ?"

"A bad one," | said. "But you're not in the mddle of it;
you're just on the edge. |I'min the niddle—and so is ny
fiancee."

A fellow wearing forensics crystal baDs on his collar tabs
came up to Johnson and said, "1 ran a simlarity check

bet ween the bl ood on the bedspread and the razor | found

in a bathroomdrawer. They match, so that's probably Adiers
bl ood. "

I nobaned. That's a word you hear every so often, but you

hardly ever use it, let alone do it This was one of those

times. | felt as if |1'd been kicked in the belly. Judy, bleeding?
Judy, maybe dead?

I nust have said that out loud (though | don't renenber

doing it), because the forensics nman put a hand on my shoul -
der and said, "I don't think she's dead, sir. There's evidence
of some funny kind of fast-dissipating sleep spell in the flat.
My best guess is, she put up a fight, they slugged her, she
kept fighting, and they knocked her out so they could get her
away from here."

I liked him and believed him too. He didn't try sounding
i ke sonebody who knew everything there was to know, no
pseudo- | earned drivel about anal yses and reconstructions.
H s best guess was what he had, and that's what he gave ne.
I thought it seemed likely, too.
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The constabl es in uniform had been knocki ng on doors

through the block of flats. People opened doors for them—

even the | ouse who |ived next to Judy and had pretended

didn't exist. But there's a difference between getting doors to
open and | earning anythi ng once they have. The const abl es

came back to Judy's flat enpty-handed: nobody had seen
anyt hi ng, nobody had heard anyt hi ng.

"That's insane," | exploded. "They take an unconsci ous
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worman downstairs and out of a block of flats at a busy tine
of the evening and nobody noticed?"

"Must have been magic," Johnson said. "If they used it to
knock M stress Adier out, they probably used it to aid the
get away, too."

"Il check that," the forensics man said, and he bustl ed
out onto the wal kway.

"What do | do now?" | said, as much to nmyself as to any-

one else. Half of ne wanted to make like a |ight-and-magic
show nercenary and go out slaughtering all the bad guys.

The other half, unfortunately, rem nded me that not only did
I not know how to get ny hands on the bad guys, but that if |
went after themwhoever they were—al one, they'd di spose

of me instead of the other way round.

Johnson' s answer showed that, as suited a constable, he

had a thoroughly practical mind: "Wat you do now, M.

Fi sher, is cone down to the station with us so we can get a
sworn statenent fromyou."

I didn't know where the Long Beach constabul ary station

was; | had to foll ow one of the plainweave carpets back there.
It turned out to be alnost on the ocean, in a fancy new
bui |l di ng. Legate Kawaguchi woul d have killed for Johnson's

| arge, bright, efficient office. Cone to that, | wouldn't have
m nded having it nyself.

Li ke constabl es anywhere in the Barony of Angels, the
Long Beach crew had a regular library of scriptures on which
the people with whomthey dealt could swear truthful ness:

everything fromthe Analects to the Zendr Avesta. They
pull ed out a Torah for ne; | rested ny hand on the satin
cover while | repeated the oath Johnson gave ne.

Then he called up their scriptoriumspirit to take down
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my words. | repeated everything I'd said in Jud/s flat, and
added detail to go with it. After a while, | paused and said,
"What time is it, anyhow?"

Johnson asked his watch. It said, "Nine forty-one."
"Could you get nme a sandwi ch or sonething?" | asked. "I
came down here for a dinner date with Judy, and | haven't
eaten since lunch. W were going to try that new Numi di an

pl ace—

"Ch, Bocchus and Bacchus?" Johnson said. "Yeah, |'ve

seen it advertised. | wouldn't nmind trying it nyself. Hang on
a mnute, M. Fisher; 1'lIl find out what |I can round up for
you."

I nstead of couscous and lanb, | had a greasy burger,

greasier fries, and coffee | drank only because it would have
been an environnental hazard if |'d poured it down the
commode. Then | finished giving ny statenent, and then

said, "What do | do now?" This tinme | was asking the plain-
dot hesman.
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"By to live as normally as you can," he said. |1'd heard that
advi ce before; | was sick of it How are you supposed to |ive
nonnaDy when people are trying to 1dB you and they've
abducted the person who matters nost to you in the worl d?
Johnson nust have understood that He raised a light-

pal med hand and went on, "I knowit's a taH order. What

we're going to have to do nowis wait for contact- wait for
either your fiancee or the people holding her to get in touch
with you. Whatever their demands are, say you'll comply and
then l et us know i medi ately."

"But what if they—=2?" | couldn't say it—absit omen and aD
t hat -but he knew what | neant

"M . Fisher, the only consolation | can give you is that if
they'd intended to conmit homicide, they could have done
it They must have some reason for wanting M stress Adier

alive."
Thanks," | said fromthe bottomof ny heart. It nade
sense. Now all | had to do was pray the kidnappers were sen-

sible people. But if they were sensible people, would they
have been ki dnappers?

Johnson cane around his desk, set a big hand on ny
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shoul der. "You just go on home now, M. Fisher. Try and get
sone rest Do you want one of our black-and-whites to fly up
with you, make sure you're not walking into a trap yoursel f?"

After a couple of seconds, | shook nmy head. He | ooked

relieved, as if he'd regretted the offer as soon as he nmade it |
suspected the Long Beach constabl es were stretched as thin

as any other force. Ifs an ugly world out there. 1'd just had

my nose rubbed in how ugly it can be.

He wal ked out to ny carpet with me. "We'll be in touch,

sir. And we'll also get in touch with that Legate Kawaguchi of
yours, and with Central Intelligence, and with the CBI, too,
because ifs a kidnapping... Wuafs funny, sir?"

"I can get in touch with die CBI," | said. "I work two
floors under their Angels City office." | wondered if Saul
Kl ein woul d get involved in the case. Nice to have one

| andsman around, anyhow. He'd certainly be nore confort-
able to work with than the Cl spook; Henry Legi on was

unner vi ng.

Johnson patted ne on the shoul der again, sent nme on ny

way. | remenber very little about flying back to
Hawt hor ne—too0 nuch else on ny mnd, too little of it

good. | propitiated the Watcher for ny block of flats, glided
into the garage, got off ny carpet, and headed for die

stairway. Once | was inside the building, | didn't worry about
how late it was, or how dark. Stupid, | know, especially after
what had happened to Judy. | suppose you've never done
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anyt hing stupid, eh?

A vanpire stood grinning at the bottom of the stairs.

Modem nedi ci ne can do a | ot for vanpires: periodic

bl ood inpplants to stifle dieir hunting urge, heliotrope badis
to |l et diemgo abroad between dawn and dusk (never on

Sunday; di e correspondence between real and synbolic sun

is too strong dien), sun-spectacles to keep diem from being

bl i nded when diey do fare forth by day. Those who choose
to—and, | admt, diose who can afford to—take advant age

of such techniques can lead |largely normal |ives.

Not all do. Sonme woul d sooner follow dieir instincts and

prow . | hadn't heard of vanpires in Hawdi one, but | wasn't
shocked to encounter one. For one tiling, | dunk | was
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beyond shock; for another, as |'ve said, dlis is a pretty rough
litde town.

Just for an instant, | wondered if he was connected with

the bastards who'd taken Judy. | had ny doubts. Vanpires, if

I can nmix a netaphor, are usually |lone wolves. Odds are, this
one was just trying to keep hinself fed. Random street

crime, however, is just as dangerous to its victimas one diat
targets himin particular.

The vanpire's eyes glittered. | knew diat if | |ooked into
diemfor very long I'd be fascinated, and dien die bl ood-
sucker could do whatever it wanted widi nme. | reached
under ny shirt, pulled out something on a chain round ny
neck.

The vanpire nust have drought it was going to be a

crucifix. Its fanged nmoudi opened in a scornful |augh. A lot of
vanpires, especially die ones diat survive for very long in
Christian countries, are of Bal kan Miuslim bl ood, and so

imune to die sign of die cross.

But | didn't pull out a cross. Wiat | wore instead was a
mystic Jewi sh anul et, a seven-by-seven acrostic prepared by
di e sane Mage Abranelin Wrks diat made ny blasting rod.

| yanked it off over nmy head and direw die kaballistic mssile
at die vanpire

He had quick refl exes—he caught it before it hit himin
die face. But diat didn't do himany good. H's cry of pain
turned to an angui shed how . The Hebrew term for vam
pires is kepiloth—enpty ones"—and it's a good description
Because die/ve |lost so nuch humanity, die/re extrenely

vul nerabl e to magi cal counterneasures. \Wen die acrostic
based on die Hebrew word for "dog" hit dlis one, he had no
choi ce but to transform

"Get out of here, you son of a bitch!" | yelled, and drew
back my foot to give hima good |ack. He fled, yelping, tai
bet ween his | egs.

| picked up die amulet, hung it back around ny neck, and
trudged upstairs to ny flat. Only later, when | was |ying
down and trying to sleep, did it occur to ne diat if | hadn't
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been enotionally drained fromwhat had happened to Judy,
die vanpire m ght have nade ne panic and drained ne in
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the literal sense before | thought of the amulet As it was, |
just took himin stride and did the right thing w thout even

t hi nki ng about it
Every so often, lying there, 1'd ask my watch what time it
was. The | ast answer | remenber getting was 2:48.

Going to work on three hours' sleep is one of those night-
mar es everybody has once or twice. Alot of the tine, a new
baby in die house is the reason. Not for ne. Thinking about
a baby made nme think about Judy. We'd had so many

plans—I didn't want to think about throwi ng diemall away.

A cup of coffee with breakfast Another cup of cafeteria
mud the minute | got in, and another one right after that

One nore half an hour later. | felt nmyself wind tighter and
tighter. By God, |1'd get through the day. |If tonight ever
came, |'d probably be too buzzed to sleep then. One things

at a time, though. Get through the day first

That meant nore phone calls. | didn't feel the least bit
guflty about using ny office; ny personal affairs and those of
the toxic spell dunp case had becone inextricably inter-
twined. First | called Saul Klein upstairs.

"Saul, this is David Fisher down in the EPA again," |
said. "I want—o, | don't want to, but | have to—report a

ki dnappi ng. "

This is die report diat we received fromdi e Long Beach
const abul ary | ast night?" he asked. Wien | said yes, he went
on, "lIs dus connected wi di die mnisngers case you were

telling nme about a little while ago?"

I'"d forgotten die mnisingers. | discovered diat, along wid
tired and worried, | could be enbarrassed, too. "No, it
doesn't have anything to do widi dial If you' ve received diat
Long Beach report, Saul, does diat nmean you' u be on die

case?"

Til be involved, yes," he answered. "Is it convenient for

you diat | cone down and di scuss matters now? You're on
di e sevendi floor, is diat right?"

"Yes, and sure, conme on down. Can you stop at die cafete-
ria and bring a couple of cups of coffee? |I'B pay for diem"”

He came; we drank coffee; he asked all die sane
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guestions Johnson had die night before. Nunbly, | gave die
same answers. He scribbled notes. Wien | was done, he said,
"We'll do eveiydiing we can for you, David, and for M stress
Adier. | promise you diat" | noticed he didn't prom se they'd
get her back alive and unhurt; he nust have known belter

dian to make promi ses he nmight not be able to keep

When he left, | called Henry Legion. The spook said, "I

shall be diere direcdy." He was, too, faster crosscountry dian
Saul Klein had been fromtwo floors up. O course. Henry
Legi on hadn't had to stop for coffee.

I told ny story for the diird time. Repetition nade it fee
almost as if it had happened to soneone el se—al nost but

not quite. The Cl spook said, "This is disturbing. Events are
nmoving faster than crystal-ball projections had indicated. My
opinion is diat your scanning around the toxic spell dunp

may wel | have been die precipitating factor."

"But except for a litde stardust, we didn't find anydiing," |
said, neariy wailing, as if | were | kid who got caught and
wal | oped for peeking in a bedroom wi ndow witiiout even

seei ng anydiing interesting.

"You may know di af" die spook said. "I would doubt die
perpetrators do." Then he di sappeared on ne. | hate diat. It
al ways gives himdie |ast word

Two down. My next call was to Legate Kawaguchi .

wondered if he'd still be off on his odier case, but no, | got
him 'This is in relation to die kidnapping of Mstress Adier
whom | net at die Thonas Brodiers fire?" he asked when

he heard it was ne, so the Long Beach constabl es nust have
already talked widi him

That's what dlis is inrelation to, all right," | said heavily.
"I can't imagine any odier reason for kidnapping Judy, espe-
cially when whoever did it also tried to kill ne a few days
ago."

"l can imagne odi er reasons," Kawaguchi said. Before

could start screanming at him he went on, "I admt however,
di at your scenario appears to be of die highest probability. As
you wi Il have surm sed"—and as | had surm sed—I| have

di scussed dlis matter widi die Long Beach force. | would,
however, also be grateful for your firsdiand account™
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| gave it to him One nore repetition, |I thought one nore
nmovement out of the realmof reality and into that of
discourse. In a way, it was a sort of anti-nagic. Mgic uses
words to realize what had only been inagined. | was using
themto turn tragedy and horror into nenory, which is ever

so much easier to handl e.
When | was through, Kawaguchi said, "Did you learn
fromthe forensics nan what sort of sleep spell he detected

at your fiancee's flat?"
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"You know, | didn't," | answered. "Hi e plaindothesnan—
Johnson—and | went down to the Long Beach station so

could nake ny sworn statenent there, and the forensics fel -
low didn't stick his head into Johnson's office while | was

giving it."

"I shaD inquire," Kawaguchi said. H s words were spaced
alittle too far apart, as if he was witing and tal king at the
same tine.

| said, "I wanted to check with you, too. Legate, to see if

you have any new answers that would help dear up who did
this to Judy." Woever it was had al so undoubt edly arranged
to have the earth el enental dropped on ny flying carpet. At
the nmonent, that seened utterly uninportant to ne.

"New answers, no," he said. "l have some new questi ons,
however: there has been vandalismrelating to the Garuda
Bird project at the Lold plant in Burbank, vandalism behind

a hernetic seal ."
"Thatis supposed to be inpossible," | said, now speaking
slowy myself—+ was scrawling a note to call Mtt Arnol d.

"Many things once supposed i npossible have cone true,"”
Kawaguchi said. 'Take virtuous reality, for exanple."

"Thank you," | exdai med. "That remi nds me of some-
thing else | wanted to ask you: what's the nore usual nane

f or Pharwnachrus nooi nno?
Kawaguchi actually | aughed; | hadn't been sure he coul d.

"My apol ogi es. Inspector; | should not have read the nane
to your secretary straight off the | aboratory report. The com
mon name for the bird in question is the quetzal."

"Quetzal ?" | slamed into that head on, as if my carpet
had run into a building. "Are you sure?
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"Confirmed by an ornithol ogi st and an Etruscan orni -
t homancer, " Kawaguchi sai d.

"You're sure," | admtted. "But that's crazy. M chael Man-
stein—he runs the sorcery |lab here—and | went around the
Devonshire dunp yesterday, and we found no trace of

Azt edan sorcery |eaking. He even tested with flayed human
skin substitute for Huitzhopochtiism"

"I have told you what | know," Kawaguchi said. The pos-
sibility remains that the feather was sonehow altered in its
translation fromvirtuous reality into our own nerely mun-
dane space and time; as | noted at the time, if would not be
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accepted as evidence in a court of |law. Another alternative is
that the feather is indeed derived froma quetzal, but was
deliberately placed within range of the scriptoriumspirit
Erasmus' sensorium for the purpose of msleading us."

"Yeah," | said. "Or it mght be real —whatever that neans
in connection with something out of virtuous reality."

"Exactly so," Kawaguchi said. "Ockhanis Razor argues for
that interpretation, although the others cannot be ignored."

| shave ny data with Ockham s Razor, too; it's the nost
practical tool to use in preparing baseline data for projec-
tions and such. But, |ike any other razor, it will cut you if
you're not careful with it

"Thanks for the information, Legate Kawaguchi," | said.
"Whul d you do ne one nore favor, please. Wuld you call a
spook named Henry Legion at Central Intelligence back in

D. SfcC. "— gave himthe nunber—and tell him what

you've just told me? Ifs sonething he needs to know, believe
me. Use my name; it'll help you get through to him"

"I shall do as you suggest," Kawaguchi answered sl owy.
"The inplications, however, are—troubling."

"I know." When |'d first heard Charlie Kelly reluctantly
admt the possibility of the Third Sorcerous War, it chilled
me for days. Now, as far as | was concerned, it was old news.
Judy bul ked ever so nmuch larger in nmy thoughts. | couldn't
worry about the whole worid going up in snoke; that's too
much for any nmere man to take in. But when sone

dammed—+ hope—bastard ki dnaps the woman you | ove, you
understand that real well.
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Kawaguchi and | said our goodbyes. He prom sed again

that he would call Henry Legion. Me, | called Lold, and
eventual ly got connected to Matt Arnold. "I just got off the
phone with Legate Kawaguchi of the ACCD," | told him

"He said you had a break-in and sone vandal i smon the

Garuda Bird project.”

"That's right," he answered. "One of our people was criti-
cally injured, too."

"Kawaguchi didn't say anything about that," | said. "Wat
happened?"

"He was bitten by a snake." Even over the phone, | could

hear Arnold's voice turn grim "Sone dever sorcerer found a
way to beat a hernmetic seal. Did the constable tell you about

t hat ?"

"He nmentioned that it had been done, but not how, " |
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answered. "You sound like you know. "

1 do, yes," Arnold said. "There'll be some sl eepless nights
up in Crystal Valley until they can bring their sorceware up

to date."
"You don't need a crystal ball to predict that," | agreed.

"How was it done? Everyone's always clained hernetic seals

are proof against just about anything." | heard the silence
that meant he didn't want to tell ne. Quickly, | added,
"Remenber, | have a professional interest in this. Any magic

that can beat such a powerful seal has to have serious

consequences for the environnent." ,

"Al'l right," he said grudgingly. "I guess | can see that. But
don't go spreading the word to all and sundry, you under-
st and?"

"I"'mnot a reporter or a newsman for the ethenet," |
replied with dignity.
"Ckay," he said. "Wiat happened was, the bastards used

one of Hermes' own attributes to break the seals he was sup-
posed to oversee. It was a very clever application of the |aw
of simlarity, I'll say; | w sh whoever came up with it would
have put as much energy into sonething legitimte."

"Go on," | said.

"The snakebite has sonmething to do with it"

He paused again. | realized | was supposed to figure out
CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUwmP 257

why. Sone other norning, | night have enjoyed playing
intellectual ganes. That particular day, | just didn't have it.
"I'"'msony; | nmust be dense," | said—ny troubles weren't

any of his business. "Can you explain it for me?"

A sniff conveyed across the ether by two phone inps
carries an inpressive weight of scorn. Matt Arnold said,
" Thi nk about the kerykeion Hernes carries."

The what ?"

He made another inpatient noise. As far as | was

concerned, lucky for himhe was at the far end of a phone
connection. The EPA doesn't have the noney—er the

secrets—+to get hernetic seals, so | had no reason to be famliar
with the mnutiae of Hernes' cult Maybe he realized that, or
maybe he just wanted to get ne off the phone so he could go
back to whatever he'd been doing before | called. He said,

"The Latin termfor the kerykei on—ot really proper, you

know, for tal king about a Greek Power—s the caducous."

That | did understand. "The staff with the ..." M voice
trailed away. "Shakes," | said in an altogether different tone
of voice. "No wonder you said the bite had sonething to do
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withit."

That's right," he said, as if there m ght be some hope for

me after all. They used the affinity of all snakes to the ones
of the caduceus to weaken the seal and let themget into our
secure areas."

"Sneaky." | added, "I hope you told Legate Kawaguchi

about that. If one set of bad guys figures out a stunt, every-
body will be using it two weeks later." Then sonething el se
occurred to me. "How did your vandals get to the herneti-
cally seal ed areas, anyhow? You had sonme tough-I ooking

guards out front when | was there."

They got lulled to sleep."” Arnold sounded as if he didn't
like to adnit that "Sonme | and of spell or other—
Kawaguchi's forensics people haven't got back to ne with the
data."

Excitement ran through ne: it sounded a lot |ike the way
Judy' s ki dnappers had operated. | wote that down so

woul dn't forget it, and pronised myself 1'd call Pl ainclothes-
man Johnson as soon as | was off the phone with Arnol d.

258
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VWhile | still had himon the ether, though, | asked, "What

| and of snake bit your man?"

"It was a fer-de-lance," Arnold answered. "Nasty thing—

the venom makes you bleed internally as if you had a

vanpi re gnawi ng you fromthe inside out Lucky it's a rel a-

tive of our local rattlesnakes; the antivenin spells for the one
were efficaci ous enough—we hope—agai nst the other. Like

I told you, Jerrys still on the critical list, but they think he'l

puU t hrough. "
"I'mglad to hear it," | said. "But why a fer-de-lance in the
first place? Wiy not use our rattlers?"

"For one thing, it's nore poisonous, if that's what the bas-
tards were after. And for another, if the sorcerers were
Azt ecians, they'd be nore famliar with their native serpents

t han ours."

"And if they weren't, they could throw suspicion on

Azteca by planting snakes native to that realm" | was think-
i ng about the quetzal feather. 'H now, |'d suspected the
Persi ans nore than anyone else. | wondered if |'d have to
change nmy mind. | also renenbered Persians' deviousness;

if they could hide their schemes by inplicating someone
else, they'd do it. And | remenbered | still hadn't visited

Chocol at e Weasel
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Matt Arnold said, "Forensics ought to |let us know before
too long."
"I hope so," | said. "Thanks for your tinme."

"I've already wasted so much on this mserabl e business, a
little nore doesn't matter now." Wth that encouragi ng word,

Arnol d hung up on ne.

| called Johnson. Wen he answered, ny ear inp yelled
into nmy ear, so | suppose he was yelling at his nmouth inp:

"Did the kidnappers call you? O your fiancee?"

"I"'msorry, no." How sorry | was! | explained what 1'd
heard from Matt Arnold, then asked, "Has your forensics
man been able to identify the sleep spell that was cast in

Judy's flat?"

"Hold on," he said. "That's in ny notes—+ sawit. Let me
| ook."™ The inps reproduced the noise of shuffling parch-
ments. Then | heard Johnson say, "Yeah, here it is," nore as
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if to hinmself than to me. After a few nore seconds, he nust
have put the handset up to his nouth again, because his

voi ce cane back loud and clear: Tve got it, M. Fisher.
Forensics says it's an Aztecian spell, sumoning the Power
naned the One Called N ght, the one from (he N ne

Beyonds, to cast sleep on the victim There's a note here that
it's not generally used with good intent. I'msony to have to
tell you that, sir."

"Not half as sony as | amto hear it," | answered. But |
wasn't surprised, or not nuch. Either Aztecians really were
behind this or sonebody was putting on one hell of a bluff—
and | nean that literally. The higher the evidence nounted,
the nore | doubted it was a bluff.

Fromits own point of view, after all, Aztecia has owed the
Confederation a big one for a long tinme. Angels City used to
be Aztecian territory, after all. So did St. Francis, up north.
So did the Arid Zone and New Aztecia further east, and

Snowl and, and Denver and all the rest of Ruddy. Wth them

Azt eda woul d be a great nation. Wthout them the Confed-
eration woul dn't be.

And that's just in the sphere of nortal politics. | thought
about what Henry Legi on had said about the shift in the bal-
ance of Powers. It was already plain that Huitzil opochti
want ed his own back. And if that green feather nmeant what it
seened to, so did Quetzalcoati. The two Powers had been
rivals before the Spainish came. If they' d conposed their
differences ... if that was so, then Heaven hel p the Confed-
eration. Heaven had better hel p, anyhow
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| called Legate Kawaguchi back. Wen | got him | asked,
"What kind of sleep spell knocked out the guards at the Lold
pl ant in Burbank?"

"That's in ny notes,"” he answered, just as Johnson had.

He was quicker to find the answer than the Long Beach con-
stabl e had been. "Here we are. The report indicates that it
was an Aztecian spell, one invoking the Power variously
called the Page and the Crackler, sending the spirits of the
victims to the N ne Beyonds."

The Nine Beyonds!" | said. "lIs this Power also known as
the One Called N ght?"
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"I don't see that nanme here. Let ne check with forensics
and call you back." He did, too, inside of five m nutes.
"I nspector Fisher? The answer to your question is yes.
Forensi cs wants to know how you knew, this Power is not

commonly invoked in Angels City."

"1 just got off the phone with Long Beach. The One
Called Night is the Power that put Judy to sleep."

Kawaguchi was nobody's fool. "I shall consult inmrediately
wi t h Pl ai ncl ot hesman Johnson," he declared. "This |ink nust

be explored to the fullest extent possible.”

More goodbyes. After they were through, | sat staring at
t he phone, wondering whether to call Henry Legi on again or
gi ve Tony Sudal ds a piece of ny nind. Before | could do
either, Rose stuck her head into ny office and said, "Bea
would Iike to see you and M chael up front, please. You
weren't there for staff neeting yesterday, so she wants to

catch up on what you've been doing."

"No," | said. It cane out utterly flat, as if—ridicul ous no-
ti on—sonebody built a mechanical that could talk.

Rose stared. She knows |I'mnot fond of staff neetings,
but when the boss says cone unto this one, he coneth; and
when she says go unto that one, he goeth, at least if he
knowet h what's good for him "But, David— Rose began,

trying to bring ne to nmy senses.
"No," | said again. "Can't. Too busy. | was just going out

into the field when you cane in." It wasn't true, but | could
make it so. | got up frommny desk, started for the door. If
Rose hadn't got out of the way in a hurry, |I'd have wal ked

right through her.
"David, are you all right?" she called after nme as | trudged
down the hall.

"No," | answered. Being very tired is kind of |ike being
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drunk; it nakes you say die first thing that pops into your
head. You often regret it later. | wondered if 1'd still have a
job to come back to even as | was sliding down to the parking

| ot
It's a good thing I'd come to know St. Ferdi nand's Vall ey

wel | over the past few weeks: | could fly up to the Devon-
shire dunp without having to think about where | was going.
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I wasn't real good at thinking, not then. Wen |I'd told Rose
was about to go out and do field work, | hadn't had the
slightest idea where I'd go and do it. Gilling Tony Sudal ds
face to face instead of over the phone was the closest thing to
a good idea |I'd had.

This time, the security guard didn't need to see nmy EEA
sigd before he got on the phone with Sudalds. A mnute

| ater, he set up the footbridge and I went into the contain-
ment area. As | wal ked up the warded path toward Sudaki s'
fortress of an office, | |ooked for the patch of Nothing I'd
seen a couple of times before. Rather to ny relief, | didn't
notice it, not then

Sudal ds opened di e outer door hinself. He probably

started to say sonething pleasant and neani ngl ess, but one
| ook at my face made himchange his nind. "You all right,
Dave?" he asked.

I gave himdie same answer |'d given Rose: "No." To him

though, | anplified it "I was supposed to go out to dinner
with ny fiancee |ast night after | got back from exam ning
this place. | didn't get to do dial Wien | went down to her

flat, 1 found she'd been ki dnapped."

"That's terrible," he exclainmed, a cooment | could hardly
di sagree widi. He started to take ne inside, dien stopped in
his tracks. Say what you |ike about Antanas Sudakis, he's
pl enty sharp. He | ooked back at me. "Wait a minute," he said
slowy. "You dunk diere's some | and of connection between

us and that, don't you? Listen, Dave, |I'mhere to tell you
t hat —=

I overrode him "You bet your sweet ass | dunk diere's a
connection. Tony. |'ve drought diere was a connection ever
since die Thomas Brotiiers nonastery burned down. | really
di ought there was a connection when a couple of louts tried
to kill nme after | got off die freeway one afternoon—=

"When what ?" Now he interrupted ne.

I realized | hadn't told himabout diat, so | did. Then
went on, "And now, die day after die EPA wizard and | scan
dlis place, Judy gets snatched. What am | supposed to dunk,
Tony? What woul d you thi nk?"

"I don't know," he said, hardly |ouder dian a whisper.
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He was shaken—+ could see that. H s left hand reached

for the little anmber amulet he wore under his shirt. He nmade
it go dowmn by what | ooked like a deliberate effort of will. |
deci ded to shake himup sone nore; "And just so you know,
Tony, you do have a |l eak in your containnent setup. M chae
Manstein and | found Hol | ywood stardust all around your

wal | s."

"Stardust is harmess," he said, rallying as ganely as he
coul d.

"Yeah, but if stardust is |eaking, what else is getting out
with it?" Mchael had had to nake that obvious point for nme;
now | took malicious pleasure in hitting Sudal ds over (he
head with it

He was tough. 1'd known that already. "You didn't find

anything el se, did you?" he denanded.

"No, but we will. Us only a matter of tine and thauna-

turgy, and you know it as well as | do." | took a deep breath,
tried to cal mdown. "Anyway, that isn't what | canme up here
for. | wanted to find out who you called when M chael and

got to work out here. VWoever it is either did the kidnapping
thensel ves or else called sonebody to arrange to have it

done. "
The only call | made was to the Devonshire Land Man-
agenent Consortiumoffice," he said. "I had to let them

know so—they—eoul d— He ran down |ike a nechanica
wat ch as he realized what he was saying. He kicked at die

cement under his feet "Ch, shit."

Them or somebody connected with them" | said. "It just
about has to be."

I thought he'd give ne nore argunments, nore denials,
but he didn't "Yeah," he said in a voice |ike ashes.

"So what are you going to do about it?" | said, pushing
hard. "Be a good litde consortium sol dier and pretend none
of this has ever happened? You can. It would be legal. You'd
probably even get pronoted. But could you | ook at yourself
in the mrror whenever you went into a nen's roonf"

"Fuck you, Dave," he said evenly. | did try to hit himthen
He caught ny fist before it connected. I'd known he was
stronger than | am but not how nuch. If he'd hit nme back,
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sonebody el se would be telling you this story. But he didn't
He just hung onto ne for nost of a minute, then said, 'You
done bei ng stupid?"

I nodded. He let me go. "CGood. You don't want to fay
preaching at me again. It won't push nme in the direction you
want me to go. You got that?" He waited until | nodded

agai n before he went on, "Okay. Now that you've got that
straight 1'd do everything I can to help you get your I ady
back. For ny reasons, mnd you, not yours. W' re wasting
time here.”

"I don't think | understand you at all," | said.

"I don't think you do, either." It wasnt pejorative: nore as

if he was stating a | aw of nature. Maybe he was. As |'ve said,

I'd never dealt with anybody of European origin who stil

clung to his people's old gods, not in an artificial cult |ike that
of Hernes, but as part of a tradition as old and serious as ny

own. Bal ance of Powers, | thought and t hen wondered

Whose side Perkunas was on. After enduring unpty hun-

dred years of Christianity, the Lithuani an Power night be as

eager as Huitzil opochtte to get his own back

But no matter where his god stood, | thought Tony stood

with me. Al nost dragging me in his wake, he started down

the wal k toward the exit | happened to | ook back toward his
office at just the right tine. "Wait!" | exclaimed, and grabbed
his arm

It was |ike taking hold of the Juggernauts car; once he got
nmovi ng, he didn't want to stop for anything. "Look back
there," | said in a tone heading toward desperate. That's
what | was tal king about before.™

Grudgi ngly, he turned around. "I don't see anything," he

sai d.

"l don't see anything, either," | answered. "I see Nothing.
Here, stand right where I amnow. " | noved off the spot he
moved onto it. He shook his head, started to go. Now | was
desperate. "Stand on tiptoe," | suggested; |'m several inches

taller than he is.

He gave ne a | ook that would have wilted ne under any
other circunstances. Wien | stayed crisp, he shrugged and
went up on his toes. A second later, he said sonething in
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Li thuani an that | didn't understand. Then he dropped back
into English: "You were right after aB, Dave. | don't know

what that is."
Neither did I. At the nonent, | couldn't see die Nothing;

the dunp just |ooked |like a weedy vacant | ot But when |I'd
stood where Tony was now, the wall beyond that point
seenmed to recede into infinite space. And yet, at the sane

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (208 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:10 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

time, it was obviously right where it belonged. | don't know
how to explain it any better than that; | got the feeling
wasn't sensing it entirely through normal vision

Tony Sudal ds came down of f tiptoe. He was, as usual,

briskly derisive. "Wen you see sonething you don't under-

stand in a toxic spell dunp, you'd better start trying to find
out what it is just as fast as you can," he said. "Wy don't you
call your w zard-his name was Manstein, right?—and have

hi m get up here? The sooner he can find out what's going on

over there, the sooner we can start trying to deal with it"

"Aren't you the sane fellow | heard yesterday talking
about how if Mchael or | set so nmuch as a toe inside the
confines of the dunp, your people would sue us until the

vulture |l et Pronetheus' |iver alone?"

"Go ahead, rub it in," he said. "Yeah, I'mthat guy. But |I'm
al so the guy you've finally convinced. So come on back to ny
office."

I was never so happy to turn around in ny life. As we

headed back toward the squat, ugly fortress, | asked, "Do
you know what got dunped in that area? The nore | can teH
M chael, the quicker he'B be able to identify what's going

on.

"Makes sense,” Sudal ds said. He | ooked over toward

where we'd seen that Nothing. It wasn't there now, of
course, because we weren't in the right spot. "That'd be
about, hmm Area 37.1 B check for you."

He pawed through the files, nuttering all the tine: "No,
can't be that one—that one was exorcised two years ago ..
Maybe this one? No, forget it—+ know everything roc's egg-
shell can do... Hahl"

"Hah?" | echoed.
"Cotta be this one, Dave. Three-four nonths ago, one of
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the Baron's Watchers of the Shore found the remains of what
sure |l ooked |ike a major conjuration out on Malibu Beach

They tested the junk for thaumaturgical activity, but it cane
back negative—and | nean real negative, like there'd never
been any magic around it since tine began. Nobody be-

lieved that, not fromthe way the stuff was laid out. so they
brought it here and dunped it in spite of the tests."

"I remenber that one," | said. There were letters in the
Ti mes conpl ai ni ng about the waste of taxpayers' crowns."

"That's it," Tony agreed. "You ask ne, nme only thing worse
than di e governnment spendi ng noney when it doesn't need
to is not spending it when it does need to."

| started to pick up die phone, then stopped. "You said
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"stuff was laid out What kind of staff?"

He | ooked down at his parchments. "Funny stuff—ike
nodiing |I've ever seen before. Staffs wi di stone disks
mount ed on one end, others wi di those shells called sand
crowns instead. If | had to guess, |'d say die stones were
carved flat to look like die sand crowns. And diere were
odier staffs, long and short, topped wi di feathers. Looked
i ke sone kind of Indian ritual, naybe, but not one

know. "

"Ckay." | got on die phone and called Mchael. Wile
waited for himto answer, | worried sone nore: bal ance of
Powers. Indian magi c woul d not be well-inclined toward

what | drought of as peace and order, not now.

"Envi ronmental Perfection Agency—M chael Manstein
speaki ng. "

"Mchael ? H, ifs David Fisher. Listen, |I've got a new job
for—

M chael interrupted, sonediing he hardly ever does:

"David, where are you. What on earth are you up to? Bea is
quite vexed"—a word only he would come up widi —wd
you and Bos® is practically in tears."

That made ne feel bad, but it would have nmade ne fee

worse if | didn't feel pretty bad already. In words of one sylla-
ble, | explained where | was and what | was up to. | also told

hi m about Judy, which explained why | was up to it

"Good heavens, David," he said, about as big an outburst
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as you' B ever hear fromhim "No wonder your behavi or was
so anonal ous. "

"Yeah, no wonder at all," | grunted. Anonal ous wasn't the

word for it; shitty was. | could blane it on endl ess worry, no
sl eep, and too much coffee, but in the end it came back to

me. If you're not responsible for what you do in this world,

who is?

"Have you di scovered anything of inmport in your return to
the Devonshire toxic spell containnent area?" M chae
asked, graciously not saying anything nore about what sort

of beast |'d been

"As | matter of fact, | have." | told himabout the Not hing,
then put Tony Sudakis on (he phone so he could confirmit

Tony gave the handset back to ne. M chael was sayi ng,
°—shall fly there forthwith to investigate. Your description
strikes me as extrenely urgent." He hung up
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"He's on his way," | said to Sudakis.

"Ckay," he answered. Td better stay here, then, to nake
sure he can get in and do what he needs to do. What about
you? You gonna wait here with me?"

I thought about it, shook ny head. Tve got to get back

and nend ny fences. Listen, do you have a tel ephone at
honme?" | waited till he nodded, then said, "Wuld you give
me your nunber? | may need to get hold of you any tine.
Like it or not—and |I'mnot saying you're liable; please
understand that—you're in the mddle of this, too—and

t hey' ve got Judy, whoever they are."

He scrawed it on a scrap of parchnment. "Here you go.
Call when you need to."

"Thanks." | went out the door, down the warded path (I

didn't even | ook back for the Nothing this tine), over the
footbridge, and out to nmy carpet On the way back to St. Janes
Freeway, | passed a florist's shop. | stopped and bought Rose
some roses. Sonetimes words aren't contrition enough.

Rose's eyes went wi de when | set die vase on her desk
She pointed to the closed door to Bea's office. "She's in a

meeting right now, but she'll want to see you when she gets

out And thank you, David. You didn't have to do this.

M chael told ne what your trouble was. I'll pray for you."
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Rose is one of the good people. If God was in a nood to

listen to anybody. He'd listen to her. "I did have to do this,"
said. "lIt's die stuff before diat | shouldn't have done."

She waved di at aside and started to say sonediing nore,

but | was already on die way back to nmy office. No matter
how much of a big, hairy diing I'd been, | found she'd faidi-
fully taken nmy nessages while | was out One was from

Heny Legion. 1'd have to call himback, | thought

Then | | ooked at die next one. It was from Judy.

DC

I don't know how long | stood there staring at the little

pi ece of parchnment in ny hand. Every feeling you can

i magi ne ran through ny m nd—oy that Judy was alive, fear

that she was in their clutches, hope, worry, rage, all of them
junbl ed together at once in a way that would have nade ne
dizzy even if | hadn't been running on no sleep and too

much cof f ee

Eventually | started thinking as well as feeling. The nes-

sage, hot surprisingly, left no return nunber. | ran back

] down the hall (I alnbst ran into PhyBis Kam nsky, too) to

| Rose, threw it on her desk. °l meant to tell you about this,
David," she said, "but what with the flowers and all, it went

right out of nmy mnd. |I'msony."
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So even Rose could nmake mi stakes. | hadn't been sure it
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was possible. But it didn't matter, not right then. "Never
mnd," | said. "How did she sound? What did she say?"

"She just asked for you and hung up when | told her

you were out of the office," Rose said. "I didn't know any-
thing was wong then." She gave ne a reproachful |ook; if
I"d told her earlier, she night have been able to do nore.
"You have to remenber, |1've only spoken with her the
couple of times she's conme up here and occasionally taken
messages for you—and no one ever sounds like herself on
the phone.”

M ser abl e phone i nps—But no sooner had that thought
crossed my mind than | ran up the hall (and al nost ran down
PhyBi s again; she |et out an indignant squawk) back to ny

of fice.
I wished Mchael were still here instead of up at the Dev-
onshire dunmp. I'd read that a good w zard coul d somneti nes

trace a phone call even after the etheric connection between
the inps at the opposite ends was broken

Phone inps are nearly identical, one to another—hat's

what ectoplasmic cloning is all about Nearly, but not quite.
As Bacon's Troscntto puts it. There's a divinity that shapes
our ends/ Rough-hew them how we will." Tiny inperfections

get into the cloning process—acro identical, but mcro dif-
ferent Thafs why the phone swi tching systemworks so well:

because the inps are so |ike one another and spring fromthe
sane source, the laws of simlarity and contagi on nake
establ i shing contact between any two of them easy. And
because they aren't quite identical, each can be assigned its
own place in the tel ephone web.

"Cod, I"'man idiot!" | exclaimed a nonment |ater. Cod,
presune, already knew this. M chael Manstein was a good

wi zard, sure, but he wasn't the only good w zard invol ved
in this case—the CBl had plenty of skilled mages, just two
floors up. | called Saul Klein, told himwhat had hap-
pened.

TB send soneone right to you," he said as soon as | was
through. Henry Legi on m ght have got down to ny office
faster than the wizard did, but | don't think any nere norta
coul d have. She was a Hanese wonman who came up just past
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my el bow, but she seemed smart and businesslike as all get-
out She introduced herself as Celia Chang.
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"What time would this tel ephone call have been pl aced?"
she asked.

I | ooked down at the parchnent. Rose, bless her efficient
soul, had nade a note of it. Ten twenty-seven," | answered.

"And ifs now'-she paused to ask her watch—five m n-

utes past twelve. Alittle nore than an hour and a half. The
etheric trail should not be inpossibly cold. Let nme see what |
can do, M. Fisher."

Fromthe efficient way she went about things, | gathered

this wasn't the first tine she'd traced phone cal |l s—probably

not the fifty-first either. If anybody had to use that particul ar
thaumaturgy a lot, it would be the CBI. | felt easier, |'d been
wi shing she were M chael, but now | decided | didn't need

to worry about it

She opened her little black bag, took out what | ooked |ike
a tel ephone handset but wasn't (I'd never seen a bl ue porce-
| ai n phone, anyhow), and set it on the desk next to ny
phone. "Does the tel ephone consortium know you have gear
like that?" | asked.

"Officially, no," she said. Her smle nade her | ook rmuch
younger and prettier than she had without it. "Unofficially—
ask me no questions and I'Il tell you no lies." Like anybody
el se with an ounce of concern for the world to cone, she was
hesi t ant about bei ng forsworn.

"Never mnd," | told her.

She took a copper cable from one pocket other |ab robe,

used it to connect her blue box to the real tel ephone. As she
did so, she made a face. "Properly, this should be silver," she
said. "Ifs a better conductor of sorcerous influences than
copper—but it's also nore expensive, and so ifs not in our
thaumat urgi cal budget. If | were in private practice— She
shook her head. "If | were in private practice, |1'd be | ess use-
ful. I"msure you have to nmanage on fewer resources than

you find ideal, too."
"How right you are," | said.

She was making small talk while she could, just to put me
at nmy ease. Wen the need for serious conjuration came, she
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started ignoring ne. That was all right; | hadn't expect any-
thing different. Wzards dealing with the Other Side don't
need their el bows joggled, even netaphorically.

M stress Chang m ght have been Hanese by bl ood, but

she used standard Western sorcerous techni ques, ones that
date back to the Species of Oigen and some of them even
farther. No reason she shouldn't have; for all | knew, her
ancestors mght have come to the Confederation a couple of
generations before mne. After censing the copper cable

(and stinking up ny office), she took two nmetal plaques, each
inscribed with a denon's seal, and affixed themto the cable.
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"I don't need a full manifestation fromeither Eligor or
Botis," she explained, "but | do require the application of
sonme of their attributes: Eligor discovers hidden things,
whil e Botis discerns past, present, and future. Now if you

will excuse me—

The first gesture of her elegantly nmanicured hand was a

wave to get nme to nove back a couple of steps. The next was

a pass that acconpani ed her conjuration. Calling up

denmonic attributes without getting raw denon, so to speak,

is atricky business; | watched quietly and respectfully while

she did what she had to do.
It was nore |ike coaxing than commandi ng: no inpressive

circles or pentagrans, no mani fest thyself or eternal tornent
shal | overwhel mthee. At the climax of the incantation, she
just said, "Help ne, please, you two great Powers." | teu you,
nmodem sorcery |lacks the drama it had in the good ol d days

But we can do things now that our ancestors never

dreant of trying. Wen Celia Chang pointed to the plaques

on the cable, the seals that bound Eligor and Botis, which
had been bl ack squiggles on silver netal, began to glow with
a light that outshone the St Elmo's fire on the ceiling.

The light started to fade, then grew again. They're

searching through time for the etheric connection," Celia
Chang said. Just then, Botis' seal blazed for a monment; | had
to blink and turn nmy head aside. The CBlI w zard softly

cl apped her hands together. "W have the fix in time. Now to
see whet her Eligofs allegory algorithmcan uncover the

m ssi ng phone nunber."
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| didn't know what we were waiting for—probably for Eli-
gofs seal to flare up the way Botis' had. That didn't happen;

its squiggles continued to shine as they had before. | don't
know if you're famliar with Eligor's seal: it |ooks rather |ike
an open mouth with a rubber arrow threaded through its

upper linp.

Arrow or not, though, that sort of a nouth up and spoke

like the old Ronan godl et Aius Locutius: one nunber after
another, until there were ten. Celia Chang and | both wote
them down as Eligor gave themto us. By the tine we'd
recorded the | ast one, the lines on both plaques had stopped
gl owi ng.

"Let's conpare them" the w zard said. | handed her the
scrap of parchnent on which |I'd taken down t he nunbers
She held out the one on which she'd witten them W'd
bot h heard the phone nunber the same way. She asked, "Is
this nunber familiar to you?"

"No." | shook ny head. "It's not Judy's; it's not any phone
nunber |'ve seen before."

"l expected as much, but you never know," she said.
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"We'll have to go to the tel ephone consortium then, and
| eamto whomthe nunber bel ongs—f anyone, of course. It
m ght be a public phone."

"l hadn't thought of that," | said in a hollow voice. Hard

for me to imagi ne ki dnappers having a victimnmake a cal

froma pay phone in the mddle of the nmorning, but it was
possi bl e, especially if they knew of one that couldn't be easily
seen fromthe street.

M stress Chang said, "We'll be in touch with you as soon
as we | eam anything, M. Fisher." She packed up her sorcer-
ous i npedi nenta, nodded to ne-still businesslike, but

with, | thought, sonme synpathy, too—and strode out of the
of fice.

My stomach grow ed, fortunately a couple of seconds

after that. What with all the coffee |I'd poured down there, it
had been growling on and off for a while now, but this was a
different note. It wanted food. No natter what your nmind
tries to do to you, your body has has a way of reninding you
of life's basics.
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I went over to the cafeteria and bought nyself a

vul cani zed hanburger—as a matter of fact, it was cooked so
hard that Vul can, had he been of a mind to, could have

carved the battle reliefs that he'd put onto the shields of
Achilles and Aeneas right onto the surface of the neat. | ate
it anyhow, at the nonent, | didn't rmuch care what | fed ny
fire, as long as it filled me up. And | washed it down with

nore coff ee.

The stuff was starring to lose its power to conjure up ny
demons. | found nyself yawning over the last of ny fries.
But no rest for the weary; | plodded back to the office to see

what | could acconpli sh.

In short, the answer was not much. Part of the reason was
that | junped halfway to the ceiling every tine the phone
yarped, hoping it would be Judy again. It never was. None of
the calls | got was of any consequence whatsoever. Every one
of them though, broke my concentration. In aggregate, they

left me a nervous w eck.

Al ong with hoping one of the calls would be from Judy, |

al so kept hoping one wouldn't be fromBea. | just didn't have
it inme to play staff neeting ganes right then, and | wasn't
real thrilled about having to bear up under synpathy, either
Atlas carried the whole world, but right now |l had aB the

weight on nme | could take.

But Bea, to ny relief, didn't call. Except for relief, | didn't
think anything of it at the time. Looking back, though, I
think she didn't call precisely because she knew | coul dn't
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deal with it. Bea is a pretty fair boss. | nmay have nentioned
that once or tw ce

The phone squawked yet again. Wien | answered it,

Celia Chang was on the other end. "M . Fisher? W have

| ocated that tel ephone whose nunber | traced a little while
ago. It is, unfortunately, a public phone up on the coner of
Soto's and Plumer in St. Ferdinand's Valley."

"Ch," | said unhappily.
"I amsorry, M. Fisher," she said, "but |I did think you

woul d want to know. "

"Yes, thank you," | said, and hung up. | never have figured
out why you thank someone who's given you bad news—
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maybe to deny to the Powers that it's really hurt you, no mat-
ter how obvious that is.

After Celia Chang's call, the phone stopped maki ng noise

for a while. | tried to buckle down and get sone work done,
but | still couldn't nmake my mind focus on the parchnments in
front of me. I'd wite sonething, realize it was either col os-
sally stupid or just pointless, scratch it out, by again, and
di scover | hadn't done any better the next tinme. Al | could
thi nk about was Judy—Judy and sleep. In spite of all that
coffee, | was yawni ng.

About hal f past three, sonmeone tapped on ny door. Sev-

eral people had been in already; news of what had happened
was getting around with its usual speed in offices. | knew
they neant well, and it made them feel better, but it just
kept rem nding ne of what Judy had gone through and

m ght be going through now. Still, once nore couldn't nake
me feel much worse than | did already. "Cone in," | said
resi gnedly.

It was sonebody | worked with, but somebody who
al ready knew what was going on. "Hello, David," M chae
Manstein said. "I trust | amnot intruding?"

"No, no," | said-soneone el se woul d have been, but not
M chael. "Here, sit down, tell ne what that thing—that
Not hi ng—+ nean—n the Devonshire dunp is."

He fol ded his angular frame into a chair, steepled his
long pale fingers. "First tell ne if you have any word of
your fiancee," he said. So | had to go through that again

after all. He listened attentivel y—M chael is always atten-
tive—then said, "I amsorry you were out of the office
when Judith called. | wish | could have been here when

the CBlI wizard traced the call, as well. | have had occa-

sion to attenpt that tw ce, but succeeded in only one
i nstance. An opportunity to inprove ny techni que woul d
have been wel cone."

I had the feeling he was nore interested in the magic for
its owmn sake than the reason it had been used, but | couldn't
get angry about that—t was M chael through and through. |
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tried again to nmake the carpet fly ny way: "So what was that
Not hi ng? Did you analyze it?"
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"I did," he answered. "As best | could determne, it is—
Not hi ng. "

"What's that supposed to nean?" | know | sounded pee-
vi sh—nerves, exhaustion, coffee again.

M chael didn't notice. Wat he'd found intrigued himtoo

much for himto pay attention to details |ike bad manners.

He said, "It is, in nmy experience, unique: an area from which
all the magi c has been renoved, not externally, as would be
normal, but internally. Watever Powers are involved are

still contained within the barrier established around them
but have in effect created that barrier to shield them from
the surroundi ng worl d—er vice versa. | have no idea how to

penetrate the barrier fromThis Side."

"Coul d whatevers in there burst out fromthe O her

Si de?" | asked.

"It is conceivable,” Mchael said. "Since | am of necessity

i gnorant of what lies inside the barrier—think of it as an
opaque soap bubble, if you like,"although it is alnost infi-
nitely stronger—+ cannot evaluate the probability of that

possibility."

I worked that through till | thought | understood it. Then
| said, "Wy does the, the Nothing make everything behind

it look so far away?"

"Again, | cannot give a precise answer," M chael said, "I
believe | do grasp the basic cause of the phenonmenon, how
ever: the barrier is in effect an area where the O her Side has
been renoved fromcontact with This Side. The eye natu-

rally attenpts to pursue it inits withdrawal, thus leading to
the inpression of indefinitely great distance behind it."

"Ckay," | said. That made some sense—ertainly nore

than anything 1'd thought of (which, given my current state,
wasn't saying much). But it raised as many questions as it
answered, the nost inportant of which was, how do you go
about separating This Side and the O her? They've been
inextricably joined at |east since people and Powers becane
aware of each other, and possibly since the beginning of tine.

M chael said, "If your next question is going to be
whet her | have a theoretical nbdel to explain howthis phe-
nonenon cane to be, the answer, | regret, is no."
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"I regret it, too, but that's not what | was going to ask
you," | said. Mchael raised a pale eyebrow;, to him finding a
theoretical nodel ranked right up there with breathing. My

m nd was on sinpler things: "I was going to ask if you'd

come with me to inspect Chocol ate Wasel tonorrow

morni ng." | expl ai ned how nmore and nore of the evidence

was poi nting toward an Azt edan connecti on

"Beaten a hernetic seal, have they?" M chael nurnured;

again, the thaumaturgy interested himnore than anything
el se. He went on, "W'l|l be seeing learned articles on that for
sone time to come. But yes, | will be happy to acconpany
you to Chocol ate Weasel. VWere is the facility |ocated?"

"In St Ferdinand's Valley, near the comer of Mason and

Nor dhoff," | answered. That wasn't a part of the Valley I'd
| earned yet; the Devonshire dunp was north of it, while the
busi nesses and factories |'d visited were farther south and
east. | figured Mchael or I could find it, though.

He said, "Shall we take my carpet again, and neet here as
we di d yesterday?"

"All right," | answered. | was just as glad that he'd fly us
up into the Valley; at the nonment, | wondered whether |'d
be able to get nyself hone tonight

M chael headed for the | ab, no doubt intent on catching

up on whatever he'd had to abandon when | called himfrom
the Devonshire dunmp. | asked ny watch what tine it was—a
little before four. Not quite soon enough to go home, but too
|late to do anything useful (assuming | could do anything use-
ful) to the parchments on ny desk

| decided to try to call Henry Legion. | realized there was

an advantage in dealing with a spook rather than a person

(the first 1'd found, so | treasured it): even though it was just
about seven back in D.C., he was likely to be on the job. At

|l east, | didn't think spooks had families to go hone to.
And sure enough, | got himwhen | called. "lnspector
Fisher,"” he said. "I was hoping | would hear fromyou. Wat

have you | earned since this norning?"

So | told himwhat |1'd | earned: the hernetic seals, the
quet zal feather, the fer-de-lance, the One Called N ght, the
Nothing. It took a while. Until | told himwhat all I'd found
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out in the course of the day, | hadn't realized how big a
forest it made; one tree at a tinme had been falling on ne.
But, to shift the figure of speech, | had a | ot of pieces.

didn't have a puzzle.

"I shall convey your information to the appropriate
sources," he said when | was through. "lnspector Fisher, the
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Conf ederation may well owe you a | arge debt of gratitude."

"I"'msony," | said, tut right now that doesn't matter

much to me. AB | want to do is get Judy back, and | don't
think I'"mmuch closer than | was." Maybe fitting some of the
pi eces together would help. | asked, "Is it die Aztecians that
we' ve bunped up agai nst here?"

"Your information nakes that appear nore likely," he
answer ed, nmaddeni ngly evasi ve and di spassi onate as usual

I was too tired to get angry at him | just pushed ahead; "If
it was the Aztedans, why did they attack the Garuda Bird?"

The CI spook hesitated—+ nust have asked the right

question. "The answer which i mediately springs to mind is
that the Garuda Bird is the great eneny of serpents, being
the representative of birth and the heavens, while serpents
are in the canp of death, the underworld, and poison."”

"The great eneny of serpents," For a second, it didn't
mean anyt hi ng—+ was beat Then an al arm dock started

yelling inside ny head. "Quetzal coati."

Thi s though had occurred to me, yes," Henry Legion
sai d.
"What do we do?" | denanded

"Prayers cone to nind," the spook answered, which,
whil e sensible, was not what | wanted to hear. He added,

"Past that, the best we can. Call if you require my assistance,
I nspector Fisher; | shall do what | can for you."

Thanks," | said. | was talking to a dead |ine; he'd hung

up.

Soneone tapped on the door. | |ooked up. Now, as the day

wound down, it was Bea. | gul ped. She wasn't the person |
wanted to see right then. O at least | thought she wasn't,
until she said quietiy, "I just want you to know, David, that

my prayers will be with you tonight."
From Henry Legi on, the suggestion of prayer had had the
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undertone that even that probably wouldn't help the ness

we were in. Bea, though, sounded calmy confident it would

make everything all right. | liked her attitude better than the
spook's. But then. Henry Legi on knew nore about what al

was wrong than she did.

Tmsony | didn't cone see you," | muttered. | wasn't just
sony; | was ashamed of mnyself. But thafs not somnething you
can casually say to your boss.

I guess she was good at reading between (he |ines. She
said, "If you like, we can talk about it nore tonorrow. Wy
don't you go home and try to get sone rest now? You' B be
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better for it" She nade shooing nmotions, then sniled. "MW
nmot her used to do that to chase chickens off the back porch
I haven't thought about it in years. Go on home now. "

Thank you, Bea," | said hunbly, and I went on hone.

I don't renenber what | cooked for supper that night,

which is probably just as well. | thought about going to bed
right afterward, but if | did that, | knew I'd wake up at three
in the norning and stay up. So | rattled around in ny flat
instead, like a pea in a pod that was nuch too big for it

The quiet in there felt very loud. | wished | had an eth-

enet set to give nyself something to occupy ny ears and

maybe nmy mind. Being alone with yourself when you're wor-

ried is hard work. | tried to work, but | couldn't concentrate
on the words.

The phone yelled. | banged ny shin on the coffee table in
the front roomas | sprang up and dashed off to answer it It
was sone mount ebank selling mcrosal amander cigar |ight-

ers. I'mafraid |l told hi mwhere to put one before he let the
sal amander | oose. | |inped back out front after | hung up
| picked up nmy book again. | should have been reading

sonet hi ng useful, maybe about the Garuda Bird or

Quetzal coati. But no, it was a thriller about thirteen guys on
a spy mssion to Alemania during the Second Sorcerous War

I was at the exciting part—the Alemans were trying to drive
theminto the al kahest pits still bubbling fromthe First
Sorcerous War. Even so, | kept losing track of what was

goi ng on.
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The phone again. | alnost hoped it was anot her huckster,

I'"d taken savage, m ndless pleasure in baiting the first one.
Too nmuch had happened to ne, with no chance for ne to hit
back at anyone. If a mserable sal esnman chose that nonent

to inflict hinself on me, it was his | ookout

"Hel | 0?" | snapped.

"Davi d?" The progressive distortion fromtwo phone inps
couldn't nask the voice. Al ny rage evaporated even before

she went on, "It's Judy."
"Honey," | whispered; just hearing for sure that she was
alive took ny breath away, | made nyself talk |ouder: "Are

you all right?"

"I"'mfair," she said, which made nme fearful all over

agai n. She hunted on: "Don't ask questions, Dave. You have
tolisten to ne. They won't let ne talk Iong. They say you
have to stop nessing around with things that aren't your

busi ness, or else— | waited to hear what the "or else" was,
but she'd stopped. | was afraid | could figure it out for
nmysel f.

Tell them| say rfl do whatever they want," | answered.
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hoped she'd get the distinction: just because | said it didn't
mean | woul d.

"Be careful, Dave," she said. 'They aren't joking. They—
Her voice cut off. Faintly, as if the inps were reproducing
the words of soneone farther fromthe phone, | heard,

"Come on, you."

"Honey, | love you," | said. While |I was talking, though,
somebody hung up the phone. | don't think Judy heard ne.

I spent a while w shing dammation on the wetches who'd
snatched her, then pulled nyself together and called the
Long Beach constabl es. Pl ai ndot hesman Johnson had the

night off; | got some other worthy, nane of Scott. He heard
me out, then said, "Thanks for passing on the information,

sir. W'll do what we can with it"

VWi ch neant as | knew only too well, they weren't going

to do nuch. It did tell them as it had nme, that Judy was stil
on This Side. That did count for sonething to them and it

had counted for a |lot nore than sonething to me. | had

fresh hope.
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| caDed the CBlI. Saul Klein had gone home, but the fel-
| ow who answered the phone knew what was going on with

the case. | asked him "Can you send soneone down to try to
trace the call? Your Mstress Chang managed to do it earher
t oday. "

"Wl l, why not?" the CBI man said after he thought it

over "Csa't hurt to tiy." He read nme back nmy honme address

to nmake sure he had it right, then said, "W'Ill have soneone
there in half an hour or so."

It was nore like forty-five mnutes, but that didn't sur-
prise nme. | drive St. Janes' Freeway every day; | know how
things can be down there. When the rap on the door cane, |
opened it with my left hand. My right hand was hol di ng the
bl asting rod; after what had happened to Judy, | wasn't tak-
i ng any chances.

The weedy little fell ow outsi de gave back a pace when

he saw | was carrying a rod, which neant he al nost went

ass over teakettle down the stairs. He rallied fast, though
"Can't say as | blane you, six," he said, and flashed a CB
sigil that said he was an intermediate thaumaturgic ana-
lyst—by which | learned the CBI has sffly job tides,

t oo—named Horace Snidley. | lowered the rod right

away. He might not have | ooked |ike the |ight-and-nagic
show version of a CBl nman, but he sure did |look like a
Horace Snidl ey.

I led himto the phone. He went through the same tracing
ritual Celia Chang had used earlier in the day back at the
office. He wasn't as snooth as she had been—he was only an
i ntermedi ate thaumaturgi c anal yst after all—-but he got the
j ob done. The quasi-mouth that fornmed Ehgors seal spoke
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its series of digits, then fell sflent once nore.

Thafs the same nunber they used when they call ed
before,” | said.

"Is it? Careless of them" Smdl ey nmade a ducki ng noi se

in the back of his throat; | got the idea that he di sapproved of
carel essness no matter who perpetrated it, even if it nmade
catching the bad guys easier. He went on. Til take the infor-
mation back with nme."

"What do you think it neans?" | asked. "Are they hol ding
282 Harry Turtl edove

Judy somewhere dose to there and using that phone
because ifs convenient to then"

That is nost probable," he said; he and M chael Man-

stein would have got on weH together. The other possibility

is that they are deliberately transporting her a | ong distance

to nmislead us. Possible, as | say, but risky: any accident or fly-
ing violation that a constabl e happens to observe destroys

what up to now has appeared a wel | -organi zed schene."

Again, you could tell he liked organization, no matter who
was using it or for what purpose. | worry about people |ike
that; the Leader of Al emania had had a | ot of them behind
him Horace Sm dl ey, though, was on ny side, for which I
was duly grateful. | thanked himfor taking the trouble to
come down at ni ght

"My pleasure," he said, and then, to ny m nd, weakened
the answer by adding, "And ny duty." He headed down the
stairs—ntentionally this tinme—and then, | presune, on

back to Westwood.

Me? | shut the door after him brushed ny teeth, and
went to bed. | don't remenber another thing until the al arm
cl ock scared nme awake the next norning.

It was going to be a hot one. | could tell as soon as | got

out of bed. Even after a long night's sleep, | still felt tired,
but out my bedroom w ndow | saw that the wind stirring tile
eucal yptus tree next door was sone fromout of the north-

east what they call St. Ann's wind. That always strikes ne as
rude, or don't you think namng a wind after the Virgin's

nmot her inplies she tal ked too nuch?

The wind swirled hard enough to shake ny carpet as

headed for the freeway. Wen | flew past a vacant lot, |
wat ched the dust devils spinning tunbl eweeds around and
tossing themup into the sky. There are nore dust devils

these days than there used to be; |I've always said cutting the
budget for neteorol ogi cal exorcists was a m stake. One day
the devils will join forces and bl ow down a building or three,

and fixing things will end up costing a lot nore than we're
savi ng now.

But what politician |looks to the future? I wondered why I
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was bot hering nyself, cone to that. If the Third Sorcerous
War broke out, dust devils would be the | east of ny—and
everyone el se' s—worri es.

M chael was waiting for me in the parking lot. "Have you
received any news?" he asked as | wal ked up to his carpet

They made Judy call nme last night," | said, nodding.
"Whoever they are, they want us to stop investigating any-
thing that has anything to do with the Devonshire dunmp—er
el se.”

M chael gave ne a curious |ook. "Yet you are stifl here."
He turned on to Wlshire to get to St. Janes' Freeway for the
trip up into the Valley.

"Yeah, I'mstill here," | said. "I don't believe stopping
woul d really make themturn Judy | oose. And besides... the
deeper we get into this case, the nore inportant it |ooks."
God. help nme, | was starting to think |ike Henry Legi on. Sav-
ing the worid, not just one person, |ooked bigger all the tine.

We got off the Venture Freeway at W nnetka and headed

north, Mchael flying, nme navigating. It was a m xed kind of
nei ghbor hood, first a business block, then a row of hones,
then some nore busi nesses. Once we fl ew past what | ooked

hal f |ike a school, half like a farm | glanced down at ny map
Thafs the Ceres Institute of St Ferdinand's Valley." In spite
of everything, | laughed. "Angels City is an ecunenica

pl ace. "

"Another artificial cult,”" Mchael said; his business is
keeping up with such things. They say the goddess really
does inprove agricultural productivity."

"I wonder how nmuch nmaintaining her cult adds to the

price of produce, though." Cost-benefit anal ysis again. You
can't get away fromit in our society: it was the sanme kind of
thing I was doing to see whether the Chunash Powers

woul d be worth preserving if they did still happen to exi st
That reminded ne I'd have to call Professor Bl ank one of

these days and see what nore he'd harassed his graduate stu-
dents into finding out

"W should be getting dose,"” M chael said.

"W are," | answered, after a check of where we were.
The next nmmjor cross street is Nordhoff. You'll want to turn
284 Harry Turtl edove

left there. Mason is the next fair-sized street that wiB cross it,
about half a nfle west of Wm etka."

"Veiy good." M chael swung into the leftnost flight |ane
at Wnnetka and Nordhoff. W had to wait for all the south-
bound carpets to go past before we could turn, though
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Strange how rul es of the road that were codified for horses

in Europe |ong before anyone outside the M ddl e East was
flying carpets still govern the way we handl e traffic. Sorcery,
of course, maintains anything old and curious because being
old and curious makes it powerful in and of itself. |I'd never
thought of traffic rules falling into that category, though

The north side of Nordhoff was a light industrial park,

with one big rectangul ar box of a building foll owi ng anot her.
The south side was nostly houses, though the comer with
Mason boasted a liquor store, a CGolden Steeples that prob-
ably did a |l and-office business ftomall the working types
across the street, and also a Spells 'R Us.

Chocol ate Weasel was in the industrial park, a couple of
bui | di ngs past Mason. M chael let his carpet down in an

open space near the front door. As | undid ny safely belt and
stood up, | noticed that a |lot of the carpets in the |lot were old
and t hreadbare. People didn't work here to get rich, that was

obvi ous.

M chael picked up his little black bag. We wal ked over to

the entrance side by side. The first thing that hit me when
we went inside was the nmusic. There were minisingers

involved in the case after all—4'd have to teH Saul Klein. But
they weren't playing |ieder—eh ny, no. The inside of Choco-

| ate Weasel sounded |ike an Aztedan bar in East A C —er

maybe |i ke one down in Tenochtidan—both in style of nusic

and in volume. | mnust confess | w nced.

Al the chatter inside was in Spainish, too. No, | take that
back: | heard a little clucking Nahuafl, too. No English, not
until people noticed us. | got the idea people who didn't | ook

Aztedan didn't pop into Chocol ate Wasel every day. The
Azt edan comunity in Angels City is big enough to be a
large city of its own, and doesn't have to deal with outsiders

unless it wants to.
By the | ooks they gave us, we were outsiders they didn't
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want to deal with. Those | ooks got darker when we pulled
out our EPA sigils, too. Suddenly everyone in the place
devel oped a renmarkabl e inability to understand English

M chael foiled that ploy, though, by asking for the head of
the firmin fluent Spainish.

I wondered if the secretary would fall back into Nahuad;

she was one of the people |I'd heard using it If she did,
t hough, M chael would give her another surprise. | won-
dered how nmany pal e bl onds spoke the ol d Azt edan

| anguage. Not many seened a fair guess

But, rather to ny disappointnent, she didn't. In fact,
heari ng M chael use Spaini sh nmade her unbend enough to
renenber she knew sone English after all, which put ne
back in the/conversation. She took us down the hall to the
consortium markgrave's office.
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Jorge Vasquez | ooked at us with about as nuch enthusi -

asm as a devout Hindu confronted with a plate of blood-red
prinme rib. He was a handsone fellowin his early forties, and
doing quite well for himself: unless | mnissed ny guess, his
suit would have run ne dose to two weeks' pay.

He shoved our sigils back across the desk at us, then

| eaned forward to glare. "I amsick and tired of harassnent

by the EPA " he said. "You people have the attitude that our
spel I s must be perverse because they are based on the

authentic rituals of our people. It is not true; our procedures
are no more w cked than the thaumaturgy die Catholic

Church works through transubstantiation.” He pointed to

the crucifix on the wall behind him

"Thafs a matter of opinion," | answered. "Myself, |I'm
Jewish." | didn't el aborate; what it neant was that | found
any ritual of human sacrifice, no matter how synbolic, on

t he unpl easant si de.

Vasquez didn't say anything, but his nostrils flared. So he

wasn't real fond of Jews, eh? Well, that was his problem not
m ne.
I went on, "In any case, this visit has nothing to do with

the merit of your rituals, only with the way you're preparing
your toxic spell byproducts for disposal. The Devonshire
dump is | eaking, and | eaking something noxi ous enough to
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cause an out break of apsychic births in di e neighborhood.
Consi dering sonme of the materials and cantrips you use, |
hope you can understand how we m ght be concerned”

"I teH you again. Inspector Fisher, this is bigotry in
action," Vasquez said. "We run a dean shop here. Wat do
you think we are doing, attenpting to bring about the
dom ni on of Huitzuopochtii over Angels City?"

That was one of ny major concerns, but telling himso
didn't seempolitic. | just said, "Wy don't you take us
over to your flayed human skin substitute processing facil -
ity? Thafs the likeliest source of thaumaturgic pollution

here, | think."

"It is alegitimte sorcerous substance, perm ssible under
the laws of the Confederation," Vasquez said hody. "I repeat,
you are harassi ng Chocol ate Weasel by singling us out—=

"Bullshit,"” | said, which nade himsit up straight in his

chain not the first tine lately I'd surprised sonebody by not
tal king the way an EPA inspector was supposed to. | didn't

care. If he was hot, | was steaming. | went on, "You are not
bei ng singled out, sir. |I've been visiting businesses that dunp
at Devonshire for weeks now. You're not being discrimnnated
agai nst because you're Aztecian, either—+'ve hit Persian

pl aces, aerospace firns, what have you. But even you won't

deny flayed human skin substitute is a dangerous substance,
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I hope? Now we can do this politely on an infornmal |evel or
can go out, get a warrant, and turn this place inside out How

do you want to play it?"
He cal med down in a hurry. Sonehow |I'd thought he
m ght. He said, "Wat sort of tests do you have in m nd?"

I 1 ooked at M chael -he was the expert. He said, "I

intend to use the simlarity test with my own piece of skin
substitute to see if uncontrolled Huitzilopochtlic influences
are present." He was going to try the sane test he'd used

back at the dunp, in other words.

I didn't know what Vasquez woul d say about that-—+aybe

start conpl ai ni ng about theol ogi cal discrimnation. But he
didn't; he just got up and said, "Conme with nme, gentlenen."

I concluded he was a lot |ike Ranzan Durani of Slow Jinn
Fizz: plenty of bluster when he was excited, but a reasonable
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man underneath. Fine with me; I'd had it up to here with
ar gument s.

As soon as we left the office, the racket fromthe mari achi

m ni si ngers came back full force. That kind of nusic has its
ent husi asts. Unfortunately, I'mnot any of them And the

m ni singers, true to their Alenmanic U sprung, gave it a slight
oonpah beat that did nothing to inprove natters.

The workers on the factory floor glared at M chael and
me as we went by. Not everybody |oves the EPA. Too bad.
The Confederation would be contam nated a | ot worse than
it isif we weren't around.

Squares of flayed human sidn substitute lay at the bottom

of vats. Even though the stuff was legal, it turned ny stom
ach. Mchael said, 'Take one out for ne, please." Vasquez
translated his request into Spainish. One of his nen reached
in and fished out a dripping sheet

"I't's darker than the substitute you have in your lot," |
remar ked

Vasquez said, "This is the residue of the tanning baths.
Proper cleansing will restore the usual shade.”

M chael Manstein raised an eyebrow at that but he didn't
say anything, so |l let it ride. |I said, "I trust you have proper
inmport certificates for the flayed human si dn substitute?"

"I shall fetch diemimediately," Vasquez said. "Please do
not let my absence delay you in your tests." He headed back
toward his office.

M chael got to work with his sheet of human sidn substi -

tute and the one the worker had pulled out of the vat. |

clutched ny kabbalistic amulets. | was ready for anything
fromhis sheet of substitute starting to bleed to all hell break-
ing loose. | was ready for what m ght have been worse than

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (226 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:10 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

hel | breaking | oose: | was ready for Huitzilopochdi alive and
in Person and in a bad nobod. | wasn't sure |'d get out of
Chocol ate Weasel in one piece if that happened, but | had a
chance.

Jorge Vasquez cane back while M chael was stil

incanting. He handed me the certificates |I'd asked for. Sure
enough, they showed he was bringing in flayed human skin
substitute produced by the |aw of simlarity, as certified by
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sone high sorcerer down in Tenochtitlan, the point of origin
of the stuff. The certificate had Azteci an export stanps and
Conf ederation inport stanps right where they bel onged. On
parchnment. Chocol ate Weasel was as |egal as could be.
"Thanks very much, M. Vasquez," | said. "You nmaintain

excel | ent docunentation.”

"I have to," he answered, his tone bitter, "It is the only

way | can protect nyself from harassnment because | am an

Azt eci an busi nessman serving ny people on Confederation

soil." He was back to that song again. | let it alone; nothing
could say was going to nmake hi m change his n nd.

M chael spoke a | ast couple of nmagical words, lifted the

wet sheet of flayed human skin substitute fromthe one he'd
taken out of his little black bag. "No sign of bleeding," he
sai d, sounding as surprised as he ever did-which is to say,
Vasquez, who didn't known himwell, wouldn't have noticed
any change in his voice. "I nust conclude that the specinen
fromthe vat is thaumaturgically inactive with respect to

Hui t zf | opochtli."

"l could have told you as nuch,"” Vasquez said. "In fact, |
did tell you as much, but you chose not to listen. Are you

satisfied?"
| nodded, reluctantly. I'd thought we'd surely find the pot

of gold at Chocol ate Wasel (which reminded ne |I'd have to
do sonet hing one of these days about the study on naturali z-
ing | eprechauns). M chael said. The data we have obtai ned

| eave us no reason to be dissatisfied," which struck nme as
damming with faint praise. He nust have been di sappoi nted,

t 0o.

"I presume you will have the courtesy to mention this in

your witten report," Vasquez said with icy, ironic politeness.
"I also trust you will be making that report soon."

I knew a hint to get out of there when | heard one. I'd

have |iked to stay and snoop sone nore, but after M chae
failed to find any trace of Huitzil opochthc influence on the
flayed human skin substitute, | didn't see how | could.
waited for Mchael to finish packing the tools of his trade,
then dejectedly foll owed Vasquez back to his office.
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In front of that office, he sank another barb: "I hope you
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gentl enen can find your own way out. Good day." He went
i nside and cl osed the door after him

We found our own way out. Once again, nobody up front

took any interest in us except to speed us on our way. | was
ready to go, too. I'd had such high hopes everything woul d
break open at Chocol ate Wasel. But what did we get there?
Not hi ng, the sane as we'd got everywhere else. It wasn't just
a case any nore, either. Judy's life lay on the line.

"Damation," | said as we scuffed our way across the | ot
toward M chael's car pet

"No sign of it there, not so far as | could prove," he said,
"al though, so far as | know, flayed human skin substitute,
unli ke the authentic product, conmes in only one color and is
merely toughened, not darkened, by the tanning process."

"Real ly?" | said. "That's interesting, but if you found no
sign of Huitzilopochtii, it's nothing nore than interesting."

"My thought exactly," he said, sitting down and reaching
for his safety belt

A tattered old carpet on its last fringes flewslowy into the

lot, settled into a parking space maybe fifty feet fromus. The
two guys on it were talking in Spainish, and paid us no atten-

tion whatever. One of themwre a red cap, the other a blue

one.

That rang a vague bell in nmy mind, but no nore. Then the
fellowin the blue cap turned his head so | got a good | ook at
his face. You don't soon forget the |ooks of a guy who's tried
to bounce your balls—t was Carlos, the charming chap from
the swap neet And the man with himwas Jose. They got off
their carpet—they didn't bother with safety belts—and went

on into Chocol ate Wasel

| stood there staring after them "Cone on," M chael said,
alittle querulously. "Having failed here, we may as well
return to the office and nore productive use of our tine."

"Huh?" He snapped nme back to nyself. "W haven't

failed here—your test may have, but we haven't." He | ooked

at me as if he had no idea what | was tal king about. After a
monent, | realized he didn't. | explained rapidly, finishing,
Those are the two who sol d Cuauhtenoc Hemandez his

poi son, full of real human sidn and the influence of

290 . Harry Turtl edove
Hui t zf | opochtii. What are they doing at Chocol ate Wasel if

it'sreally as legit as your test showed?"
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"A cogent question." But M chael was frowning. "Yet how
could the simlarity test | enployed on the flayed hunman
skin substitute be in error? It was conducted under univer-
sally valid thaumaturgic | aw "

A dreadful suspicion was growing in ne. | didn't want to

speak it out loud, for fear of making it nore likely to be
true—er maybe it was nore the worry that cones out in the
phrase. Speak of the devil. | did say, "I'mnot questioning su-
pernatural law, just the assunptions you nade the test

under. And | think I know how we can find out if I'mright

Come on."

"VWhat are you doi ng?" M chael said, but he unbuckl ed,

got off his carpet, and, little black bag in hand, foll owed ne
across the street.

A sal esman cane up smling when we wal ked into the

SpeBs 'R Us store, ne still a couple of paces in front of

M chael . "Good norning, sir—sirs," he said, anmending

things when he realized we were together. "Wat sort of

honme thaumaturgics can | interest you in today?

I showed himmy EPA sigil. A couple of seconds |ater,

M chael got his out, too. He still didn't know what | was up

to, but he'd back ny play. The sal esman—he | ooked |ike a
col |l ege | dd—stopped smiling and | ooked real Serious.

"As you see, we're fromdie Environnental Perfection
Agency," | said. "W're in the mddle of an investigation and
we urgently need a spellchecker. 1'd |like to borrow one from

you and activate it for a few mnutes."”

The kid gulped. "I can't authorize that nyself, sir. |I'B have
to get the nanager." He fled into the EMPLOYEES ONUf

section of the store to do just that.
The manager |ooked |ike what his sal esnan would turn

into in about ten years: he'd added a nustache to the m x,
and lost his zits and sone call owness. He listened to nmy story,
then asked, "Are you investigating us?" | got that one rea

quick: if | said yes, he'd say no

But | could say no with a clear conscience. Wen | did,
the manager led M chael and me over to the display of
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spel | checkers agai nst one wall and waved to show us we
coul d hel p oursel ves.

Si nce noney was no object, | chose a fancy Wresap from

Crystal Valley. Then | asked the fellow "Does that |iquor
store next door carry Passover w ne, do you think?"
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"You use that ritual, do you?" He |ooked interested, as if

he wanted to tal k shop but knew it wasn't the right time or

pl ace. "Yes, | think they would, sir. This part of the Valley has
a fairly large Jew sh popul ation."

"Thank you, sir," | said. "May we use this unw apped one

here? | don't want to inconveni ence you any nore than

have to. Believe ne, | appreciate your cooperation." | turned

to Mchael. "You can wait here, if you like. I'll bring back the
wine." At his nod, | trotted out of the Spells 'R Us.

Sure enough, the liquor store had what | was after: big
square bottle with a neck |Iong enough to use as a clubhandl e
in a pinch, label with a white-bearded rabbi, a fell ow who

| ooks like the Catholic conception (excuse ne) of God the

Fat her peering out at you. Because it's specially blessed,
Passover wine is thaumaturgically nore active than your
average enspirited grape juice, so it's available all year round.
| bought a bottle of sweet Concord—ust picking it up

brought back menories of chil dhood Seders, when it was

the only wine | got to taste all year—and took it back to the
hone t haunat urgi cs enpori um

M chael said, "If you plan to go back inside, David, and if
your conjecture is accurate, there is a significant probability
that the staff will rmake a sizable effort to disrupt your activ-

ity."

My feeling was that there was a significant probability the
Chocol ate Weasel staff would nake a sizable effort to disrupt

me if | was right, and never mnd nmy activity. But | said, "If
they're doing what | think the/re doing in there, | don't
think we'll need to go back inside."

Wil e we tal ked back and forth, the sal esnan and Spells
"R Us nanager stood off to one side, listening so hard

t hought they'd grow asses' ears the way King Mdas did in
the Greek nmyth. At another tine or place, it mght have
been funny.

292 Harry Turtl edove

I went outside, Mchael follow ng again. The two guys
fromSpells "R Us watched through their plate-glass w ndow.
I could figure out what they were thinking when they saw

me point a spellchecker probe at Chocol ate Wasel —sone-
thing on the order of. What's been across the street fromus
for God knows how long? It was a good question. Wth |uck,

I'"d have a good answer soon

The rich, fruity snmell of the Passover w ne came welling

out of the bottle when | broke the seal. | poured a capfu
(they make the cap just the right size to hold the usual acti-
vating dose—good ergonom cs) into the spellchecker

receptacl e and chanted the bl essing. No sooner had | fin-

i shed the boray pri hagcfen and added omayn than the

screen lit up with a smle. The mcroinps inside were happy
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and ready.

But, even though | ained the probe at the Chocol ate

Weasel building, the spellchecker didn't pick up anything
fromit. It identified the magic associated with the flyway,
and al so the crosswal k cantrips, not all of which, as |'ve
noted, are Christian by any neans. | said something unfortu-
nat e and added di sgustedly, "You' d think they didn't work

any nagic at all in there."

"Whi ch we know i s not the case," Mchael said. "This sug-
gests to me that the building is shielded agai nst probes from

out si de. "

"You have to be right," | said. "But what can we do now?
Go on in? Like you said, if we do that, we're liable not to

cone back out again."

"I am of the opinion that we have sufficient informtion
to seek a warrant and |l et the constabul ary deal with the
matter fromhere on out,” Mchael said. 'The staff of
Chocol at e Weasel are consorting with crimnals, and the
building's being so tightly sealed is suspicious in and of
itself. The bl anking of the sorcery within goes far beyond
any that would be required to prevent industrial

espi onage. "

Just then the front door to Chocol ate Weasel opened and
a couple of wonen cane out. No matter how good the

pl ace's shielding was, |1'd already found out it wasn't
CASE COF THE TOXI C SPELL DuUwmP 293
topol ogically conplete |like the Devonshire dunp's: | hadn't

had to cross over an insulated footbridge to get in. That
meant influences could go out through the opening, too.

I | ooked down at the ground gl ass on the spell checker
The nicroi nps saw sonet hing across the street, all right,
sonmething they didn't |ike one bit. Wrds started form ng:

UNI DENTI FI ED—FORBIDDEN. | felt as if sonmeone had

poured a bucket of ice water down my back. The door to
Chocol at e Weasel closed quickly and the daming words dis-
appeared fromthe ground gl ass, but they remined
imprinted on my mind. |'d hoped never to see their like
agai n, but here they were.

"That's the sanme spell checker reaction | got when

probed the potion that curandero gave Lupe Cordero,"

said. "Now | know why your simlarity ritual failed, Mchael."
I was glad | hadn't had lunch yet; | mght have thrown up
right on the sidewalk in front of Spells 'R Us.

M chael shook his head. "I'mafraid your |ogical |eap went
past me there."

"You were testing for simlarity to flayed human skin sub-
stitute," | said. "I don't think that's substitute in there—4

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (231 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:10 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt
think that's real flayed human skin."

"Yes, that m ght conceivably throw off the accuracy of the

test.” Sometines Mchael is almpst off in a virtuous reality of
his own. | suppose | shouldn't have been surprised he
t hought about the testing first, but | was. Still, he does con-

nect to the real world. After a couple of seconds, his eye got

wi de behind his spectacles. "Dear God in heaven, there are
thousands of square feet of flayed human skin substitute in
those vats. If it is the genuine material rather than the substi -
tute—

"Then a | ot of people have ended up dead, Huitzal -

opochth is well fed, and the whole stinking world may cone
down on our heads." | didn't realize |I'd started spouting dog-
gerel till the words were out of ny nouth.

Tt is now inperative—o, nandatory—that we notify the
authorities forthwith," Mchael said

Since he was right, | shut down the spellchecker (no
doubt to the microinps' relief) and took it back into Spells

Harry Turtl edove
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"R Us. "Thanks very much, gentlenen,"” | said. "W appreci-
ate the help. Now can you tell us where the nearest pay

phone is?"

There's one outside the Golden Steeples,’
answered, "if it hasn't been vandalized."

t he manager

The sal esnan blurted, "But can't you tell us whafs going
on?"

Tm sony," | said, "but it's against EPA policy to reveal the
results of an ongoing investigation. As | say, you' ve hel ped,

t hough. "

Leaving them frustrated, we headed across Mason toward

the CGol den Steeples. The closer we got, the less optinistic
was about finding the phone in working order. The |oca

street gangs had vandal i zed the building, scrawling tags like
HUNERI C and TBASAMUND on the wall in big, angular |et-

ters. Gaffiti are an environnental problem too, one for

whi ch we don't have a good answer yet.

And sure enough, when we came up to the pay phone,

saw t hat sonebody—presumably the punk who went by that

nmoni cker —had carved the nane CGELIMER into the base of

the phone and used either a tweezers or a little levitation
spell to get the coins out through the narrow slits he'd cut
O course, once he violated the integrity of the containnent
system the coin-collecting denbn was al so able to escape,

CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL
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and pay phones are rigged so their inps stay dornant unless
he collects his fee. The phone, then, night as well not have

been there.

Unl ess—1 turned to Mchael. "Are you a hot enough w z-
ard to get around Ma Bel | ?"

"Possibly—with tine and equi prent we |ack at the
monent , " he said. "Finding anot her pay phone woul d be

nmore efficient”

Er gonomi cs again. Wether it's what size to nake the

cap on a bottle of wine or deciding to spell or not to spell
you can't get away fromit. "Let's go back to the carpet,
then," | said. "W're sure to pass one as we fly back to the

freeway."

We crossed over to the Chocol ate Weasel parking lot. M,
I wasn't what you' d caB enthusiastic about setting foot there

again, but | didn't feel too bad because | was doing it only to
| eave the place for good.

Though | didn't really need to, | picked up the map to
check the route south. We could either head back to Wn-
netka the way we'd cone and then down, or else we could fly

westto..

"M chael ," | said hoarsely, "I know where we can find a
pay phone."

"Do you?" He glanced over to ne. "I did not think you
were overly famliar with this section of St. Ferdinand's
Val l ey. "

Tmnot," | said. "But look." | pointed to the nap. The

next major flyway, a couple of blocks west of where we were,
was Soto's. And the next decent-sized street north of Nord-
hof f was Plumer. "I know there's a pay phone there

because thafs where Judy called nme from"

"CGood heavens," M chael said. 'The concatenated
i mplicati ons—=

"Yeah," | said. "Chocol ate Wasel is involved in sonething
really hideous, they're doing their best to hide if it |eaks out
of the Devonshire dunp, we find out about it (I find out

about it, | nean), sonebody tries to get rid of ne, sonebody
does ki dnap Judy, and then they nake her call nme froma

phone just around the coner from Chocol ate Wasel ."

"Since there is a phone at that location, and since it was
undoubtedly working as recently as last night, | suggest we
use it," Mchael said. He lifted the carpet off the Chocol ate
Weasel parking | ot eased onto Nordhoff, and flew west

toward Soto's. Just getting away from Chocol ate Weasel felt
good, as if | were escaping cursed ground. Considering what

I thought was going on inside the building, that mnight have
been literally true.
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M chael turned right onto Soto's and flew up to Pl umer.
The coner there had a bunch of little shops. | didn't see a
pay phone in front of any of them | wondered if Celia
Chang and Horace Smidl ey had screwed up. But what were

the odds of their both screwing up the sane way? Astrol ogi-
cally large, | thought.

"When a solution is not imredi ately apparent nore
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t horough investigation is required," Mchael said, a creed
which for the research thaumaturge ranked right up there
with the one hamered out at Nicaea.

He parked the carpet in front of a place whose sign had

two words in the Roman al phabet —BVI N DELI —and a cou-

ple of lines in the curious pothooks Arnenians use to wite
their language. | don't read Arnenian nyself, but |'ve seen it
of ten enough to recogni ze the script.

Sure enough, the fellow behind the counter in there
| ooked |i ke Brother Vahan's younger cousin, except that he
sported a handl ebar nmustache and had a full head of wavy

iron-gray hair.
"God bl ess you, what can | do for you gentlemen today?"

he said when M chael and | walked in. "I have sonme |ovely

lanb just in, and with yogurt and m nt | eaves— He ki ssed
the tips of his fingers.

Even if mixing neat and m |k wasn't kosher, it sounded
good to me. | hated to have to say, "I'msony, we're just |ook-
ing for a pay phone."

"Across the street, behind the cam ceria next to the

Hanese bookstore," he said, pointing. "I don't know why they
didn't put it out front, but they didn't. And when you've
made your call, why don't you cone back? | have figs and

dates preserved in honey, all kinds of good things."

He was a sal esman and a half, that one. | got out of the
Dvin Deli in a hurry, before | was tenpted into spending the
next hour and a half there, buying things | didn't need and

hal f of which | wasn't pernmitted to eat.

The Hanese bookstore also had a two-word English

si gn—HONG S BOOKS—and the rest was in ideograns. For

a couple of seconds, | didn't see the pay phone back of the
Aztecian nmeat market. It was on the far side of a very fra-
grant trash dunpster; nobody flying casually down the street
woul d have noticed anything going on while whoever had

Judy nade her call ne. The camiceria's back door didn't

have a wi ndow, either, so people in there nmight not have

spotted anything amiss, either.
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I dug in ny pocket, found change, and fed it into the
greedy little paw of the pay phone's noney denon. | called

CASE OF THE TOMC SPELL DUWMP 297

Pl ai ncl ot hesman Johnson, Saul Klein, and Legate
Kawaguchi, in that order. Johnson and Klein weren't alto-
gether convinced that Chocol ate Wasel was involved in
Judy' s ki dnappi ng, though they both said die evidence was
better than anything el se they had. Kawaguchi said I'd
handed hi m enough so he coul d gi ve Chocol ate Wasel a
good goi ng-over.

"Don't just send constables,"” | warned him "That place is
maj or sorcerous trouble. If you don't call out a hazardous
materta nmagica teamfor it, you'll never, ever need one."

"l appreciate your concern. |nspector Fisher,"”

Kawaguchi said, "but | assure you that |I shall nake all
necessary arrangenents. Good day." Shut up and let ne

do ny job, was what he was saying. | just hoped he knew
the kind of trouble his people were liable to walk into at
Chocol at e Wasel

After that, | had to cadge sone nore change from
M chael. | called Bea to |l et her know what was goi ng on
Instead of Bea, | got Rose, who told nme die boss was at a

nmeeting away fromdi e Confederal Building and couldn't be
reached no matter what for die next couple of hours.

"Wonderful ," | said. "Listen, Rose, dungs are liable to
start felling on your head any minute now " | explained how
and why.

She just took it in stride. | would have been surprised at

anything | ess. What ever needed doi ng, she'd take care of it
as if Bea were standing behind her giving orders. W're
unbel i evably lucky to have her, and we know it

When | was done, she said, 1 have two inportant phone
messages for you. One is fromProfessor Blank at UCAC and
die odier is froma M. Antanas—s diat right?—Sudakis at
di e Devonshire dunp."

"Yes, Antanas is right. Thank you, Rose. W' B be back at

die office soon, and |'B attend to the calls dien. 'Bye," | said.
and hung up. rd been neaning to call Blank, and | wasn't all

diat surprised to hear fromhimfirst. But | wondered why he
said it was urgent for me to call himback—nothing about his

i nvestigation of the Churmash Powers had been urgent up til

now. And | wondered what had bitten Tony on di e backsi de.

298 Harry Turtl edove
Just nmy luck to be out of the office when two inmportant calls
cane in.

M chael said, "Before we leave this site, | suggest that you
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exanmine it nmost carefully. | would be willing to wager the
CBlI has tried already, but if you find anything here which
you can identify as belonging to Mstress Adier, the | aw of
cont agi on may enabl e us—er the constabulary, or the CBl —

to trace her present whereabouts. No guarantees, of course,
sor cerous counterneasures having becone so effective these

days, but a chance nonethel ess.”

So | |ooked. God, did | |ook! Leaving sonething behi ndwas

just the sort of thing Judy would have done if she got the
chance—anything to give us a better shot at finding her. | went
down on ny hands and knees and pawed through weeds and

pebbles like a wino after a | ost quarter-crown, hoping, praying,
she'd managed to drop a button or sonet hing.

No luck. Al | got was the knees of ny pants dirty. Finally
| admitted it. even to nyself. "Sony, Mchael, but Acre's
not hing here. In the adventure stories, people always nman-
age to |l eave a clue while the bad guys aren't watching. |

guess it doesn't work that way in real life."

"I't woul d appear not to," he agreed. "This is ny first
encounter with a situation which mght reasonably fall into
that category, so ny experience is as linmted as yours. | sus-
pect, however, that if real crimnals nade as many errors as
those in adventure stories, virtue would triunph in the rea

world nore often than it does."

"l suspect you're right," | said glumy, brushing at ny
trousers. Some of die dirt |ooked to be there to stay. | sighed,
feeling useless and also, irrationally, as if 1'd |let Judy down.
"Let's head back to the office, then—we're wasting tine

here. From what Rose said, |'ve had a couple of calls that

need answering right away."

"l also have other work upon which | could be usefully
engaged," M chael said. That rmade ne feel bad all over

again; | hadn't even asked himwhat | was disrupting by
dragging himup to the Valley again and again. But he went
on, "Seeking information which will aid in the rescue of your
fiancee necessarily takes priority over other concerns.”
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"Thank you, Mchael," | said as we wal ked back to his car-
pet Hi s glance over at ne was puzzled, as if he wondered
what | was (hanking himfor. Maybe he did. He thinks so
wel | that | sometinmes wonder about the rest of his spirit

I noticed that he flew down Soto's to the freeway instead

of going back to Wnnetka. Wth Mchael, | think it was gust
for die sake of greater efficiency. I'd have done die sane
diing, but not on account ofdiafc |I just woul dn't have wanted

to swi ng back any closer to Chocol ate Weasel dian | had to.

VWhen we got back to die Confederal Building, | bought
somediing allegedly edible fromdie cafeteria; while |I fought
it down, | kept diinldng about [anb wi di yogurt and nint

| eaves—si nful as bacon for ne, but it sounded delicious al
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di e sane—and candi ed dates. Then, widi ny fireplace full of
fuel -and widi a heartburn to prove it—+ went to nmy office
and pi cked up di e phone.

Pr of essor Bl ank sounded bl unter di an phone inps could
normal |y account for when he answered di e phone, so | fig-
ured 1'd caught himat l[unch tw ce running, and probably a
brown bag one. UCAC boasts better eateries dian we have
here, which nmeant he was eidier tight widi a crowm or else
dedi cated to what he was doing.

I'"d been willing to give himdie benefit of die doubt even

before he said, "I'"'mso glad you returned nmy call. I|nspector
Fisher. 1've been waiting here at ny desk, hoping you
woul d. "

"I just now got in," | answered, starting to feel guilty
because |1'd eaten lunch before | called himback. "Rose, our
secretary, said it was urgent, so you're die first call I've

made. " That, at |east, was true. "Wat's up?"

"1 trust you will recall,"” he began, which neant he didn't
trust any such diing, "diat when we | ast spoke | was uncer-
tai n whedier die Chumash Powers were extinct or had, so to
speak, encysted dienselves on die Odier Side, abandoning

all contact widi This Side for an indefinite period, perhaps in
di e hope of being lured back Here shoul d nore worshipers

appear to propitiate diem"

He hadn't said all that when we tal ked before; sone of it
he must have worked out since dien. But he had said enough

300 Harry Turtl edove

of it to let me answer, "Yes, | renmenber that Do you know
which is true now?"

"The latter, I'mafraid, he said, "and | nean that in the
nmost literal sense of the word."

I'"d figured it was the latter; having |learned that the Chu-
mash Powers were in fact extinct wouldn't have been news
urgent enough for himto haunt his office waiting for ne to
call back. But | hadn't though even finding them active
woul d be frightening. "What's to be afraid of ?" | asked.

"The Powers are indeed encysted; new regression anal ysis

est abli shes that beyond any statistical or theol ogical doubt,"”
he said. "But ifs a topol oglcally unusual spherical encyst-
ment Are you aware. Inspector, that the surface of a sphere
can be continuously defornmed until it is inside out?"

"Well, no," | said. "What does that have to do with the
Chumash Power s?"

"Ifs a good approximation of what those Powers seemto

have done on the Other Side," he answered. "As | said in our
earlier conversation, they seemto Taawe taken a hol e and
pulled tt in afterward, apparently I|eaving nothing behind."
Sonet hing he said there nmade a bell toll in my mind, but be-
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fore | could figure out what It was, he went on, "The
problem fromour point of view, is that the Powers, if ny
calcul ations are correct, can reverse their encystnent and
burst out violently at any tinme they choose."

"Violently?" | echoed. "How violently?"

"Crystal -ball prognostications vary; the scenario is unique

and so many of mny paraneters are uncertain," he said. "If,
however, they rel ease nmaxi num magi cal energy, the effects

on the surrounding area will be sonewhere between those

of a negasal amander ignition just above it and an earth-

quake, oh, approxinmately on the order of mmgnitude of the

one that hit the city of Sfc Francis in the eariy years of this
century. The effects will be different, you understand, be-
cause they'll be primarily thaumaturgi c rather than physical,
but the size of the event will be nore or less in that range."

"|esus," | said, which shows how acculturated I am Fool -
ishly, | added, "No wonder they didn't want to bother
making rain."
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301

"No wonder at all. Inspector," Professor Blank said. "Nei-
ther I nor ny staff have been able to deternine where the

i nterface between the Chunash powers' encystnment and

This Side is presently |l ocated. W would have expected it to
be in the extrene northwest of the Barony of Angels, for that
was fornmerly Chunmash territory, but, as | say, we have not
succeeded in detecting it | hope that, with your greater
resources, the Environmental Perfection Agency will do

what we have not acconplished. Good day."

He hung up on nme. | wanted to loll him "Hello. Here

comes a catastrophe. |I've found out ifs on the way, but |

can't deal with it Al up to you, Dave. Good luck, pal." That's
what was left at the bottomof the alenmbic. In ny nose, it

smel led |ike old catbox.

I nstead of conmitting nurder, | called Tony Sudal ds. He
didn't sound as if I'd caught himat |unch, but he had sone-
thing in common with Professor Bl ank anyhow. he sounded
scared. "Dave? It's you? Perkunas and the Nine Suns, I'm
glad to hear fromyou! You know that thing—+ nean, that

Not hi ng—you spotted in the contai nnent area? It's going

t hrough sonme changes, and | don't like "emeven a little bit"

"Changes? What | and of changes?" | asked, thinking
didn't need one nore thing to worry about on top of every-
thing Professor Blank had just dunped on ne.

"Well, for one thing, you can notice the effect from any-

where along the safety walk now, and | can see it fromdie

roof of my office, too. Eerie, if you ask me. But there's worse.
I can feel sonething starting to build over there, even

through the wardspells, like die world' s gonna turn inside out
any mnute now. It's bad. | don't even know if die outer con-
tainment wall will hold dlis one. And if it doesn't—-
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He let it hang diere. | gulped. | didn't like die way it
sounded, not even slighdy. "Wat have you done so far?"
asked.

"I'"ve called for a SWAT team but a |lot of diose are busy
sonewhere el se,"” he answered. | had a hunch | knew where
too: dneywere taking down Chocol ate Wasel. Tony went on,
"I called you for two reasons. You were die guy who spotted
die Nodiing in die first place, and die w zard you had wi di
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you seens pretty sharp. Man, | teB you, | think |I need aB the
help I can get on this one."

TD get M chael. W'B be there as fast as we can fly,"
prom sed. Then sonething Sudakis had said really hit ne. |

echoed it "Inside out."

"Whafs that?'" Tony said. "Listen, if you and your buddy
Manstein don't get here in a hurry, there may not be any
here to get to, you know what | nean?"

Inside out,"” | repeated. 'Tony, didn't you say the stuff in
that zone cane fromthe beach up in Mlibu?"

"Yeah," he said. "So?"
"Way up at the northwest edge of the Barony of Angels,
right?"

"Yeah," he said again. "What are you flying at, Dave?"
"Cet a hazmat teamthere right now, " | said, fear knotting
my belly: | thought |I knew why Professor Blank's grad stu-
dents hadn't found the Chunmash Powers' encystnment site
where they thought it was supposed to be.

Tve been Hying to," Tony protested. "They won't listen to

ne.
TeB 'emthe guy who tipped 'emto Chocol ate Wease

says this is liable to be a thousand times wirse. TeB 'emthat
Use ny nanme. They'll cone, aB right"

"You know what's going on." Even through the phone
i nps, he sounded accusi ng.

"I'"'mafraid I do. |I'mcom ng anyway." | hung up on him

for a change. Then | ran down the hall, yeBing for M chae
like a man possessed. He listened to me for fifteen seconds,
tops, grabbed his black bag, and sprinted for the slide, ne
right behind him W piled onto his carpet and hightailed it
back to St Ferdinand' s Valley. Know ng what we were head-
ing for, I w shed we were flying the other way.

X
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When he was good and ready, he delivered his verdict.
I nmean it just like that—he really sounded nagi sterial

There is, | believe, much truth in the view you express.
The great European theol ogi cal and econom ¢ expansion

of the past five hundred years, coupled with the enornous
growt h of thaumaturgi c know edge that spearheaded,

anong ot her things, the Industrial Revolution, has indeed
had a profound i npact on both the politics and thecol ogy
of the rest of the world. | can hardly be surprised to | eam
that | ong-established Powers, chafing under the pressure
of European-inposed belief structures inmposed by supe-
rior mlitary and magi cal force, are actively seeking to
overwhel mthat force."

"You nean you approve?" | stared at him

"That is not what | said," he answered, nore sharply than

usual . "I said | amnot surprised that the Powers and, pre-
sumabl y, the peoples who reverence them seek to regain
their fornmer prominence. | did not say | wi shed them suc-

cess in that effort. Such success would be the greatest
di saster the world has ever known, or so | believe, at any
rate.”

"You get no argurment fromne," | said.

"l had not expected you to disagree,"” he said. 'You have a
reasonabl e anpbunt of sense, by all appearances."”

I wanted to reach over and pat himon the knee. "Wy,
M chael, | didn't know you cared," | said. From his point of
view, he'd just given me the accolade, and | knew it

"Faceti ousness aside," he anended. | just grinned. He

i gnored that and went on, "Let us take the Americas, for

i nstance, they being the nost dearcut exanples of a massive
human and thecol ogi cal transformation in the past
semmillenium™

"Ckay, take the Anericas," | said agreeably, gesturing to
show he was wel cone to them Truth was, as long as | was
schmoozing with Mchael, | didn't have to think (as nuch)

about either Judy or the likelihood that Arnageddon was
liable to cone bubbling out of a toxic spells dunp.

M chael gave ne a severe | ook. "Facetiousness aside,
said."
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"Sorry," | told him "You were saying?"

"Not hi ng of great conplexity; nothing, in fact, that should
not be obvious to any reasonably objective observer: that we
i mm grants have done nmore and better with this land in the
past five hundred years than its native peoples woul d have
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acconpl i shed during the sanme period."

"Nothing that isn't obvious, eh?" | said, grinning w ckedly.
"Plenty of people, natives and imrgrants both—'D use

your phrase; why not ?—woul d say you've just committed

bl aspheny, that we've done nothing but slaughter and pol -
lute in what was, for all practical purposes, paradi se on
earth.”

"I find only one technical termappropriate to use in
response to that viewpoint: bullshit." Mchael delivered
his technical termwith great relish. "I amnot saying that
sl aughter did not take place; | am not denying that we pol -
|lute—working as | do for the Environnmental Perfection
Agency, how could I? | do deny, however, that this was, in
a manner of speaking, government work for the earthly

par adi se. "

"Careful how you talk, there," | said. "You work for the
gover nnent yoursel f, renmenber?"

M chael refused to be distracted. "Leaving aside the

habits of the natives of the islands off the coast, whose triba
nane gave English the word 'cannibal,' the two nost

prom nent cultures in the Americas five hundred years ago

were the Aztecs, also cannibals, who fuel ed thensel ves both
theologically and in terns of protein through human

sacrifice, and the Incas, whose theol ogy was beni gn enough

but who reginented thensel ves nore thoroughly than the

Ukr ai ni ans woul d have tol erated before their latest crisis.”

"You're hitting below the belt, tal king about peopl es who

didn't live in what's now the Confederation,” | protested.
"What about the noble warriors and hunters of the G eat
Pl ai ns?"

"Wl |, what about thenP" he asked. 'The culture they

now revere and think of as ancient did not exist and could
not have exi sted before the com ng of the Europeans
because their own ancestors had hunted the Anerican horse

Harry Turtl edove
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to extinction-hardly good environnmental nanagenent, in

my opinion. And the firearnms they used to defend their terri-
t ory—bravel y—agai nst encroachi ng whites were all bought

or stolen fromthose sanme whites, because they did not know

how to make them for thensel ves."
"Whoa, there." | held up a hand. "Bl am ng people for not

having skills isn't fair. And the whites who took the |and away
fromthe natives weren't what you'd call saints. Conquest by
firewater, deliberately spread snall pox, and nass exorci sms

of the native Powers isn't anything to be proud of."

"You're right," he said. "But if Europeans had not found
the Americas until, for exanple, the day before yesterday,
they woul d not have found them rmuch different fromthe

way they were five hundred years ago. And that is precisely
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the point I amtrying to nake. Thanks to nodem t hauma-
turgy, our present culture supports far nore people at a
hi gher | evel of affluence and greater material confort than

any other in the history of the world."

"I's that all you judge culture by?" | asked. "Seens to ne
there should be nore to life."

"Ch, no doubt. But nmake note of this, David: as a genera

rul e—aot universal, | concede, but general the people

who show the greatest contenpt for material conforts are
those | ucky enough to have them The Abyssini an peasant
starving in his drought-stricken field, the Canaanite cobbler
suffering under a plague of gnats because no | ocal sorcerer
knows enough to properly control Beel zebub, the

slumdweller in D.StC. aching with a rotten tooth because

her parents hadn't had the crowns to go to an odont onagus

to affix the usual invisible shields to her mouth ... they wll
not speak slightingly of the virtues of a full beBy and a
heal t hy body, things we take for granted despite their being

historically rare."
"WAit a minute, Mchael. You just cheated there. You

were tal king about how wonderful our culture is, and then
one of your suffering exanples comes strai ght out of our

own slums. You can't have it both ways."

He didn't answer for a few seconds; he was getting the
carpet off the freeway. Once he'd done that, though, he said,
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"I fail to see why not. | never clainmed we were perfect. Per-
fection is an attribute of the divine, not the human. | said
that, on the whole, we do better for nore people than any-
one el se has. Qur flaws notwithstanding, | hold to that
position."

I thought about it. The only tines |I'd ever been hungry
were at Yom Ki ppur fasts, and those | undertook for the sake
of ritual, not because | had no food. | slept in a flat on a bed,;

I was protected agai nst di seases and curses that had lain
whol e nations waste in ancient tines. | said, "You have a
poi nt"

The other thing was, the Chumash Powers and the

Azt edans wanted to restore the unpl easant old days. The
trouble with that was that npost of the millions of people in
the Barony of Angels liked the new days better. Wat woul d
happen to then? My limited acquaintance with the Chu-

mash Powers didn't nmake nme think they were that ferocious,
but Huitzil opochtii—

The Chumash Powers nust have cut a deal with the
Azt edan war god, | realized. | tried to inmagine the secret
deal i ngs that nust have happened on the OQther Side. Huitz-
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ilopochtii was a nuch bigger fish than the Sky Coyote, the
Li zard, or the denons of the Lower World, but they were
extra powerful here because the Barony of Angels was their
native territory. The combi nation coul d prove deadly.

I reached that unpl easant conclusion about the tine M -

chael pulled into the parking ot across the flyway fromthe
Devonshire dunp. To ny relief, three or four bl ack-and-
whites were already there, their synchroni zed sal anander

|l anterns flashing red and bl ue.

Peopl e were standing on the sidewal k rubbernecki ng the

way they al ways do when sonethi ng goes wong. Over on

the dunp side of the street, a couple of constables were

| aying down the ritual yell ow tape that keeps rubbeneckers
fromgetting too close to the action

M chael and | hurried across. The constabl es saw our

EPA sigils and denystified a stretch of tape so we could
cross the line. "Did you get a hazmat team here?" | asked
one of them

308 Harry Turtl edove

"Yeah, we did," he said. | thought they had; there were
nmore bl ack-and-whites in the parking | ot than constables
outside the dunp. But while his partner put the nmagic back
into the hne, the fellow went on, "The guy who runs the
dunp tried to get an EPA hazmat team too, but it was

al ready on an urgent call, worse luck."

Luck had nothing to do with it; 1'd told Kawaguchi he was
|iable to need that team at Chocol ate Wasel. And he was,

CGod knows. But Tony Sudakis was liable to need it here, too.
No magi ¢ yet has made people able to be two places at the
same time. They're working on it, | understand, w th thau-
mat echnol ogy based on what they've learned with

ectoplasmic cloning, but so far it happens only in |ight-and-
magi ¢ shows and sorcerous fiction stories. Too bad. Boy,

could we have used it

The security guard recogni zed M chael and ne. Wt hout

bei ng asked, he brought out the footbridge so we could cross
into the contai nment area. As soon as we did, he yanked it
away as fast as he could. In principle, that was smart; you
didn't want to weaken the magi cal contai nment schene in

any way. In practice, | was afraid it would do about as much
good as sungl asses under the negasal amander bl ast Profes-
sor Bl ank had nenti oned.

About three steps down the warded path that led to

Tony Sudakis' office, | stopped dead in ny tracks. Tony
hadn't been ki ddi ng—you coul d see the Nothing from

anywhere on the wal kway now. You felt that if you |l eaned
forward, you mght fall straight toward it forever. And he'd
been right about the feeling that pervaded the dunp, too;
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it was as if the Nothing were an egg quivering on the
ver ge of hat ching.
But that wasn't the only thing that nade ne stop and

stare. The constables fromthe hazardous materia magi ca
teamweren't working only fromthe warded pat h—they'd
actually gone into the dunp itself to cone to grips with the

Not hi ng.
Sure, they knew what they were doing. Sure, they were

draped with so many different kinds of apotropaic anul ets
that they | ooked |ike peranbul ating Christnas trees. Sure,
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their shoes had cold-iron soles to insulate themfromthe
thaumaturgic vileness that littered the place. Al the sane,
they put their souls on the line, not just their soles. |
woul dn't have gone out there for a mllion crowns.

For Judy? Yes, without a second thought. If you don't
know what really matters to you, why bother |iving?

Tony Sudal ds was up on the roof of his office. He saw

M chael and me, waved, and di sappeared. A nminute later, he
came poundi ng down the path toward us. He had a hard hat

on his head, his cravat was | oosened and his collar open. He
was a foreman again, not an administrator, and | ooked as if
he loved it.

"d ad you got here," he said. "Dave, on the phone you
sounded |i ke you know nore about this shit than naybe any-
body. You want to brief Yolanda there?" He pointed up
ahead to one of the hazmat team peopl e.

Up till then, | hadn't noticed the boss of the teamwas a
worman. She was bl ack, slim nmaybe ny age—not hal f bad,

t hough she | ooked both too smart and too tough to be nodel
pretty.

I told her what | knew about the Chunmash Powers, and

what |'d heard from Professor Bl ank not an hour earlier.

When | was through, she crossed herself. "\Wat are we sup-
posed to do, then?" she said. This is worse than we're really
set up to face. Maybe a military team would be a better bet
to resist”

1 doubt that,"” Mchael put in. "Mlitary teans are config-
ured agai nst specific security threats—Persian, Aztecian,
Ukrainian. But the Chumash, till this nonent, have never
posed a danger to the Confederation. Warrior priests and the
like wiB not be able to help us."

Yol anda scow ed; you could tell she was the kind of person
who wanted to get right in there and do things, then worry
about consequences later. "Wat do the two of you recom
mend, then?" she denmanded.

Do as weU as you can, was the answer that imediately
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sprang to mnd. |If the Chunmash Powers renanifested
thenselves with the burst of thaumaturgic energy Professor
Bl ank had feared, there was nothing else to do, and even that

310 Harry Turtl edove

woul dn't hel p. But you al ways have to play the gane as if you
think you're going to wi n—which, when you get down to it, is

al so part of dying well.

So | said, "Delay. Every second we keep that Nothing
encysted buys us tine to evacuate the nei ghborhood. It may
not help, but then again, it may. Tony, | presume you have
procedures in place for an energency evacuati on?"

"Sure," he said
"You'd better inplenent them then. EPA orders, if you

like."

"You got it, boss." He went back to his office on the dead

run. If his procedures were |ike npst people's, he'd have a
bunch of spells completed but for the |ast word or pass or
what ever, so he could but theminto effect one after another,

bang, bang, bang.
Sure enough, maybe thirty seconds |later we heard a

dreadf ul cacophony fromthe cacodenons nounted at each
conmer of the containment fence. It reminded ne, fittingly
enough, of the air raid warnings that would help mark die

start of the Third Sorcerous War

After they'd screeched for a while, the cacodenons

started yelling, "Evacuate the area. Evacuate the area. Con-
tam nati on nmay escape fromthe Devonshire contai nment

site. Evacuate the area."” Then they shouted what | think was

the sane thing, only in Spainish

They were | oud enough to be heard for nmiles. That was

why they were there, but they made tal k inside the contain-
ment area just about inpossible for anybody who wasn't an
acconplished lip-reader. | was sure nmy ears would ring for
the next couple of days—assuming | was still around in a

coupl e of days.

M chael stuck his head next to mne, bawed in ny ear,
"Delay is all very well, but to the end futile. Sooner or

| at er —probabl y sooner—+the Chunmash Powers wi |l succeed

in breaking free of their encystrment and returning to This
Side, with the acconpanying energy rel ease you have

descri bed. "

He turned his head so | could yell into his ear. It was ny
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turn, after all. Yell I did: "I know, but we'll get some people
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away, so when the Great Eagle and die Lizard and rest get
out, diey won't do di e damage diey want to."

I turned ny head. M chael shouted. "Possibly not The

damage diey do inflict, however, will be nore dian adequate
to satisfy anyone not— |'msure he kept tal king after diat,
but | stopped hearing him | was running for Tony Sudal ds

office as fast as ny | egs would cany ne.

He was coming out as | dashed in. He night as weD have

been Phyui s Kam nsky—+ al nost bow ed hi mover. "Phone,"

| said, panting. Inside die blockhouse, die noise fromdie ca-
codenons was just too |oud, not deafening.

"Sure, go ahead." He followed ne back up die hall.

made ny call, talked for nmaybe a m nute and a hal f, hung
up. When | was done. Tony stared at ne, big-eyed. "You
drink diafll work?" he asked, unwontecDy quiet.

"Let nme put it dlis way," | answered. "If it doesn't, do you
think diese concrete bl ocks are going to save us?" He shook
his head. | went on, "I don't, eidier. The hazmat nmges out

diere wiB delay all diey can, but how long is diat. Sooner or
| ater, probably sooner"—+ realized | was echoing M chael —
"di e Chummash Powers wttl break out And when they do—-

"Bend over and | oss your bum goodbye. Yeah," Sudal ds
said. "How much tine do you drink diey need to buy?"

"I just don't know," | answered. "Burbank isn't far, but I
don't know how much prep diey have to do first. AB we can
do now is wait and hope."

We wal ked back out into die unbelievable din togedier. |

bawl ed into Mchael's ear; Tony yelled into Yol anda's (no
question he got die better half of diat deal). M chael shouted
back at me, "Not die best chance, but | see none better."

Then he wal ked over to scream presunmably, die same dring

at Tony.

"I wish | had your connections,"” Yol anda shouted at ne.

"I wish |l didn't have diem" | answered, "because diat
woul d nean dris m serabl e case never happened.”

She nodded grimy. W all stared toward die east, like die
Kings of Orient widi sonebody extra thrown in for |uck
Trouble was, all die luck in this case had been bad.

I tfiought about poor litde Jesus Cordero. Seeing if die
312 Harry Turtl edove

Slow Jinn Fizz jinnetic engineering techniques could rmake
hima soul hadn't seened urgent. He was just a baby, after
all; years and years would go by before he had to worry about
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forever vanishing fromthe scheme of things. That's what |'d
t hought But if the Chumash Powers burst forth, he'd be

gone for good. Not even |inmbo. Just gone.

Qut in the dunp, one of the hazmat mages crunpled |ike
soggy parchnent | couldn't tell whether the toxic spel
resi dues had overconme himor whether he'd just broken
under the burden of delaying the burst. Yolanda | eaped off
the warded path and dragged himback toward its very

tenuous safety.
One he was back on the path, he pulled hinself into feta

position and | ay there shivering: sorcerous shock of sone

ki nd, sure enough. He was breathing, and he nodded his

head when Yol anda shouted at him so he wasn't critical

Since he wasn't, the rest of us kept |ooking eastward. Either
we' d be saved, in which case we could treat the hazmat nmage
|ater, or we wouldn't, in which case nothing we did for him

now woul d matter anyway.

| preferred the first choice, but wouldn't have bet any-
thing big on getting it.

Suddenl y, Tony Sudakis' finger stabbed out. "lIsn't

that =" He didn't go on, maybe for fear his words would
induce it not to be.

"I don't think it is," | yelled—hard to sound bitter when

you're yelling, but | managed. "More likely to be a big cargo
carpet on nme | andi ng approach toward Burbank airport"

We all watched for another couple of seconds. Tony shook
his head. "A carpet heading into Burbank woul d be getting

smaller. This is getting bigger."

"So it is," Mchael said. He forgot to yell, but | read his
l'ips. When M chael forgets to do sonething he should, you
know he's under strain. W all were. | didn't want to think he
was right, just because that woul d have nade getting ny

hopes dashed all the crueler.
But after another few seconds, there could be no doubt

The speck in the air we were watching swelled out of speck-
dom far faster than any carpet could have, and it didn't have
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a carpefs shape, either. | saw great wi ngs beat nmjestically.
"The Garuda Bird!" | shouted—with all my heart and with

aD ny soul and with all ny mght, as the Bi bl e says.

The Bird cane on unbelievably fast Two or three nore
flaps and it was hovering over the dunp. O course, it didn't
need to work its wings the way a nerely material creature of
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fl esh and feathers woul d have. The Other Side suffused it; it
was, after all, an avatar of Vishnu. As Matt Arnold had said
back at the Loki works, it couldn't have flown—er existed at
all —as a nmaterial creature; when it hovered above the dunp,
its wings spanned the entire width of the containment area
and nore, and cast the ground into shadow al nost as deep as
ni ght

It | ooked nuch like die poster in Arnold' s office—those

i ncredi bl e wi ngs supporting a huge-chested body that didn't

|l ook birdlike at all to my mind. Nor was its head anything
like that of a natural bird, but for the hooked beak that took
the place of nose and mouth. The rest, especially the eyes,

| ooked nore nearly human, and the feathers on top of its

head, instead of being peacock-brilliant tike those of die
body and wi ngs, were black and soft |ike hair.

The wi ngs beat again, right over our heads. The bl ast of

wind froma flap |ike that should have bl own walls down, and

bl owmn dust notes like us into the next barony, but it didn't
After a nonment, | realized why: since it flew nore by magic
than with its wings, their flapping was just a synbolic act, not
quite a real one. And thank God for that; it wasn't sonething
Fd worried about when | called Matt Arnol d.

The Garuda Bird threw back its anthropomnorphic head

and | et out a bellow that sounded |ike a tuba about the size of
a city block played by a mad giant wfao'd quit hal fway

through his first tuba lesson. Let me put it like this: by com
pari son, the squalling cacodenons were quiet and

mel odi ous.

One thing, or rather two sets of things, thoroughly orni-
t honor phic (ah, Greek!) about the Garuda Bird were its
talons. In fact, it was the nost talented bird I'd ever seen:

those enornmous gl eanmi ng daws coul d have punctured the
M dgard Serpent, by the | ook of them | would have paid a

314
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good nmany crowns to watch that fight—froma safe distance,
say the surface of the noon.

Now, as the Bird hovered over the Devonshire dunp, its

|l eft foot closed on die Nothing. The hazmat nages pelted
back out of the way. | found | was holding ny breath. This
was something else | hadn't had figured when | called
Arnol d: was the Garuda Bird's magi c strong enough to pene-
trate the encystnment the Chumash Powers had thrown up
around thenselves? If not—well, if not, | told nyself, we
weren't any worse off than we woul d have been without the

Bi rd.

When the Garuda Bird's tal ons struck the Nothing, sparks
flew, but the talons didn't go in. | was praying and cursing at
the same tinme, both as hard as | could. The Garuda Bird bel -
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| owed again, this tine in fury. | staggered, wondering if the
top of ny head would fall off and whether |I'd ever hear

agai n.

The nuscles in the Garuda Bird's nonster drunsticks

bunched. Thafs what | saw, anyhow, though | knew it was

only a quasi-physical manifestation Iike the Bird' s flapping
wings. Wiat it neant was that, on the Other Side, the

Garuda Bird was gathering all its thaumaturgic force

Its claws cl osed on the Nothing once nore. Mire sparks

flew The Bird cried out yet again, but its talons still would
not penetrate. | thought we were doomed. But then, ever so
slowy, the needle tips of those inmense claws began sinking
into the Chumash Powers' shell of withdrawal

Ton/s nouth was wi de open. So were M chael's and
Yol anda's and mne. W were all shouting for all we were
worth, but | couldn't hear any of us, not even ne.

The Garuda Bird's feet disappeared into Nothing. You

couldn't see them They were just—gone. | stopped shout-

ing. My heart went into ny nmouth. The Garuda Bird wasn't

a power that had had to hide itself away to keep from going
extinct; the belief of hundreds of mllions of people fueled it
Never in ny nost dreadful nightmares had | inmagined that it
woul dn't be able to overcome the Chumash Powers that hid
inside the Nothing if once it broke their shell

The Bird's next roar carried a note of pain. It flapped its
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wings again: alnost a real flap this time, for dust rose in a
choking cloud fromthe dry dirt of the dunp. Through the

dust, | saw nore of the Garuda Bird's leg than | had before.
"It's coming out!" | cried, coughing.
Anot her flap, nore dust, still another wi ngbeafc Then,

with a pop! in ny head that felt like the psychic equival ent of
the one you'd make by sticking your finger into your nouth

agai nst the inside of your cheek, its feet cane all the way out
of the Nothing. Inits daws withed the Lizard.

Yol anda grabbed nme and ki ssed ne on the cheek. A good

thing she did, too, because Tony Sudakis sl apped ny back so
hard, | mght have staggered off the warded path and into
the dunp if she hadn't been hol ding on to ne.

No matter how joyful he was, Mchael Manstein didn't do
things like slapping people on the back. He shouted, "Bril-
liantly reasoned, David! The simlarity between |lizards and
snakes was enough to touch off the Garuda Bud's instinctive
anti pat hy. "

"Yeah," | said, which | admt wasn't a fitting response to
praise like that. But | was too busy watching the fight above
my head to get out nore than the one word.

The Chumash Lizard was an alligator lizard the size of the
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bi ggest anaconda you ever saw. If you live in Angels City, you
know about alligator lizards. The/re the nost comon ki nd

of lizard around here. The naterial ones can get nore than a
foot long, with yellow sh bellies and dirt-brown backs striped
with black. For critters their size, they have |arge, sharp
teeth. The ones on the Chumash Lizard | ooked to be a

coupl e of inches long, and it had a whol e nout hful of them

Alligator lizards also have little short |egs, which nakes
them | ook even nore ophidian than nost lizards (they're
related to gl ass snakes, which aren't snakes but lizards with
no legs at all). My guess—ny hope-was that that would just
make the Garuda Bird nadder.

The Lizard made horrible hissing noises and bit at the

Garuda Bird's | egs. However huge and fierce it was, though,

it had no nore chance against the Bird than an ordinary alli-
gator lizard would have agai nst an eagle that decided to have
a reptilian Iunch.
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Crunch! Wth a noise like a nonster cleaver biting into a
side of beef, the Garuda Bird bit off the Lizard' s head and
about the front third of its body. Ichor spattered down al
over the dunp. Luckily, it didn't splash any of us—tal k about

your hazardous materia magi ca

The Chumash Lizard's body convul sed and thrashed even

more wildly than before. Even material lizards are hard to
kill. Lizards that are also Powers . . . But all the thrashing
didn't stop the Garuda Bird from gul pi ng down the rest of

the lizard

M chael tapped ne on the shoulder. "I believe you may
now definitively declare one Chumash Power extinct," he
yel | ed.

"You know what?" | yelled back, °l don't mss it a bit.
Dreadful thing for an EPA nan to say, isn't it?"

"I find nyself |ess scandalized than | might be under
ot her circunstances,” M chael said.

Wth another earsplittng bellow, the Garuda Bird tried to

poke its clawed feet into the Nothing. Again, it was hard

work. But the Bird didn't have to back up and nmake a second
effort- slowy but surely, talons, toes, and feet sank into the
Churmash Powers' sphere of encyshnent and di sappear ed.

The Bird let out a pain-filled screech like the one it had
made when (| guess) it seized the lizard. It started flapping
its wings again in that half-material way it had used to force
itself out of the Nothing. Feet, toes, talons reenerged—and
then, with another of those psychic pop/s, the Garuda Bird

was free once nore.
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It didn't come out of the Nothing enpty-footed, either.

Its claws held what the Chunmash called the Great Eagle. |
will admit, a golden eagle with a body the size of a Siberian
tiger's is pretty G eat—dnder other circunstances, as M -
chael had put it Up against the Garuda Bird, the Chunash

Eagl e mi ght as weB have been a sparrow.

The Eagle, unlike the Lizard, didn't try to fight. It wig-
gled, twi sted, broke free, and streaked for the sky. | feared it
woul d get away: it seemed so nuch nore graceful in the air

than the ponderous Garuda Bird. But the contest wasn't

only, or even nostly, bird body against bird body. It was
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magi ¢ agai nst magic, too, and the Garuda Bird had not only

its native Indian potency but also all the souping up the Lold
Kobol d Wrks had given its sorcerous systens. It didn't just
fly—+t was destined for space. It shot after the Eagle faster
than the eye could foll ow

High in the sky, the Eagle tried to dodge—+f it couldn't
flee the Garuda Bird, maybe it could outjink it But no. One
of those inmense feet closed on it, and this time there was
no escape. | heard a despairing shriek fade and die. Hover-
i ng above the dunmp, the Garuda Bird devoured its prey. A
couple of big feathers cane spiraling down into the contain-
ment area—all that was left of the Chumash Eagl e.

"We'l|l have to decontam nate those,"” Yol anda sai d.

"As soon as you do, there's another Churmash Power that

won't show up in the Barony of Angels again," | said. As an
EPA inspector, | felt bad about that. As sonebody who was
wonderi ng whether he'd still be alive five mnutes from now,

| figured I'd worry about the |ong-term consequences of the
Great Eagle's denmise later, if there was a |ater

H gh overhead, the Garuda Bird |l et out a roar that made

all its earlier cries seemlike whispers. It folded its w ngs and
stooped like a hawk onto the Nothing. | braced nysel f —use-
l essly, | knew. Wien that bulk hit, the earth wouldn't just

shake, it woul d quake, San Andreas notw t hst andi ng.

A split second before the Bird's tal ons seized the Not hing,
anot her psychic pop/ sounded in ny head, this one bigger
than the other two put together. The talons closed on enpty
ai r—the Not hi ng was gone. Sonmehow-sorcerously, of

course, but don't ask ne about the Kobold Works' proximty
spell's, because | don't know fromnnothin'—the Bird stopped
in mdair wthout touching the ground.

I looked out at the far wall of the Devonshire dunp, and
it seemed only as far away as it should have. The sense of the
i mm nent i mranence of sonething emnently dreadful's

becom ng dreadfully evident was gone, too. | |ooked over at
Tony Sudalds. "I think you can tell the cacodenons to shut
up," | yelled at him

He flipped me a sal ute—asual but, | thought, not
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f aked—and trotted back toward his office. As he did so, the
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Garuda Bird rose into the air (without a single flap) and
headed east, back toward Burbank. That took nore wei ght
off ny mnd: ny guess was that the Bird woul d have stayed
around had it sensed any renai ning trouble.

Just the sane, | wal ked over to the spot on the path from

which 1'd first noticed the Nothing, a mllion years ago: that's
what it felt like, anyhow | wasn't quite there yet when the
cacodenons closed their nmouths. Sudden silence hit ne as

hard as the squalls of alarmhad before

I knew just where that spot was now. | |ooked out across
the weed-strewn dirt toward the Nothing and saw-not hi ng.
I was never so glad not to capitalize an °n" in my whole life.

"I think they're gone," | said, words which ranked right up
there with the first dme | told Judy, | |ove you

"l believe you are correct," Mchael said. "Wat we
sensed, in ny opinion, was the Chumash Powers abandoni ng
any contact with This Side to keep the Garuda Bird from
reaching into their encystnent, draggi ng them out one by
one, and destroying them Thaunaturgic analysis will even-
tually confirmor refute this, but it is a tenable working
hypot hesi s. "

"I"'mw th you," Yolanda said. "If they went away |ike that,
they won't be back." She w ped her forehead with a sl eeve.
I"mnot sure she really grasped just how bad a hazmat she'd
hel ped hold at bay, but none of what her teamdid for a living
was easy.

"Perkunas and the Nine Suns, | hope not." Tony Sudakis
clutched his anber amulet in one beefy fist.

"Let me use your phone one nore tinme?" | asked him
"Il call Professor Blank at UCAC, he's been running a study
for me to find out whether the Chunash Powers really have

become extinct. | think we can safely say two of them have,
but he'd be the best fellow to evaluate what's becone of the
ot hers. "

"Be ny guest." Sudal ds waved nme toward the bl ockhouse.

It woul dn't have done a bit of good agai nst what had al npst
come forth fromthe dunp, but suddenly it |ooked strong
and secure again.

I got hold of Blank. He was still in his office, wondering,
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suppose, whether the building was going to collapse around
him Wen | told himwhat had happened at the dunp, he

let out a sigh of relief so heartfelt even phone inps couldn't
spoil it, then prom sed to send his research team out as fast
as carpets could get from UCAC to Chatsworth. Since it was

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (252 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:11 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

heading into | ate afternoon, that woul dn't be any too fast, but
the urgency | evel had gone down, too.

Then | call ed Legate Kawaguchi to see how the consta-
bl es were doing at Chocolate Weasel. Hm 1 didn't get;

i nstead, sone other constable bawled in ny ear, "You can't
talk to him bud, whoever you are. He's down at the war, and
I'"'mheadin' that way nyself." He hung up with a crash that
that phone inps did an uncanny job of reproducing.

That sent nme out of Tony's office on the run. | filled him
in on what Bl ank had said, then passed on the rest of the
word to Mchael. The only thing that can nean is Chocol ate

Weasel, | think," | said. "We'd better get over there as fast as
we can."

"l concur,"” M chael said.

Yol anda—her last nane, | finally had the chance to notice
on her badge, was Simons—said, "Were's this Chocol ate

Weasel place? Sounds |ike we m ght do sone good there,
too."

"Your teamis welcone to follow ny carpet,” Mchael said
"WIIl the health of the gentl enan who col |l apsed suffice for
the venture?"

"I'"'mokay," the gentlenan said, and sat up to try to prove
it. He still didn't | ook okay, but he was game, anyhow. "Al
the stuff in here just overloaded ny protective systens for a
m nute there."

"It's |liable to be worse at Chocol ate Weasel ," | said, but he
shook his head—-he didn't think it was possible. | envied him
hi s i nnocence.

The security guard put down the foothridge for us, and
we trooped out. Then the fellow took off his uniformcap
and bowed, which nade ne feel great. The guard m ght not
have know who'd done what, but summoni ng the Garuda

Bird wasn't sonething you could ignore.

Thanks to the cacodenpbns' announci ng an emnergency
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evacuation, traffic around the dunp was unbelievably
snarl ed. W passed Chocol ate Wasel's address on to the
hazmat team and foll owed theminstead of the other way
round: they had constabulary lanterns on their carpets,
whi ch hel ped nove peopl e out of their way.

About hal fway to Chocol ate Wasel, we nmet head-on a

rush away fromthat area. | gul ped, renenbering what the
const abl e who' d answered Kawaguchi's phone had said
about a war. Maybe he hadn't been exaggerati ng.

A constable in full combat gear, material and thaumatur-
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gic, was turning back traffic heading in Chocol ate Wasel's
direction. The hazmat team s | anterns got themthrough;

Yol anda' s shout ed encouragenent and our EPA sigils did the

job for us.

"You know, M chael," | said, "just once today, |I'd like to fly
away fromthe scene of a disaster."”

"l have consi derable synpathy for this point of view " he

answer ed. " However —

"Yeah," | said. When duty caBs, you'd better do it. Doing
it and liking it, though, were not the sane critter

When Yol anda asked anot her constabl e exactly where

we were going, he directed her to a command post at the
coner of Nordhotf and Soto's. The reason that was the
command post, | discovered when we foll owed her there,
was that it was as close to Chocol ate Wasel as you could
get wi thout being in inmediate danger of getting yourself

messily 1olled.

Sure enough. Legate Kawaguchi was there, in uniform

and hel met —.not Const abul ary Departnent standard issue,

but samurai-style, with the nan of his clan affixed to the
forehead to hel p protect himagainst nmalignant magic.

He didn't act surprised to see ne. "Good afternoon,
I nspector Fisher. | nust adnmit, you were not in error con-
cerning the nature of that building ahead." He pointed east

I 1 ooked that way nyself. A thin colum of snoke rose
fromthe Chocol ate Wasel facility. Tell me thafs not what

I"'mafraid it is," | said to Kawaguchi

"I wish | could,” he answered. They are tearing the
hearts fromvictinms and kindling fires in their chests. W face
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the apparition not only of Huitzilopochtii but also of Hue-
hueteoti, the fire god."

"In proper Aztedan ritual, that practice occurs only at the
conpl etion of the Five Enpty Days between the end of one

year and the start of the next," Mchael said, as if objecting
not so nmuch to the slaughter as to its taking place outside
canonical linmits. Sonetimes he can be quite exasperating.

Kawaguchi said, "My guess is that the/re going outside
the usual pattern to try to bring the Powers to full potency
outside their native |and."

M chael said, grudgingly, "Yes, | suppose such a proce-
dure mght be efficacious. It remains nost irregular,
however." You see what | nean?
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"Where are they getting their victins?" | asked; to ne,

that was nore inportant than whether they were follow ng

all their own rules for the sacrificial rites. | thought about the
two guys at the Spells 'R Us place who'd | et nme borrow the
spel | checker. | thought about them spreadeagled on an altar

with their chests hacked open. | wanted to be sick.

"Resi stance backed by thaumaturgy of a high order began

as soon as our first units responded into the parking lot,"
Kawaguchi answered. "My best guess is that several enploy-

ees volunteered to become the initial victins to trigger their
Powers' presence here."

"Again, this seens |likely," Mchael agreed.

| nodded, too. Kawaguchi probably had the right of it,

despite his curiously bl oodl ess way of describing sacrifices of
t he bl oodi est sort. But constables, who see so nmuch blood in
their work, need to ward thenselves fromthe reality of what
they do with mld-seem ng words. After all, words have

power, too.

Then somet hing el se occurred to ne. "You said those
were the initial victinms. Have there been nore?"

"Unfortunately yes, an unknowabl e but |arge nunber,"
Kawaguchi said. "Because of the strength of the Powers
evoked within the Chocol ate Wasel building, we have been
conpel l ed to draw back our |ines several tines. The perpe-
trators have taken advantage of this to raid surrounding
busi nesses and hones. W do not know the precise status of
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all individuals captured, but sonme will alnost certainly have
been enpl oyed to nourish Huitzfl opochdi and Hue-

huet eod. "

I thought about sone poor |unk whose stonmach deci ded

to grow while he was flying up Nordhoff. He'd spot die

Gol den Steeples, puB in, grab himself a burger... and end

up with his still-beating heart torn out of his body, just for
being in the wong place at the wong time. You' d have to be
a very thoroughgoing Calvinist to find the mark of divine

plan in that.
Then | had a worse thought Mich worse. |'d been acting

on the assunption that the peopl e from Chocol ate Wase
had sonmething to do with kidnappi ng Judy. If she was hidden
away somewhere in the building when the constables flew

into the lot...
"God forbid," | whispered. |I tried not to think about it, to
tell nyself it was inpossible, but I knew too well it wasn't.

Just then, the roof of the building that housed Chocol ate
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Weasel started burning a lot brighter. It wasn't an ordinary
flane; it wasn't even like the flane froma sal anander, which
is powered fromthe Qther Side but manifests itself here.

This flame you didn't just see; you felt it in the place where
prayers cone from | close ny eyes, but that didn't help. MWy

soul still felt scorched.
"Huehuet eod, " Legate Kawaguchi and M chael said in

the sane breath. Qietly, Mchael added, "One nust con-
clude that the sacrifices within the building have reached a
critical mass, allowing himto manifest hinself fully in Angels

Cty."

"I wonder how | ong we have to wait for Huitzilopochtii," |

said nunbly.

"He being a greater Power, nore sacrifice will be neces-
sary to bring himonto This Side," M chael answered.
"Hueheut eod' s nmani festation, however, will only speed his

translation fromthe Aztecian gods' realmon the O her Side
to our present location."

' Thanks for the encouragenent," | said. Mchael gave ne

a puzzl ed | ook, then recognized irony and nodded.

The flames on the roof |eapt higher. After sone del ay,
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thi ck snoke began to rise as real flanes joined the spectra
ones enmmanating from Huehueteod. | wondered how t he

peopl e inside the Chocol ate Wasel building were faring

now that it burned around them Maybe Huehuet eod

protected themfromthe flames so they could go on

sacrificing. O maybe they' d just keep doi ng what they were
doing until they burned to death. Every faiU has its martyrs
willing, even eager, to die for the greater glory of the Powers
they reverence.

I wished the Aztecians woul d have shown their piety
anot her way.

Kawaguchi was shouting into a constabul ary-nodel eth-

enet set. It held two different inps, so he could both send
and receive nessages. He | ooked toward the burning build-
ing, dien to Mchael and ne. "Are you gentlenmen famliar
wi di the Hanese ideogramfor the term'crisis"'?"

"I am" M chael said; | mght have guessed he woul d be.
He went on, "It conbines the ideograns for 'danger' and
"opportunity.'"

Kawaguchi | ooked surprised and naybe a little disap-

poi nted that,a pale bl ond chap had stepped on his lines. But
he nodded and said, "Exactly so. And devel opnents here

have now reached die crisis stage. If in the next few mnutes
Hui t dl opochdi succeeds in nanifesting hinself as dior-
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That was die danger, all right. If it happened. Angels City
was in nore trouble dian it had ever known. The only prob-
lemwas, | didn't see any sign of the opportunity.

"l have been in touch with the archdi ocese of Angels
Cty," Kawaguchi said. They will do what they can for us."

"An acute strategic nove. Legate," M chael said, nodding
in approval . The Power based at Rome successfully over-
canme di ose centered on Tenochtidan al nost five hundred
years ago; widi luck, it will do so again."

"Alevai," | said, a nost un-Catholic endorsenent of his
sentinment. But | didn't stop worrying, or even slow down.

The Spai ni sh who' d brought Christianity to Aztecia were
fanatics, nothing else but; diey had to be, or else they never
woul d have tried it. But over the years, die Church has
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turned fat and lazy and rich and confortable. The fanatics
were in the Chocol ate Weasel building now, doing their best
to fuel the revival of the old Aztecian gods.

Bal ance of Powers, | thought, and shivered.

"What are we waiting for?" | asked Kawaguchi. "Exorcists
to cone and try to drive Huitzilopochtii back to the O her
Si de before he can fully establish hinmself here?"

The constable, you will have gathered, was a worn, dour
fellow Now he surprised ne with a wall-to-wall snile. The
response the cardinal offered me was nowhere near so hal f-
hearted. "

I wi shed he hadn't said hal fhearted, not when you thought

about how Huitzilopochtii and Huehuet eod were being
sunmoned into Angels City. But the cardinal, that stiff-
necked Erseman—'d thought he was on the fanatical side
when he refused to grant the burned Thomas Brothers

monks a di spensation for cosnetic sorcery. Mst of the tineg,
I still thought that kind of fanaticismout of place in our

century.
But right this mnute, it nmight end up saving all our
asses—and maybe our souls, too.

Kawaguchi kept watching the sky. Had Quetzal coad

shown any sign of nmanifesting hinself along with the other
Azt eci an Powers, | would have tried to get hold of Burbank
again to see what the Garuda Bird could do agai nst the
Feat hered Serpent As things were, though, | didn't see how

the Bird coul d hel p.

I wondered what Kawaguchi was waiting for. Wiatever it

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (257 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:11 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

was, | hoped it woul d be good—and powerful. Somet hing
nasty—somet hing el se nasty, | nean—was goi ng to happen
inside that building any mnute now. | could feel it comng,

in the sane part of the inner ne that felt the grow ng pres-
ence of Huehueteod |ike a bad sunburn

Suddenl y, Kawaguchi pointed. | spotted a flying carpet,

way above the usual flyways and ignoring their traffic grid

as if it didn't exist. Maybe it had a constabul ary cl earance
that overcane all the anti-flying invocations that gave peo-
pl e and business their privacy ... or maybe it was under

the control of a higher Power.
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As it got closer, | sawit was a big carpet, a freight
haul er, and heavily |l oaded. It was gold, with a white
cross—the colors of the Vatican flag. | knew the Vatican
rug woul d al so bear a woven-in | egend in white—+N HOC
SIGNO VI NCES—but it was too high and too far away for

me to be able to read that.

It was headi ng strai ght over the Chocol ate Wasel buil d-

i ng. Huehueteod's magical fire flamed up to neet it. | was
afraid the flanmes woul d bum down the carpet and everybody
on it

But one thing | give the Catholic Church—+t has a saintly

hi erarchy in charge of |ooking out for nore different things
than all the bureaucrats in D SfcC. put together. St. Florian
wat ches specially over those who nust contend with fire. |
have no i dea whether his power woul d have been enough to

over cone Huehueteod down inside die Chocol ate Wase

buil ding, but it sufficed to keep die god fromcrisping die
cai pefc

One of die nonks riding die carpet (I could see his bare
pate shining in die |ate afternoon sun) tipped a big earthen-
ware urn down onto die roof of die Chocol ate Wase

bui |l di ng, dien anodi er and another and anodi er, nedi odica

as if he were on a carpet bombing run over Alemania in die
Second Sorcerous War.

Those uns and what ever they held were heavy—+ coul d

hear di em smashi ng on and naybe di rough die roof from

several blocks away. And whatever was in diemwas spec-
tacularly efficacious. The constant heat on ny soul that

radi ated from Huehuet eod went away, as if nmy spirit had
suddenly dived into a clear stream He nmaketh ne to lie

down in green pastures: he | eadeth ne beside the still waters.
He refresheth ny said ran dirough ny head.

I turned to Kawaguchi and M chael Manstein and asked,
"What are diey dropping on di enP"

They bodi stared at me as if | were an idiot. Then M chae
said, "That's right, you are Jewish," as if rem nding hinself.
Veiy gendy, he went on, "It's holy water, David."

"Ch." Al right, 1 was an idiot In fact, | was doubly an
idiot not only was die stuff thaumaturgically potent in and of
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itself, it was also perfect synbolically—what better to oppose
fire of any sort than its opposite anong the el enents?

Once Chocol ate Weasel took all the punishrment it had

umed fromthe carpet, Kawaguchi blew a Iong, shrill blast
on a whistle. SWAT teans, Yolanda's hazmat crew, and the
EPA hazmat outfit swarnmed toward the Chocol ate Wase

buil ding. Ordinary constables, the guys with nostly passive
sorcerous gear and nerely physical weapons—the

grunts—foll owed in their wake.

"They were thrown back twi ce before,"” Kawaguchi said,
more to hinself than to me or Mchael. This tinme—

This time they nmoved forward. The SWAT team w zards

carried holy water sprinklers Iike the ones the Loki guards in
Bur bank packed. Those hadn't been enough to protect them

agai nst the growi ng m ght of the Aztedan Powers before.
Now t hose Powers had been reduced by bonbardnent from

On High, so to speak. And now the SWAT teans advanced
cautiously toward the parking lot in front of Chocol ate Wa-
sel, then toward the building itself.

I got distracted at that point: the archdi ocesan car pet

fl oated down and | anded just a few feet fromne. "Good
afternoon. Inspector Fisher,"” one of the nonks on it said. "I
wondered it | mght see you here today. Sonehow it seens

fitting."

"Brother Vahan!" | exclained. "It certainly does." | trotted
over to shake his hand. "Were you the bonbardier up

t here?"

"I was indeed," he said with a sober nod. "God noves in a
mysterious way. His wonders to perform Not scriptural, but
in this case accurate.”

A curate? No, you're an abbot, nmy m nd gi bbered. |

forced nyself back to the here-and-now "Wat do you

mean?"

"I mean that | was in the cardinal's office, beseeching him

on bended knee to reconsider his prohibition against ny
brethren's use of cosnetic sorcery to restore their appear-
ance, when Legate Kawaguchi's comruni cation reached H's

Em nence. He thought ne an appropriate agent for the task
requested, and | was pleased to obey himin this instance."
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Br ot her Vahan was stubborn to the point of being bull-

headed, if he kept after the cardinal to change his nind once
he' d decided to do something. You don't do that if you're in
nmonastic orders; you are, after all, sworn to obedi ence al ong
with poverty and chastity. My guess was that Brother Vahan
woul dn't have said a word about the cardinal's decision had it
af fected him For his nonks, though, he'd argue—a good

nman.

And | could see why the cardi nal woul d have wanted hi m
on that carpet: who woul d have nmore strength of purpose
goi ng up agai nst the probabl e destroyers of the Thomas

Brot hers nonastery than its abbot?

"As to the other, | gather H's Em nence told you no
agai n?" | said.

His thick eyebrows—irtually the only hair he had on his
head—tw t ched upwards. "From what do you infer that?"

"You said you were happy to obey him'in this instance,'"
I answered. "I took it to nean you weren't happy about the
ot her."

"Most Jesuitically reasoned.” His thin smle said he was
teasing ne. It went away too soon. Td rather he had refused
me this and granted the other. Many coul d have done what |
just did, but who except me will speak for ny brethren?"

I didn't know what to feel: pleased with nyself for under-

standi ng the way Brother Vahan's mind worked, angry at the
cardinal for sticking to his refusal like a pricldeburr, or
pl eased H s Emi nence had the gunption to comit his best

to a crisis. Those last two were inextricably mxed, which
only conplicated things nore.

Fai nt across a coupl e of hundred yards came shouts from

the constabl es and then pops of pistol fire. Normally pistols
are nothing to scorn—they're about the nost dangerous me-
chani cal hand weapons around. After everything |'d been
through that day, those pops and the cl ouds of gunpowder
snoke | saw rising fromthe parking | ot seened about as
consequential as the firecrackers whose cousins they were.

Kawaguchi pul |l ed out his own pistol, cocked it, checked
his flint, and then trotted down Nordhoff toward Chocol ate
Weasel. M chael and | started after him but a constable
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about the size of both of us put together shook his head and
runbl ed, 'That wouldn't be smart." He stepped in front of

us and spread his arns wide to nake sure we listened to him
Since he was doing a pretty good inpression of the G eat
Hanese Wall, | stopped. So did M chael

That neant we had to wait. Waiting is harder than doing.
When you're doing, you don't have tinme to worry. Wen
you're waiting, if you're anything Iike nme, you think about all
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the things that could go wong. 1'd waited for the Garuda
Bird. 1'd waited for die carpet fromthe archdi ocese. | was
wai ting again. | was sick of it. | waited anyhow, peering down
Nor dhoffto see what | coul d see

Not too nmuch, not for a while. Then |I heard nore pis-
tol pops, and then people started com ng back up the
street. Some of them were constabl es, sone prisoners

with their hands in the air. As they got closer, | saw that
several sets of those upraised hands were red, with drips
runni ng down toward the el bows. | heard someone make

a sick, gulping noise, and reali2ed a nonent later it was
ne.
One of the SWAT team w zards was carrying an obsi di an

kni fe. Anot her one wal ki ng besi de himkept spraying it with
holy water. | gul ped again. That knife, | had no doubt,

bel onged in the Devonshire dunmp. If ever spells were
guaranteed harnful to the environment, they're the ones
that go along with human sacrifice.

I recogni zed one of the prisoners—Jorge Vasquez. He saw
me at about the same time | saw him | thought about
maki ng sone crack about his getting shut down for EPA

viol ations along with everything else, but | kept ny nouth
shut. Even captured, he | ooked too snmart and tough for ne

to want to twit him

Behi nd hi m cane Legate Kawaguchi, who was busy | oad-

i ng anot her charge of powder and ball into his pistol as he
wal ked al ong. Brother Vahan called to him "Do any wthin
that building require nmy services?"

Kawaguchi fi ni shed ranm ng hone the ball before he
| ooked up. "For last rites and such, you nean. Brother?" He
shook his head. "Just corpses in there."
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"Martyrs,'' Brother Vahan said, his voice grim Their
reward shall surely cone in heaven."

I wondered about that was sonebody who got caught in

the wong place at the wong tinme a nartyr in the sane

sense as a person who deliberately invited death for the sake
of his faith? I'mneither Catholic nor theologian, so | can't
tell you what Brother Vahan shoul d have been thinking by

the standards of his church

That was the |least of ny worries, anyhow. | |unged for
Kawaguchi in a way that alnbst nade himlevel his newy
| oaded pistol at ne. "Did you— | choked on fear and had to

force nyself to go on: "Did you find Judy in there?"

Ib my relief, he slipped the pistol back into its hol ster
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Then he said, "lnspector Fisher, | neither searched exten-
sively through Ae Chocol ate Wasel building nor closely

exam ned the bodies of the victins around the altar." Sone-
thing else to be decontanmi nated, | thought. Kawaguchi was
continuing, "So long as you understand these limtations, sir,
| can state to you that | did not see a corpse matching the
description of your fiancee in that—that abbatoir."

Kawaguchi tal ks |ike an upper-level constable: as if every

word he says is going to showup in a witten report or as
courtroomtesti mony Real Soon Now. For himto pick a

word |ike abbatoir... all at once | was glad the very large fel-
lowin the blue uniformhadn't let me follow the | egate.

I was al so gl adder than | could say that-—subject to his
careful limtations—he hadn't found Judy. If | chose to
believe that she wasn't there because he hadn't found her,
can you bl ane ne?

M chael said, "Legate, can we |lend any further assis-

tance?" W hadn't |ent Kawaguchi mnuch assistance before

that I'd noticed. Mchael is usually too precise to nmake a slip
like that, but after everything that had happened during the
day, can you blanme him either?

Thank you, sir, but | think not," Kawaguchi answered.

He turned to ne. "Inspector Fisher, you did your best to
warn me of the magnitude of this threat | nust concede that
at the tine of our tel ephone conversation | did not have a
full appreciation of it. My apologies for that error."
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"Who woul d have believed this?* | said. My guess was

t hat Kawaguchi still didn't have a full appreciation of what
he'd been part of today. Put what happened here together

wi th our desperate struggles back at the Devonshire dunp,

| et both containment efforts fail, and Angels City goes |ight
of f the map. And who could say what was happeni ng el se-

where in die Confederation, or would have foll owed

Azbedan success here? Maybe we'd put a spike in the whee

of the Third Sorcerous War.
"David, | shall take you back to Westwood now," M chae

said in a tone that brooked no argunent. | wasn't in a nood
to argue, anyhow, now that the terror which had kept ne
hoppi ng nost of the day was easing, | could feel nyself sub-
siding into sonething with all the crisp dedsiveness of a
bow of tapioca pudding. Mre boneless with every step, |
wal ked over to his carpet W headed down toward the Ven-
ture Freeway. | told nyself | never wanted to see St

Ferdi nand' s Val |l ey agai n.
When we got to the Confederal Building, Mchael got off

the carpet and headed for the entrance instead of going
home. He gave nme a bemused | ook when | fell into step
beside him "I may as well keep working," | told him "The
more | have to do, the less time | have to worry."
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"Ah," he said, "The anodyne of distraction," Which is what
I'"d just said, but |I hadn't nanaged to boil it into four words.

If I didn't have anything urgent on ny desk, | figured I'd
wite up what |1'd been through today. The EPA, like any
gover nnent agency, thrives on docunentation, and | nust
confess that |'ve been indoctrinated to the point where
sometines don't believe something is real until it's commt-
ted to parchment On the other hand, if Mses had had to fil
out all the EPA forns parting the Red Sea woul d have
required, the Bible would be witten in Egyptian

Only one nessage waited for ne, froma wonan naned

Susan Kuznetsov. | frowned, trying to renenber who she
was. Then nane and face nmatched: the no-nonsense ga
fromthe Barony's Bureau of Physical and Spiritual Health
who'd reported little Jesus Cordero's apsychia to ne.

| asked ny watch the tine: going on six. Mstress
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Kuznet sov had i npressed nme as the hard-working type, so

call ed her back. Sure enough, | got her. 'lInspector Fisher!"
she said, | thought she sounded pleased. "I'd expected you'd

be gone for the day."
°l just got back in," | told her. "What can | do for you?"

"Inspector, the Cordero famly has been contacted by a
consortiumstyling itself Slow Jinn Fizz," she answered. "This
consortium nentioned the possibility of instilling a soul into
the infant, sonmething they had been given to believe was

i mpossi bl e. Unlike too many poor and poorly educated fam -
lies, (he Corderos called me for advice instead of allow ng
thenselves to be taken in by probable charlatans. My pre-
limnary investigation, however, indicates that Slow Jinn Fizz
may perhaps be able to deliver on sone of its clainms. | called
you to | eam whether ifs yet come under EPA scrutiny yet"

"As a matter of fact, | was out there nyself, right around
the tinme Jesus Cordero was being born,"” | said.

When | didn't go on right away, Susan Kuznetsov said,
"And? Are they flinflammen like so many outfits widi im
pressive clai ns?"

"You know, | don't really think so," | answered. "I think
the/re right on the edge of making psychic synthesis possi-
ble, and | think the procedure may well have inportant
benefits for apsychic patients and give themat |east a chance
at life after death."

"Real | y?" She sounded surprised. "You recomend the
procedure, dien?"

‘I didn't say diat," | told her, and then explained: "I don't
knew where or from whomthe pieces of soul the jinni are

synt hesi zing come from or whether Slow Jinn Fizz is solving
one problem now at the expense of wi despread psychic

depl etion years, naybe even generations, down die line. Ifs
certainly a tenpting technol ogy, but you know who the

Tenpter is."
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"I certainty do," she said. "So you'd suggest the Corderos
stay away fromit?"

If she'd asked ne diat the day before, |I would have said
yes. Thanks to nodem nedi ci ne, Jesus Cordero had every
chance of living to a ripe old age, and psychic synthesis
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woul d be investigated and refined until peopl e understood
all the gremins in the process. That would be the right tine
for himto have a soul inplanted.

But after what had happened at the Devonshire dunp

and then at Chocol ate Wasel, | felt |ess easy about that wait-
for-devel opnents approach. Just because the odds said you

were likely to lead along life didn't nmean you would: a big

pi ece of Angels City had al nost gone up in flanes. If you

were an apsychic, could you afford to take a chance like that?
Woul d you want to, know ng extinction awaited?

"M stress Kuznetsov," | said carefully, "the EPA hasn't
taken a position on Slow Jinn Fizz and what it does. Before
we do, we'D have to weigh short-term benefits agai nst | ower-
grade long-termrisks. My guess is that the technol ogy won't
be all owed out of the experinental stage and into genera
use for many years."

"I know that much already," she answered. "The people
fromSlow Jinn Fizz said as much to the Corderos, and | give
themcredit for it What I'mrealty asking is, what would you
do if that were your kid?"

"If it's ny kid, | worry about saving himfirst and every-
thing else later,” | said. "lIsn't that what being a parents al
about ? But just because that's what |1'd do doesn't nean it
makes good public policy."

"That's fair," she said. "Let ne put it a different way, then;

woul d the EPA have kittens if the Slow Jinn Fizz experinen-
tal protocol expanded to include Jesus Cordero?"

"Ri ght now, the answer to that is no," | said. Too nuch

el se—hi gger stuff-was going on for us to worry about Sl ow

Jinn Fizz right now, but | didn't tell that to Susan Kuznetsov.
I hoped that one day (one day soon. God willing) things

woul d sl ow down to the point where we'd be able to worry

about the problens synthesized souls present No doubt

they were inportant but they weren't world-threatening, so

for now they'd just have to wait

And besides, | told nyself, how nuch environnental

damage on the Gt her Side would manufacturing a soul for
one little boy cause? Not nmuch, surety, and it would do so
much good for Jesus Cordero.
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You know, of course, which road is paved with good inten-
tions. So do I. So does the EPA. The real question wasn't
what woul d happen when one apsychic kid got a soul. The
real question was what woul d happen when jinnetic engi-
neering and jinn-splicing techniques began stirring up the
psychic material of the Oher Side on a |arge scale,

I didn't have any answers for that. Neither did anybody

el se. The EPAs job was to make sure we found those

answers before exploiting those techniques got us into

trouble, not afterwards. But to give Jesus Cordero, a series of
one case, a chance at life after |ife—why not?

M stress Kuznetsov said, 'Inspector, | want to thank you
for being flexible; you re going to nmake the Corderos very
happy, and as for Jesus—he won't understand whafs hap-
pened for a long tine yet, but when he does, he'll be
eternally grateful."

"l hope so, anyway," | said. "The technique is experinen-
tal and, from what Ranzan Durani told nme, it hasn't yet
undergone the test of nortality. But when you're in that
position, you have to grasp at straws, don't you?"

"Thafs my.view as a public health officer, certainly," Susan
Kuznetsov said. "I wasn't sure how the EPA would view the
matter."

"If you'd said you wanted to add a thousand people to the
experinmental list | would have given you a different answer.
But one little boy, and one |I've net—=

"Yes, the |l aw of contagi on does rem nd us of how i npor-

tant personal contact is, doesn't it? | was just afraid you' d be
wor ki ng agai nst contagion, as | often have to do, rather than
allowing it full scope.”

"Not this time," | answered quietly. Letting Jesus Cordero
have a chance to beat apsychia wasn't as big a thing as
thwarting the Chumash Powers or keeping Huitzilopochtfi

and his fiery fiiend fromestablishing thenselves in Angels
City, but it felt just as good. Maybe better—as Susan
Kuznet sov had said, this was personal

I only wished the rest of ny personal worries were doing
as well. No word of Judy, none at all

To keep nyself fromthinking of that and what it m ght
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mean, | plunged into the environmental inpact report on

what inporting | eprechauns into Angels City was liable to do
to the local thecology. | nade nore progress in an hour and a

half than | had in the past two weeks. No wonder; now I
coul d nmake ny prognostications secure in the know edge
that the We Folk weren't going to have any adverse effect

on the Chumash Powers. |'d taken care of that nyself, in
spades.
Eventual Iy, | supposed, |I'd get around to feeling bad
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about siccngthe Garuda Bird on them An EPA man, after

all, is supposed to protect endangered Powers, not exterm -
nate them Fromtheir point of view, | couldn't really blane
the Lizard and the Great (but not G eat enough) Eagle and
the rest for wanting to overturn the bal ance of Powers and
twi st things back to the way the/d been before the first

Eur opeans touched the New Worl d.

But, along with a couple of hundred mllion other people,

I live in the world that's sprung fromthe European expan-
sion. And, as M chael Manstein said, we'd done nore and

better with this land than its original inhabitants would have
in the sane length of time. So while | figured |I'd eventually
get round to feeling bad, it wouldn't be any time real soon

Speaki ng of M chael, he poked his head into ny office
about then. "I'm going home now," he said. Terhaps you
should do the sane." He clearly wasn't used to nme working

| onger hours than he did, .1
He was right. | went hone. | ate something (don't ask me | |t
what), then went to bed. Worries or no, | slept alnost as | ]

soundly as if I'd been in Ephesus: the aftermath of nearly « ®
dying a couple of times during the course of a day. If ny
al arm dock hadn't screamed ne awake, | m ght be snoring

yet
No sooner had | got to the office than the phone started

yelling. | cane this close to knocking over ny cup of cafete-
ria coffee grabbing for it. "Environnmental Perfection Agency,

David Fi sher."

"I nspector Fisher, this is Legate Shtro Kawaguchi, Angels

City Constabul ary Departnent." Kawaguchi spoke as if he
were introducing hinself for the first time. "lnspector
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Fi sher, interrogation of the suspect Jorge Vasquez has |ed us
to your fiancee, Mstress Judith Adier."

I let out a whoop that rattled ny wi ndows. "Thafs won-
derful, Legate! When can | see her?" He didn't answer right

away. My joy crashed into dread. "lIs she—all right?"
"Unfortunately, Inspector Fisher, | nust tell you she is
not," Kawaguchi answered. "You wi |l perhaps renenber that

an Aztecian Power, variously called the Craclder, the Page,
and the One Called N ght, was involved in the abduction of
M stress Adier."

"Yes, of course,"” | said.

"From what our forensics man has to say. lnspector, it ap-
pears that the One Called N ght, to use the nane w th which
you appear to be most famjiiar, has carried Mstress Adiefs
spirit into the real mknown as the N ne Beyonds. W have
recovered her body. She appears to be physically unharned;
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she will eat or drink if food or water is placed in her nouth.
But as for anything nmore than that... |I'mvery sorry. |Inspec-
tor Fisher, but at present it is just not there."

"What do we do, then?" | asked hoarsely.

"Qur prelimnaiy and tentative thaumaturgic efforts to
restore her to herself have failed; she does not seem as
responsive to certain rituals as we had hoped." Kawaguchi
paused. "I believe you are Jewish. |Is Mstress Adier, also?"

"Yes."

That may account for part of it, then. Most rituals
designed to counter the Cracl der assune a Catholic victim
and woul d be less efficacious in rescuing one froma differ-

ent faith. While we continue to do our utnost, | suggest you
al so pursue every flyway that occurs to you. O herwi se,
I nspector, | can offer no guarantee that Mstress Adler's body

and spirit will ever be reunited."
X

Il took ny troubles down to Madame Rut h—you know,

that mediumw th the gol d- capped tooth. She had an office

b down on 34th and Vine. | hoped she could help with a prob-
lemlike mne. Wen Erasnmus had been so dreadfully hurt

| as the Thomas Brothers monastery was torched, she and

I Ni gel Chol nondel ey managed to access hi m where every-

one else had failed. | was praying she'd be able to do the

same for Judy.

In her green silk dress and the matching scarf she used to
cover her hair, she put nme in mnd of nothing so much as an
enor nous wat ernel on wearing too nuch makeup. But her

| ooks didn't matter, not to ne they didn't. She and her Eng-
lish partner were the |local experts on virtuous reality, and
fromwhat |'d seen of the technique, | figured it offered the
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best chance of rescuing Judy's spirit and bringing it back to
This Side where it bel onged.

Madanme Ruth heard ne out, then slowy shook her head

back and forth. "I dunno. Inspector Fisher," she said. 'This
ain't gonna be as easy as gettin' hold ofwhat's-his-nane, the
scriptoriumspirit, was. You don't just wanna access your
fiancee's spirit, you wanna download it, too. That's one fresh
probl em "

"If you say that's one, you mean there are nore," | said.
"VWhat are they?"

"Two good ones, offhand,"” she answered. "One's in the
spiritual realm W were able to build our own kinda place to
nmeet the spirit—Erasnus, that's what he goes by—n. If

your girlfriend's already stuck in the N ne Beyonds, we're
gonna hafta go in there and haul her out. Like | said, that
ain't gonna be easy."
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I wondered what wal ki ng through a sinmulation of the

Ni ne Beyonds woul d be like. Could even virtuous reality
pretty up sonething with a handle like that so anyone except
a Power named the One Called N ght would want to go

there? | had ny doubts, but | also had no choice, not if I
want ed Judy back. | asked, "What's the other problen"

Madanme Ruth coughed and | ooked down at her desk, an

el ephantine effort at discretion. "It's not spiritual,"’
"It's nore material-like, if you know what | nean." She
st opped t here.

she sai d.

After a couple of seconds, | figured out what she was fly-

ing at. Tmsure Judy's nedical insurance will cover your

fees," | said. "It's one of the Blue Scutum plans, and it has an
excel I ent thaumaturgy benefits package."

' Thaf s okay, then," she said, nodding briskly. | understood
that she had to show a profit, but what woul d Judy have done
wi t hout insurance? Got stuck in the N ne Beyonds forever
because no one would cone after her w thout crowns on the
barrel head? O ended up bankrupting herself to pay the fees
afterwards? Not hing's sinple these days.

"WIIl you try to help her?" | asked.

"Lemme talk with nmy partner. This is gonna take both of
us," she said, and got up to go next door. | didn't age nore
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than eight or ten years in the few m nutes she was gone. She
canme back wi th Chol nondel ey, (weedy as ever, in her wake.

She nust have read ny face, because she said, "It's okay, M.
Fisher. Well give it a try."

| started gaspi ng out thank-yous, but N gel Chol nondel ey
cut ne off. "Time for all that later, old chap, if we succeed.
Meanwhi |l e, where is Mstress, uh, Adier now | ocated?"

Kawaguchi had told me that. "Her body's at the West
Hlls Tenple of Healing," | said. Were the rest of her
was . . . \ell, Chol nondel ey and Madane Ruth al ready
knew about that.

Madanme Ruth was | ooki ng through her appointnents

scroll. "We're on for this afternoon and tonorrow norni ng,
too," she said. "W can work her in tonorrow afternoon,
though, if that's okay wit' you?" She | ooked at ne. | nodded.
I wanted themto drop everything and rush right out to take
care of Judy, but everybody el se they were working for felt
his case was the nost inportant one in the world, too.

Madanme Ruth said, "It's okay, M. Fisher, naybe even better
than okay. This gives us a chance to square things with the
constables and with the West Hills place, so as we can be all
set up and ready to go."

I nodded agai n. Chol nondel ey unrolled his own scroll

inked a quill, and scribbled a note. "W shall see you there,
then, at half past one." He stuck out a bony hand. | clasped
it, then wal ked out of Madame Ruth's office. | wanted to get
back to my own shop as soon as | could: | was using vacation
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time for this visit. Crazy how you keep track of the little
things even when the big ones in your world are falling every

whi ch way.

There was a rack of news stands outside Madame Ruth's
building. | stuck a quarter-crown into the waiting pal m of
one of the little vending denons, took away a copy of the
A.C. Tinmes. | figured yesterday's goi ngs-on woul d be page-

one stuff, and so they were: the flight of the Garuda Bird
across St. Ferdinand's Valley isn't sonething you can easily
ignore. Neither is the energency evacuation of the neigh-
bor hoods surroundi ng the Devonshire toxic spell dunp.

Sure enough, both of those got plenty of ink, though the
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reporters seenmed confused about just what had happened.
That didn't bother ne; the whole truth here probably would
have set off a panic we didn't need, especially since (I hoped)

thi ngs were back under control

One of the reporters quoted Matt Arnold out at the Lold

wor ks. He gave the inpression he'd turned the Garuda Bird

| oose as a preorbital flight test, then went on about the next
step in the space programafter the Bird got us into |ow orbit:

Lol d was designing new sorceware to work the |ndian Rope
Trick fromsonme spot on the equator 22,300 niles straight
up to geosynchronous orbit, from which nmages coul d project
sorcery over big parts of the gl obe day and night.

Nobody asked ne, but | thought Lold ought to work on a
new rope, too.
The ness at Chocol ate Wasel made page one, too, but

only as a big industrial accident Not a word about the sacri-
fices, not a word about any connection to the nmess at the

Devonshire dunp.
What really got ne, though, was the rest of the headlines.

The Aztecian Enperor had ordered his entire cabi net exe-
cuted, It was, the Times said, the first general cabinet
massacre since the time when Azteca al nost joined the First
Sorcerous War on the Al emanian side. The new ministers
were supposed to be "nore inclined toward inproving rel a-
tions with the Confederation than their predecessors had

been. "
O else, | read between the |ines.

There' d al so been some sort of disaster outside D. StC.,
but I didn't even glance at that story. | just headed over to

West wood to go back to work.

When | got up to ny floor, Bea was coning down the
corridor as | stepped out of the elevator shaft. She asked
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about Judy and gave ne her best in a way that sounded as if
she really neant it. |I'msure she did, too; Bea cares about
peopl e. Sounding as if you care, though, isn't so easy. Then
she said, "You and M chael have done sone very inportant
work lately, and under extrenely trying circunstances. |

want you to know | knowit, and | couldn't be nore

pl eased. "
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Thank you," | said. "But you know what? | think I'd

rat her have spent all that tine in a nice, dull staff neeting."
Her head went to one side; | realized |I'd stuck ny foot in

my face. "lI'mgoing to understand that the way | hope you

meant it," she said, to ny relief nore in sorrow-and in
amusenment —than i n anger.

She |l et me escape then, so escape | did, to the smaller
probl ems | eft behind after the spectacul ar coll apse of the

bi gger ones. | plugged away at the | eprechaun study, lining
up values for ny variables so | could get rolling on the
crystal -ball prognosticati ons maybe next week. | had to cal

the Angels City archdi ocese for sone of the data | needed;

the Catholic Church has |lived side by side with the We
Pol k on the Enerald Isle for the past fifteen hundred years,
and knows nore about 'emthan anybody these days.

Try as | would, though, | didn't get a whole | ot done.
Peopl e kept coming in to congratulate nme and wi sh ne the
best —Phyl hs, Rose, Jose. Even if the papers were bei ng coy,
the folks | work with knew what 1'd done. Maybe M chae

had tal ked with them | don't know. It's not that | didn't
appreciate their dropping by, but they kept distracting ne
fromwhat | was trying to do. And when | got distracted, |
had a hard tine pulling my nmind back where it was supposed
to be.

| also kept trying to crystal-ball it in nmy head, to work out
where in the big picture the events in Angels City really fit.
VWhat did thwarting the Chumash Powers have to do with

the liquidation of the Aztecian cabinet, for instance? Some-
thing, sure, but what?

As with the | eprechaun study, | was mssing data. Here,
though, the Catholic Church wasn't the place that had 'em |
called Central Intelligence back in D.StC. and asked for
Henry Legi on.

| listened to a long silence on the other end of the ether
Then the Cl operator asked, "Who's calling, please?"

"David Fisher, fromthe EPA out in Angels City."

"One nonment, sir." If that was one nonent, you could
live along lifetime in three or four of them At last, though,
soneone cane back on the |ine—a new voice, but not
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Henry Legion's. "M . Fisher? I"'msony to have to tell you
that Henry Legion's essence has undergone dissolution. He
gave his country the last full measure of devotion; his name
will go up on the nenorial tablet comenorating our

agency's heroes and martyrs. He shall not be forgotten,

assure you."

"What happened?" | exclained. "And to whomam | tal k-
i ng?"

"I'"'mafraid | can't answer either of those questions, sir:

security," the new voice said. "I'm sure you under st and.
Good day. Thank you for your concern,"” The phone inps re-
produced the sound of a handset clunking into its cradle.

I hung up, too, and stared at the phone for a while. Wat-
ever Henry Legion had been doing, it cost himeverything. |
knew |I'd never leamall the answers | wanted, not with him
gone. | was back to my own guesses, for better or worse—

probably worse. After seeing a little ways into his secret,

secretive world, | was blind again.

I wondered if his passing had anything to do with the

exterm nation of the sitting Aztecian cabinet, or perhaps with
the disaster outside D. SfcC. the Tinmes had nentioned. Did

sonme sort of war try to start there, too, and get suppressed as
it had in Angels City? More things |I'd never know, not

wi t hout Heny Legion to ask
Since |'d never know, sitting around wondering was just a

wast e of taxpayers' crowns. | buckled down and tried to do
my job, but things cane slow, slow Maybe | suddenly
needed a crisis breathing down ny neck |ike a hungry were-
wol fto nmake nysel f perform

Lord, what a horrid idea

| flewinto tile parking ot of the West Hills Tenple of
Heating about ten past one the next afternoon, then flew
around inside the lot for the next ten minutes |ooking for a
space for nmy carpet. | wouldn't have been late, not for

anyt hi ng.
When | told the receptionist who I was and for whom |

was | ooking, she said, "Go up to the fifth floor, M. Fisher.
Mstress Adier is in 547, right across the hall fromthe
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I ntensive Prayer Unit. Just follow the I PU signs and you
can't go wong."

Fanous | ast words, | knew. Well, this tine the gal was

right; the signs took me straight to 547.1 didn't know what to
thi nk about Judy's being where she was. Should | have been
gl ad she was so close to intensive prayer in case she needed
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it, or worried she was there because they were afraid she
would need it? Being ne, | worried-

When | opened the door to 547,1 di scovered a constable
sitting in one of the unconfortabl e-100king chairs in there.
He carefully checked ny EPA sigil and said, "You're fine,
M. Fisher, but we have to be sure," before he went back to
hi s book.

By then I1'd forgotten all about him Seeing Judy again

took everything el se out of nmy mnd. She didn't | ook bad,

but then she always | ooks good to nme, so | wasn't in any rea
position to judge. Her color was good, her eyes were open,
she was breathing normally: to that nuch | can objectively
attest.

But | soon noticed that, even if her eyes were open,

they didn't track. | wal ked across her field of vision a cou-
ple of times, but she took no notice of nme. She didn't say
anyt hi ng. When she noved on the bed, she didn't adjust

the covers afterwards. Her body lay there, but not the rest
other. That was off in the N ne Beyonds, the real mof the
One Call ed N ght.

Madanme Ruth and Nigel Chol nondel ey came in just

then, acconpanied by a fellowin a white |ab robe who intro-
duced hinself to nme as Healer Ah Murad. "I |l ook forward to

|l earning to apply virtuous reality to healing situations,"” he
said. This will be an excellent opportunity for ne to

enhance ny know edge. "

Wonderful . Sonebody who saw Judy as a gui nea pig,

not hi ng nmore. | wondered how he'd |ike enhancing his

know edge of what getting flung out a fifth-floor wi ndow felt
i ke. He | ooked pretty sharp—raybe he could leamto fly
before he hit the ground.

I made nyself relax. By his lights, H. Mirad was only
doing his job. What he | earned from Judy m ght help him
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treat sonebody else. But that didn't nean | had to like him
and | didn't

Ni gel Chol nondel ey was carrying a case | arge enough

that he had to be stronger than he | ooked. He set it on the
enpty bed next to Judy's, flipped open the brass catches, and
took out four of the big-eared virtuous reality helnmets |'d | ast

seen in the constabulary station.

He | ooked at the setup in the room fretfully clucked his
tongue between his teeth. "Formng a circle under these cir-
cunstances wil|l be rather difficult,"” he said, making the a m
rather so broad | thought he'd never finish pronouncing it.

Madanme Ruth was bluntly practical. "W'Ill just turn her

around, " she said. "If 11 be easy if her head end's at the foot of
<he bed." H. Mirad took care of that, noving Judy with a
practiced gentleness that said he m ght have a bedsi de man-

ner after all. Madane Ruth rounded on the constable. "Hey,
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you, be useful —rove some chairs around for us
tured to show what she wanted

She ges-

The constabl e gave her a dirty | ook but did as she asked

him he put one chair at the foot of the bed, close by where
Judy's head now rested, and one nore to either side at that
end of the bed. Wiile he was taking care of that, Ni gel Chol-
mondel ey set a virtuous reality helnet on Judy. She didn't

react at all as it covered her eyes and ears.

When he was done, Chol nondel ey turned to ne and said,

"You sit here." Here was the seat right across the footboard
from Judy. Chol nondel ey and Madane Ruth took the other

two seats. Grunting, Madanme Ruth got up from hers and
arranged Judy's arnms so her wists and hands dangl ed off the
sides of the bed. "Oh, capital," Chol nondeley said as she sat
back down. "Now we shall be able to maintain die persona

contact so essential in this exercise."
He handed ne a virtuous reality helnet. | put it on. The

world went black and silent. Frommny earlier experience, |
knew | was supposed to take the hands of die people to

either side of me. | groped for them At first, | didn't find
them |1 wondered what was wong until | realized Madane

Rut h and Chol nondel ey needed to put on their hel nets,

t oo.
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I wished | were holding one of Judy's hands, but that
wasn't how t he nmedi um and the channel er had set things up,
and | had to assune they knew what they were doi ng. No
sooner had that thought crossed ny nmind than N gel Chol -
mondel ey' s | eft hand caught ny right. A nonment |ater,
Madanme Ruth's right hand took nmy left in a warm danp,

fl eshy grasp.

And a nonent after that, the psychic circle complete, we
were on the Odier Side. Madame Rudi had warned ne we

woul dn't be goi ng back to die garden where we'd questioned
Erasnmus, so |'d been braced for worse. | wasn't braced for
what we encount er ed.

"We're here, sure enough," N gel Chol nondel ey said; as
soon as he spoke, | could see his virtuous inage.

"But where is Aere?" | asked to help himsee ne.

"A bad place," Madane Ruth said, springng into appar-
ent being. "Very bad."

As in ny earlier venture into virtuous reality, diey bod
appeared idealized to ny second sight; Chol nondel ey hand-
sonme, widi nore neat on his scrawny bones; Madane Rudi

m nus about half of her corpulent self and her screechy
tough-guy accent. As before, | couldn't see nyself at all

I couldn't see any sign of Judy, eidier
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Not as before, | couldn't see anydiing but nmy spirit

gui des. The Ni ne Beyonds were dark as an underground

cave at mdnight My sight had been totally obscured when |
slipped die virtuous reality helnet over my eyes. Wat | was
sensing now felt darker dian totally obscured. | don't know
how, but it did.

It was just dark like a cave; it didn't feel as if we were
inside one. If we'd been in a garden before, ny guess was
diat we were in jungle now, jungle on a noonless, starless
night a mllion mles—er maybe farther—rom anydiing of
man's. Though | knew my body was back in a cool room at

die West Hills Tenple of Healing, die air that seened to be
around nme felt hot and wet and snelled as if dungs |I didn't
want to know about were just beginning to rot sonewhere

not far enough away.

Things were noving diere, too, and | didn't know what
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they were because | couldn't see them Whatever they were,

I didn't think they neant us well. This was not a place where
we were neant to be. A sudden sharp noi se nade the self |
didn't have start in alarm it sounded as if something had
stepped on a dry tw g, although where you coul d have found

a dry twigin that stifling humdity, | couldn't tell you.

I remenmbered the One Called N ght was al so known as
the Crackler. Having remenbered, | wished | could forget

agai n.
| turned to Madane Ruth. "How are we supposed to find

Judy in all this?" W were sonewhere in one Beyond; even if
we somehow went over every inch of it (and | was afraid it
had a | ot of inches), that left eight nore to search. W were
liable to be there forever, or maybe twenty m nutes | onger.

The Enperor Hadrian's death poemran through ny

m nd; Aninula vagida blandula . . . Little soul, wandering,
gentl e guest and conpani on of ny body, into what places

will you go now, pale, stiff, and naked, no |onger sporting as
you did? If 1'd perceived nyself as enbodied in that dread-
ful place, | would have burst into tears. The image fit only
too well what | feared was happening to Judy's spirit.

"W'll do the best we can, M. Fisher," Madanme Ruth
answered. "Beyond that, | don't know what to tell you. This
domai n is not shaped by us al one; the Power who dwells

here influences our perceptions. W nust attenpt to nove,
and hope we find ourselves guided toward M stress Adier."

She'd warned before we set out that this wouldn't be as
easy as contacting Erasmus had been. She hadn't warned
how bad it would be. Maybe she didn't know till we tried it;
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virtuous reality is a technology that's just opening up, which
means one of the things its practitioners are still discovering

is what can go wrong.
I got the feeling that if anything went seriously wong in

the N ne Beyonds, Hr. Alt Mirad would | earn sone things
he hadn't expected—and some new intrepid explorers of vir-
tuous reality would have to try to rescue three nore spirits

lost in this suffocating place.

Woul d they have any better fortune than we di d?
Madanme Ruth had said we had to try to nove, to explore

the N ne Beyonds and hope we found Judy. Mwve we did,

but it wasn't easy. The N ne Beyonds resisted every neta-
physi cal notion we rmade. W cried out, but everywhere in
vain. It was as if we were drunk, as if the N ne Beyonds
thensel ves were having sport wi th us, nocking our search.
We m ght as well have been wadi ng through nud, through
qui cksand, through hot dinging sline.

And it felt as if the area in which we stood and noved was
growing snaller all the time. Wth everything perfectly black
all around us, with Madane Ruth and N gel Chol nondel ey

the only things ny second sight could perceive, | don't know
how | got that inpression, but | did. That led me to another
interesting question (if interesting and horrible are syno-
nyns): what would happen if it closed real tight around us?

Soneexperinments you' d rather not see perforned, espe-
cially on you.

No sooner had | thought that than | discovered | wasn't

the only one feeling the invisible closing in. Voice tight with
concern, Nigel Cholnondeley said, "I think we had best

wi t hdraw, |est we be overwhel ned by that which lurks in
darkness here."

"How do we get away?" | asked.

"Break me circle; free your hands," Madane Ruth said.
"Quicldy!"

That hadn't been easy even when we were |eaving the vir-
tuous reality garden. Renenbering you had an actua

physi cal body that could do things was tough; nmaking it do
those things tougher.

And not for nme al one—+ watched the virtuous inages of

Chol nondel ey and Madane Ruth twi st in concentration as
they struggled to make their bodies respond to their wlls.
No doubt my own virtuous inage bore a simlar grimace in
their second sight

Madane Ruth had been right; we needed to hurry. Some-

thing was breathing down the neck | hadn't brought along to
the Nine Beyonds. | didn't know what the One Called N ght
could do to nme, but | was very conscious of operating on the
Power's turf—er rather, nuck. If it took hold of me...

file:/lIG|/rah/Harry%20Turtledove%20-%20The%20Case%200f%20the%20Toxic%20Spell%20Dump.txt (275 of 293) [2/14/2004 1:03:11 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Harry%20T urtl edove%20-%20The%%20Case%6200f %20the%20T oxi c%20Spel [ %20Dump.txt

Just then, one of us (to this day, | don't know who)
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managed to get a hand | oose and break the circle. Comning
back wasn't |like returning fromthe garden; | seened to be
falling and falling in a forever conpressed into naybe a sec-
ond and a half. Wrse still, | thought the One Called N ght

was falling after me, falling faster than | was, reaching out
with bl ack, black hands in which never a star would shine.

Under the virtuous reality helmet, ny eyes flew open.

saw only darkness there, too, but it was a darkness | knew,
the famliar darkness of This Side. Unlike the blacker than
bl ack of die Ni ne Beyonds, | knew what to do about this. |
yanked the hel met off my head and sat blinking in the

mel | ow afternoon sun.
I got my helnmet off just ahead of Nigel Chol nondel ey

and Madame Ruth. Their faces—their real, everyday faces,

not the idealized i mages they bore in the realns of virtuous
reality—were pal e and haggard, as yours would be, as mne
surely was, after such a narrow escape.

Chol nondel ey | eaned forward, pulled off Judy's virtuous
reality helmet Her face showed nothing, just as it had before
the hel net went on. Her spirit hadn't been in there to expe-
rience what we'd gone through

Madanme Ruth wi ped sweat from her forehead with one
sleeve. | didn't think the sweat had anything to do with wear-
ing the helnet. "Jesus," she nuttered. "It tried to follow us

back. "
Too bloody right it did." Chol nondel ey al so sounded

shaken to the core. "I think it used Mstress Adier as its con-
duit: it controls her spirit, after all."

"l never heard of that," | said.

"Nor had I," Chol nondel ey answered. ""Nor, so far as

know, has any practitioner of virtuous reality. O course,

there is the caveat that anyone encountering the phenone-

non at full strength, so to speak, is unlikely to remain a
practitioner of virtuous reality, or, indeed, of any trade there-
after." He essayed a laugh; it came out as a series of nervous

little barks.

The procedure was unsuccessful ?" Hr. Mirad asked. He
hadn't been there with us. Lucky him

"Buddy, you're lucky—we're lucky—fs us sittin' here
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talking to you, and not the One Called N ght," Mdame
Rut h said. Ni gel Chol nondele/s nod in support of that was
as herky-jerky as his | augh had been.

| stood up. | felt as if I'd been away fromny body for a
long tine, slogging through the steam ng, |ighdess swanps

of the Nine Beyonds. The physical part of nme, though, the
part that hadn't left the chair, rose now so snoothly that |
knew virtuous reality had fool ed ne again,

Before H. Miurad could turn Judy the right way around

on her bed, | |eaned over the footboard and | ooked down
into her face. Her eyes were open, and |ooking back at ne.
Not hi ng showed in them any nore than it had before: no
recognition of ne, no awareness of where she was.

I kept |ooking, down into the blackness other pupils. Was
the One Called N ght hiding in that blackness, peering back
at me through those portholes into This Side while it held
her spirit trapped in the Nine Beyonds? | had no way to tell.

When | stepped back, the healer did put Judy back where

she bel onged. Ni gel Chol nondel ey was glumy packing the
virtuous reality helnmets back into their travel case. He set a
hand on ny arm Terribly sorry, old man, | truly am 1'd

hoped for better results.”

"So did I." | |ooked at Judy again. If we couldn't get her
spirit back fromthe N ne Beyonds, she was going to stay in
that bed for the rest of her life, eating when they fed her,
drinki ng when they gave her water, w ggling every now and
then for no reason at all. And what woul d happen when she

di ed? Could her spirit break free of the One Called N ght
even then?

| shivered all over, and the roomwasn't that cool. In a
way, she was even worse off than Jesus Cordero. Wth no
natural soul of his own, he at |east had hopes of getting an
artificial one from Slow Jinn Fizz. But what could Ranzan
Durani do for Judy, whose spirit was stol en rather than
absent ?

What coul d anyone do?

Hr. Miurad stepped in front of Madane Ruth as she was
about to go out the door. "Wait, please," he said in the tone
of sonebody tryi ng—ot too hard—to be polite about giving
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an order. "W have not yet fuBy exam ned the etiol ogy of
your treatment's failure."

Madane Ruth | ooked down her nose at him She was

taller than he was, as well as wider. "If you don't get out of
that doorway, sonny, |'m gonna squash you flat You ask nice,
maybe we' B tal k about it later. Right now !l need a drink or
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two a whole ot nore than | need you." She advanced. Hr.
Murad retreated. N gel Chol nondel ey followed in her nas-
sive wake.

I followed, too. Leaving Judy was a knife stuck in ny

heart, but staying there, with her like that, hurt even worse.
felt another sleepless night coming up. 1'd had too many of

those lately, and earned every one of diem

"Excuse nme," | called to Chol nondel ey and Madane
Ruth as they were about to step on the slide back down to

t he | obby.

They both paused. "Sorry |ike anything we couldn't help

ya, M. Fisher," Madane Ruth said. Tmjust glad we got
oursel ves back to This Side in one piece. Too bad we

couldn't bring your girl friend with us."

"Most unfortunate,” Nigel Chol nondel ey agreed
"For Judy especially," | said, at which the two of them had
the grace to nod. That gave nme the nerve | needed to go on

"If 1 can conme up with anything that would give us a better
chance, would you be willing to take another try at rescuing

her fromthe N ne Beyonds?"
They | ooked at each other. | didn't like the look; it said,

Not on your life, bud. Madame Ruth opened her mouth to
answer, and |1'd bet a big pile she was about to say that out
| oud. Chol nondel ey raised a finger to stop her; he was the
snooth man of the pair. What he said was, "It would have to
be sonmething quite extraordinary, M. Fisher." Wich was

al so no, but sugar-coated so it went down sweeter. Besides,
he woul dn't want to drive away business by com ng right out
and saying virtuous reality just couldn't do some tricks.

So he |l et nme hope—a needl e-eye's worth, maybe, but

hope. The last thing at the bottom of Pandora's box, and gen-
erally running too many | engths behind troubl e ever since.
But it was all | had, so | clasped it to ny bosom
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VWhat | didn't have was any idea of what | m ght cone up
with that would give us a better chance in the N ne Beyonds.
The One Called N ght seened to rule the roost there. Wy
not? It was his roost

If we could make himconfront us on neutral ground, so
to speak, we'd have a better chance of naking himrel ease
Judy's spirit. But how? The Ni ne Beyonds were his hone on

the O her Side. | didn't see any way to force himout. Beat
hi mon his hone ground, then? W'd tried that already, with
no | uck.

That left—Aothing | coul d see.
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Madanme Ruth and Ni gel Chol nondel ey had already slid

away. | stood by the slide, doing nmy best to conme up with the
brilliant idea to save the day. It's always easy in the adventure
stories. 1'd even done it nyself, when | sunmpned the

Garuda Bird to the Devonshire dunp.

Not this tone.

Anot her sl eepless night. This time | nean it literally.

When it got to be about one in the norning, | just gave up
and nade nyself a cup of coffee. If | was going to be awake,
I mght as well be awake, | figured. Sonehow |I'd stagger
through the next day and sonehow, after that 1'd sleep
Meanwhi | e. .

Meanwhile, | prow ed around ny flat For want of any-

thing better to do, | cleaned it cleaner than it had been since
just before the High Holy Days the year before. Wen |

nmoved the couch and chair to clean under them | found

close to a crown and a half in | oose change, so | even turned

a profit on the deal

I read an adventure story, paid sone bills, wote sone |et-
ters, all the things you do in slack tinme. | wote to people
who hadn't heard fromme in so long, | hoped the shock

woul dn't send 'emon to the QG her Side.

Every so often, 1'd get up fromthe kitchen tabl e—which
doubl ed as desk—and go back in the bedroom Not to try to

go to sleep: |I'd given up on that |I'd push back the curtain
and | ook out at the night. It was very dark out there, no
nmoon, just a couple of stars | could see. | nmight have thought
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it looked really black if | hadn't al nost been trapped in the
Ni ne Beyonds that afternoon. Next to that place, Angels City

ni ght was high noon in the desert.

Back out to the kitchen for another cup of coffee. As | had
once or twice before, | w shed for an ethenet set to give ne
sone noise to be lonely with. Wth quiet all around ne, |
couldn't keep fromthinking, and none of ny thoughts were

ones | want ed.
I went back to the bedroom again. StiB night outside®

What a surprise. My alarmclock told ne it was half past four
Maybe | was inagining things, but | thought the horol ogica
denmon sounded slightly worried at having ne awake and
prow i ng around at that hour. Maybe | alarnmed it for a

change.

| sat down on the bed. The state | was in, that proved an-
other mstake. It nade ne renmenber all the tines Judy and
I had lain there together, and how unlikefy we were to do it
again. My eyes filled with the easy tears that can cone when
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you're half underwater with exhaustion. An effect of the | aw
of contagion? | don't know.

Qut to the kitchen again, this tine for breakfast You stay

up all night, you get hungry. | was washing the dishes when a
pi geon | anded on the tile roof above ne with a noise like a
flying carpet crashing into the side of a hill in the fog. There

have been tinmes when that kind of predawn rackets bounced

me out of bed in a fright. If I'd been asleep, it mght have
happened again. As things were, | wel coned the noi se—t
showed sonet hi ng besi des ne was alive and noving.

I finished washing the dishes, dried them (a prodigy), and
put them away (a bigger prodigy). Then | took a shower, and
after that | went back into the bedroom and got dressed to

face the new day.

Facing the day, in fact, was easy: when | opened (he bed-
room drapes, the eastern sky was brilliant pink, shading
toward gold at the horizon. It got brighter by the second as
wat ched. Finally the sun craw ed up into sight. Another day
had started. | didn't feel too bad, not physically. Mentally,

spiritually... a different story.
The sun rose higher, as the sun has a way of doing. What
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had been a bl ack nystery out past ny w ndow was reveal ed
as—what a surprise!—+fonantic Hawt horne, a not
particularly exotic suburb of Angels City.

| started to turn ny back on the too-famliar panorana
then stopped with one foot in the air. Before | fell over, |

spun around and ran for the little book by ny phone. | was
just about sure | had that nunber, but not quite. | checked. |
had it. | called it.

"Hel | 0?" Through two phone inps, | recogni zed that

groggy tone. |I'd had it nyself, the too early in the norning
when Charlie Kelly called ne and got ne and Judy and

maybe the whole world into the nmess we were in. | didn't
care. | started to talk.

I found a parking spot right at the comer of Thirty-Fourth
and Vine, settled ny carpet into it, and settled nme down to
wait |'d got there twenty mnutes before | was supposed to
meet him He'd prom sed he'd come. He'd even sounded

eager to help, which to ny way of thinking only proved he
didn't fully understand the situation

That comer wasn't one of (he swankier ones in Angels

Cty, and it wasn't an angel who sauntered past and gave' ne
the eye. It was a succubus, swi nging her hips fit to nake the
Pope sweat. But nmy mind was on other things. She

muttered sonmething | was |ucky enough not to catch and

wal ked on down the street.

Two spaces in front of nme, a carpet pulled out and headed
up Vine. Wthin half a mnute, another one slid into the
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space. Tony!" | exclained gladly; promises or no, |I'd feared
he'd find some reason not to cone. Before six in the norn-
ing, you're liable to prom se anything, just to get a pest off
t he phone.

But here he was, grinning |like a man who's had sone

sl eep, anyhow. "Let's go, Dave," he said. "I've read a | ot
about virtuous reality; you think I'm gonna throw away a
chance to check it out fromthe inside?"

If he'd had any sense, he would have. He nust not have
had sense; he gave ne a shot in the ribs with his el bow and
went into the office building ahead of ne. He was singing
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somet hing in Lithuanian. | caught Perkunas' nane, but that
was all. Before I'd met Tony, | wouldn't have understood

that, either.

My legs are longer than his. By the time we got to

Madanme Ruth's office, | was a couple of strides in front of
him | opened the door and went in. Tony on ny heels. If |
told you Madane Ruth | ooked delighted to see ne, |'d be

tyi ng.
"M. Fisher," she said, as patiently as she could (which
wasn't very), "we told you yesterday we couldn't do anything

more for you."

"No, that's not quite what you said,"” | answered. "N ge

Chol nondel ey said you couldn't do anything unless | cane

up with sonmething extraordinary. Well, here he is—M.

Antanas Sudalds." | wasn't nmaking all the sense | m ght have;

more than a day without sleep will do that to you

Tony grinned. "Sonething extraordinary, hey? I like that."
Madanme Ruth did not | ook anused. "Wy is he extraordi-
nary?" she asked. Wiy is he extraordinary, w se guy? was

what her tone said.
So | told her why, in detail and probably repeating nyself

more than a little. | watched her eyebrows, or rather the
pai nted lines that showed where they used to live. They'd
ri dden hi gh and skeptical on her forehead when | started,
but the longer | talked, the | ower they got.

When | finished, she just said, "Wait here, both ofyouse."
She wal ked out, came back a minute later with N gel Chol -
nmondel ey. "Okay, buster, tell himwhat you just told nme."

So | did. | doubt I was any snpother the second tine
around than | had been the first. By the time | was through,
Chol nondel ey was rubbing his long, horsy chin in specul a-
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tion. Wen he spoke, it wasn't to ne but to Tony Sudal ds:

"My principal objection, sir, is doubt that Perkunas is a
Power sufficiently powerful (please forgive the play on
words) to achieve the effect desired in the N ne Beyonds."

The Thunderer not powerful enough?" Tony was a man

of direct action. | was afraid he'd take sone now pitching
Chol nondel ey through a wall, for instance. But he didn't; he
just said, "Listen, once upon a tine not so |ong ago a fanner
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invited the Devil to his daughter's wedding. He didn't really
want himthere, so he said the Christian God, the Virgin, and
a bunch of saints were conming, too. The Devil didn't care.
Then the fanner told himhe'd invited Perkunas, and the

Devil stayed away—he renenbered how t he Thunderer

had beaten the tar out of himthe last tine they net. If he
can do that, you think he can't handl e something |like the

One Cal |l ed Ni ght?"

Madanme Ruth and Chol nondel ey | ooked at each ot her.

I"mno psychic, but | could read their nmnds anyhow Perku-
nas had to be one tough, smart Power to have survived so
long in the predom nantly Christian thecosystem of Europe.
I wouldn't have wanted to run himup agai nst Huitzilopochti
or Huehueteoti, but the One Called N ght wasn't a Power on
their order of magnitude hinself.

The other variable in the equation was that Perkunas

hadn't gone down to hell to beat the tar out of the Devil
Could he do it in the N ne Beyonds, even with the advantage
I'"d outlined to the virtuous reality practitioners?

I had no idea. | did know !l wasn't going to bring it up if
the medi um and the channeler didn't. | was willing to take
any chance at all to go after Judy again; | wanted to persuade

themto try again, too, because | couldn't reach the N ne
Beyonds wi t hout 'em

"Gentl emen, do pl ease excuse us," N gel Chol nondel ey
said. "We shall have to consult with each other on the proper
course of action to take."

They went over into the next office, which was Chol non-

del eys. Last time they'd done that, | hadn't heard a thing.
Now, Madame Ruth's screeches cane right through the wall

A moment later, so did Chol nondel ey's shouts. | was gl ad
they'd identified what they were doing as a consultation. If
they hadn't, I'd have called it a braw.

But everything was sweetness and |ight when they cane
back into Madame Ruth's office. Madane Ruth gl ared at

me, scowl ed at Sudal ds, glared at me again. Then she said,
"Let's go."

I gaped. "Just l|ike that?"

"Just like that," she said. "We' ve got nothing cal endared
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till late this afternoon, and either we'll be able to bring this
off by then or eke we'll end up stuck in the N ne Beyonds

and we won't gotta worry about it. So cone on."

On we came. Tony and | flewto the West Hills Tenple of
Heal i ng each on his own carpet. That sort of thing adds to
Angels City's traffic nightrmares, but it was nore conveni ent
for both of us because we'd be going hone in opposite direc-
tions. Besides, | didn't want to endanger anybody but nme if |

fell asleep at the fringe.
We got into the West Hills parking ot within a couple of

m nutes of each other, then stood around waiting for Chol -
mondel ey and Madane Ruth. | figured they'd be a little

while; they had to pack up their gear before they flew over
Tony snoked a cigarillo while we waited. He'd just ground it
out under his heel when their carpet settled itself a couple of

spaces over from m ne

"W can go straight up,"” Chol nondel ey said as he haul ed

the case toward the doorway. "I called ahead to nmake sure
M stress Adier isn't undergoing any other spiritual therapy at
the nmoment." He -was nore efficient than I'd given him

credit for.
"Good," | said, fromthe bottomof ny heart, for it also

meant they hadn't had to transfer Judy to the I PU or any-
thing like that. They were supposed to call and |l et you know
when they did that, but 1'd been away from honme all nom

ing. She hadn't got worse, then. Were she was struck nme as

bad enough.
We went up to the fifth floor together. Waiting for us in

Judy's room along with the constable, was H. Mirad. He
and Madanme Ruth exchanged unfriendly |looks. | felt Iike
rem nding themthey were on the same side, but they
renenbered by thensel ves. Murad arranged the chairs for

the virtuous reality circle before anyone asked himto, and
he renenbered that circle would have an extra nenber

t oday.
This time | shifted Judy to the foot of the bed. However

much |'d hoped it would, it didn't feel as if | were touching
the woman | |oved. Her flesh m ght have been there on the
bed, but her essence wasn't.
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Ni gel Chol nondeley slid the virtuous reality helnet onto
her head; As before, he and Madame Ruth took the seats to
either side of her. | sat on the other side of Madane Ruth,
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with Tony between nme and Chol nondel ey.

From hi s case, Chol nondel ey passed us virtuous reality

hel mets. The room went black as | slipped nine on. Again as
before, a few seconds' undignified funmbling followed, with
aB of us trying to find our neighbors' hands.

And then we were back in the N ne Beyonds: bl acker

than bl ack, hot, wet, fetid. Sonehow | got the idea the One

Call ed Night knew we were there faster than he had before.

I couldn't see anything, but the space around ne already felt
tight and strained, as if ny spirit was trying to fit into a pair
of pants a couple of inches too small for it.

"Boy, this may be the Gther Side, but it's sure not the

hi gh-rent district," Tony Sudal ds said. Wen he spoke, he
became visible to nme in the mdst of the darkness. \Wen |

met him | thought he | ooked |ike sonebody who'd been a

good football player till the conpetition got too big for him
to handle. Well, his virtuous reality inmage was about seven
feet tell and maybe four feet w de through the shoul ders: big
enough to nmake a good football team not just a player

O her than size, though, it |ooked Iike Tony.

This is what | warned you about,"” | said, nostly to make
mysel f known to him Madane Ruth and N gel Chol non-

del ey spoke up, too, and appeared in nmy second sight as they
did so. No trace of Judy. | hadn't expected one, but you
never give up hope.

Chol nondel ey turned to Tony Sudalds. "If this is to work,

it had best work soon: the advantage of surprise, don't you
know?" he said. 'The |longer the One Called N ght has to

gather his resources against us, the worse our likely plight."

"Ckay." Tony's virtuous voice was nearly an octave deeper
than the one he really had. He reached inside the shirt that
had grown with his torso, pulled out the little anber amul et
I'd seen himuse the first time | walked into his office.

Here, though, it didn't seemlike just anber. It shone |ike
a tiny piece of the sun, and shed real |ight through the gl oom
of the Ni ne Beyonds. Looking at trees and nmud and stagnant
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wat er wasn't nuch, but it beat |ooking at hostile, snothering
bl ack nine ways from Sunday.

In that runbling, thunderous voice. Tony Sudal ds call ed,

"Per kunas, Thunderer, hear your |oyal subject Do for us,
trapped here in the Nine Beyonds, as you did for the Mrn-

ing Star at her wedding: give us, | pray you, the Nine Suns in

t he sky!"
He' d sworn by Perkunas and the N ne Suns a coupl e of

ti mes, enough to make me think his god mi ght have sone
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power in the Nine Beyonds that the One Called N ght
woul dn't expect. If ever a Power seenmed ideally suited to in-
fluence another's honme environnment, this was the tine.

I waited for what felt |ike forever, though I knew time

was, to say the least, arbitrary in the realmof virtuous reality.
Then that glowi ng bit of what had been anber flew off the

chain around Tony's neck and streaked for the black sky.

Surely you've wished on a falling star. There in the N ne

Beyonds, | wi shed on a rising one.

Up and up the shining spark flew. No matter how high it
rose, it didn't get any dimrer. Its progress halted directly
over what would have been ny head if | could have sensed

nmyself in virtuous reality.

Anot her pause, and then a great explosion of |ight,
enough and nore to dazzle the eyes | didn't have here. The
sky stayed bl ack, but suddenly nine suns blazed there, in the

nmost beautiful ring I1'd ever seen
"By Jove," Nigel Chol nondel ey nurnured.
"No," Tony said snmugly. "By Perkunas."

Li ght spread over the N ne Beyonds for the first tine
since the One Called N ght shaped his realmfromthe raw

stuff of the Oher Side. | could see what was around ne and,
in a different way, | could perceive the whole donain at
once.

I could be wong, but | thought each of the N ne Suns

illumnated a different Beyond. | sensed all N ne Beyonds.

Al 1'll say about themis that, even illum nated, each was |ess
attractive than the next. If the One Called N ght had

designed this place for his personal confort, well, if you ask

me, he shoul d have hired a decorator
CASE OF THE TOXI C SPELL DUwWP 359

And there, off in the distance and yet at the sane tine

cl ose enough to reach out and touch, | saw sonething that
didn't belong in this dark jungle. "Judy!" | cried. The One
Called Night mght have tried to hide her, but he couldn't,
not with Perkunas' N ne Suns bl azing down fromthe bl ack
sky.

No sooner had | called her name than she stood there

beside ne. As |'ve said, virtuous reality i mges have a way of
i mproving on nmundane reality. Not, you understand, that I

ever thought Judy needed inproving on, but seeing her

there nade ne understand all at once how Beatrice nust

have | ooked to Dante.

Dante hadn't needed virtuous reality to see that way, but
Dante was an artist and a genius. Mg, |'mjust an EPA man.
However it had conme to ne, | knew I'd cherish Judy's
virtuous i mge the rest of my days.
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You know what el se? By her expression, | didn't |ook half
bad to her, either.

She said, 'Thank you, David. | was beginning to be afraid

I'"d never get out of this dreadful place. | never |ost hope, but
I was worried. When the One Called N ght hid me fromyou

the last tine you cane here, whenever that was, | wondered

i f anyone could sense nme. But you found a way."

"l never |lost hope, either," | said. "I—= The light that
fi Bed the Nine Beyonds got dimrer. | |ooked up into the
sky. The Nine Suns were still there, but they seened to fade

nmore with every apparent second | watched.

"W have to escape at once," Madame Ruth said urgently.
"This is the domain of the One Called Night. Perkunas and
the Nine Suns may have taken him by surprise, but Perkunas
is not the ruling Power here." e

"My colleague is correct,"” N gel Chol nondeley said. "W
must break the virtuous reality circle. Remenber your
fleshly forns; will themto separate one fromthe other, to
| oose the hands you are now hol di ng. Quickly!"

I concentrated on the body |1'd | eft behind at the West
Hlls Tenple of Healing. Renenbering | had hands, |et

al one noving them took nore effort than | thought | had in
me. And all the while, the N ne Beyonds got darker and
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darker and darker. | felt the power of the One CaBed N ght
closing in around us.

And then | was back in room 547 again. | was still holding

hands with Tony Sudakis and Madame Ruth, so | hadn't

been the one to let go. That was the first thing | noticed as
did turn | oose of ny compani ons and snatch the virtuous
reality helmet off nmy head. Only then, as | blinked agai nst
light that seemed much too bright, did | realize the One
CaBed Night hadn't tried to chase us as we left his domain

this tinme.
You have to understand—all that passed through ny

mind in a fraction of a second, and a small fraction to boot-
Then | stopped caring about it, because Judy had taken off
her helmet, too. She was sitting up in her bed, |ooking over
her shoulder at me, and smiling bright as all N ne Suns put

t oget her.
I smled back. So did Tony, Nigel Chol nondel ey, Hr

Murad, and the constable who' d been keeping watch on her.
she wasn't wearing her own clothes, just a pure white
heal i ng gown of virgin linen, and all it had in back was a
couple of ties that didn't do nmuch to hold it together.
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When Judy figured that out, she squeaked and wi ggl ed

around so the part of the gown that actually covered her was
frontways to us. Then she said to ne, "David, | think you'd
better introduce ne to these people. You got to me through

virtuous reality, didn't you?"

"That's right," | said, and did as she'd asked. After the hel-
| os and thank-yous, | went on, "You told ne you wanted to
get involved in the new technology. | don't suppose you

wanted to see it fromthe inside out, though."

"No." She shook her head so her hair flew every which

way, a Judy gesture |'d seen since the day | net her. It made
any tiny doubts |I'd had disappear: she was back on This Side,
fully and conpletely. "It was still interesting," she added. Td
recogni ze all of you fromthe way | saw you in the N ne
Beyonds, but you, David, you |ooked just the sane to me."

Chol nondel ey and Madanme Ruth gave nme an odd | ook |
didn't understand for a second, and then | did: you need to
be a person of unusual virtue—Brother Vahan, say—to keep
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your normal appearance in virtuous reality. My ears got hot.
"Must be love," | muttered.

"Very likely," N gel Chol nondeley said. "After all, were it

not for the |ove you bear for Mstress Adier, she would stil
be trapped on the Ot her Side."

That only nmade my ears hotter. Back in the N ne

Beyonds, |'d idealized Judy into an image |'d cherish all ny
life, while she'd seen ne just as | am Wich was the greater
conplinment? | couldn't begin to tell you

The constable pulled out a sheet of parchment and a pen

VWere the rest of us were exalted, he stayed businesslike.
"Can you describe the notivations of the all eged perpetra-
tors who caused your spirit to be projected into the real mon
the O her Side termed the N ne Beyonds, M stress Adier?"

he asked formally.

"You nean, why they sent nme there?" Judy sai d-sure

enough, a copy editor to the core. She shook her head again.
"They didn't tell nme much, which was probably sensible
fromtheir point of view | think they just didn't want to have
to worry about ny escaping for a while. They had sone sort

of big plans afoot, though; | know that nuch. They kept say-
ing they'd deal with nme properly once this other thing,

what ever it was, happened.”

That remni nded ne she didn't know what had gone on at

t he Devonshire dunp or Chocol ate Weasel. It al so expl ai ned
why she hadn't been at the Chocol ate Weasel buil ding, but |
didn't want to think about what those people had intended to
do to her once they got the power they'd sought

As fast as | could, | filled her in on what had been hap-
pening on This Side while she was El sewhere. She nodded
soberly, saying, "That fits in well with what we were talking
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about before they kidnapped me. |I'mjust glad we nmanaged
to foil it."

"Not "we,' Mstress Adier," Tony Sudalds said. "Hm" He
pointed right at ne. "If he hadn't thought to summon the
Garuda Bird, we'd all have been in the soup."

"Sonebody had to do sonething," | said. Seeing the
admring | ook Judy was giving ne, | added, "Wat | think 'l
do is hire Tony to do ny advertising for me. The other thing

Harry Turtl edove
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you have to renenber is that if it hadn't been for his Perku-
nas and the Nine Suns, we couldn't have rescued you."

"Yeah, but you were the one who thought of that, too, and
made Madane Ruth and Chol nondel ey here go along with
it even when they weren't what you'd call enthusiastic,'

Tony
said. The virtuous reality duo nodded vi gorously.

"Well, if you insist on giving nme the credit, you know
what ?" | said. Tmgonna take it." Everybody |aughed and

cl apped hands.

Judy said, "Do | have any clothes here besides this peep-
show of a gown? Now that I'mliving in ny body again, all I
want to do is check nyself out of here ... where exactly am
I, anyhow?"

"This is the West Hills Tenmple of Healing, Mstress

Adier," H. Mirad said. He opened the closet, pointed to a
tunic and trousers. These are the garnents in which you
wer e di scovered. They have been | aundered subsequent to
their detailed exam nation by the constabulary."”

| dare say they'd needed | aundering, too; | wondered how

| ong Judy's body had worn them and soil ed them while her
spirit was trapped in the N ne Beyonds. She nust have been
thi nking the sanme thing, for she said, "They'll do to get me

out. Then I think I''ll bumthem"
"As you wish. Mstress Adier," H. Mirad said. "One

formality yet renmains before you can be rel eased." Judy gave
hima cl assic nmake-it-snappy look. It took effect. Hastily, he
went on, "I rnust certify you as sound before sendi ng you

down to the business office."
"Go ahead, then," Judy said, visibly conposing herself. As

one who worked with magi c, she knew the inportance of
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adhering strictly to rules and procedures.

To give H. Miurad his due, he nade the exami nation the
formality he'd told Judy it would be. He took her pul se and
bl ood pressure, then said, "Please recite the creed of your

faith."

"Sh' ma yi sroayl, adonai dohaynu, adonca ekhod" Judy
said, and then for good neasure repeated it in English:
"Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one."
Hr. Miurad nade cryptic notes on her chart. Wen he was
363
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through scribbling, he said, "I have the pleasure of
pronounci ng you physically and spiritually sound."

Then pl ease | eave, all of you, and let me get dressed,"
she said, adding, "David, when |I'm done with their business

people, will you take me home?"

"Sure," | said. "We'lIl have to let the Long Beach and

Angels City constables know you're well; they'll both want to
talk with you. But," | went on—quickly, to keep her from

throwi ng the bud vase on the night table at ne, "we don't
have to do it right now'

"I'"l'l take care of that," the A C constable on guard duty
said. He grinned. Til give you a fade while, though."

Thanks," Judy said. W all trooped outside. H. Mirad
went off to see another patient N gel Chol nondel ey and
Madane Ruth headed for the slide. So did die constable.

I turned to Tony Sudakis. Thanks nore than | can say."
"No problem" He brushed it aside. Tmjust glad every-
thing worked out Listen, | gotta get back to work. | hope
see you around—ong as you're not investigating ny dunp."

They' || send sonebody el se out there fromnow on," |
told him Tve got a conflict of interest"

He grinned, slapped ne on the back, and took off. |

waited in the corridor. Right across fromnme was a sign with
big red letters: INTENSIVE PRAYER UNIT. ALL VI SI TORS

MUST BE BLESSED BEFORE ENTERI NG | just |ooked at it,

gl adder than | can say that Judy hadn't had to pass through

those portal s.

She canme out of her room | had to show her where the

busi ness office was down on the ground floor; she knew
not hi ng of how she'd cone here but what I'd told her. The
busi ness people were inclined to be huffy with her until she
said the nagi ¢ words: Blue Scutum Then suddenly

everyt hing was easy, though she did have to spend a while

filling out the BS forns.
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At |ast we went out to the parking | ot and buckl ed our-

sel ves onto ny carpet Before we took off, | |eaned over and
gave her a kiss. She grabbed me. W hugged for a while.
Before | puddled up, | started flying her hone. | took every-

thing slow and easy, keeping in mind howtired | was.
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It was the mddle of the day, so traffic was easy. Practically
everybody at her block of flats had gone to work. W had to
use ny entry talisman; she didn't have hers.

"Ch, CGod, it's good to be here," she said when we went in.
The curtains were open; she shut them Then she went into

the kitchen and opened the icebox. | heard her duck in
di stress: "Have to throw nost of this stuff out. But oh,
good—there's still some beer in here."

"Beer?" | echoed.

She clucked again, this time at nmy foolishness. "For the
cup of roots," she explained, as if | weren't very bright (and

at the nmonent, | wasn't). She cane back into die front room
where | was standing like a |lost soul. She did her best to
renedy that; this | oss she gave ne ... well, if ny eyelids

wer e wi ndow shades, they'd have been flapping on their
spi ndl es from bei ng yanked up too hard.

"Here's what |'mgoing to do," she said, ticking off points
on her fingers, neat and organi zed as usual: Tmgoing to
drink the cup of roots. I'"'mgoing to get out of these clothes,
never ever put themon again, and take a shower to help ne
forget | was wearing them Then |I'mgoing to put on some-
thing I hope you'll think is nore interesting and try and
thank you property for getting nme back fromthe N ne

Beyonds. How does all that sound?"

"Wonderful ," | said hoarsely.

"Good. It sounds wonderful to ne, too." She gul ped

down the cup of roots, then took off her clothes right
there in the mddle of the living room Wen | tried to
grab her, she skipped back away fromnme. "Go sit down,"

she said. "I do want to get clean. | won't be long, | prom
ise. All right?"

"Al'l right," | said, and went over and sat down to prove it
She nodded in approval and headed of f toward the bath-
room The water in there started to run

| fell asleep on the couch.

Judy eventually forgave ne, though she hasn't let ne for-
get about it. Al | ever wanted, fromthe mnute | |anded in
the Devonshire dunp case, was to get tilings back to nornal
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agai n. Brushing the edge of Arnageddon is for saints and
heroes, not a working stiff |ike ne.

I have to say |'m naking progress. Judy and | set our date,

and | solemly promi sed to stay awake for the weddi ng and

the night after, too. "You' d better, or I'll have it with sone-
body el se," she told me. But we were both joking and we

both knew it, so that was all right.

I still haven't caught up on all ny work. |I'm gaining, but
I"ve spent so nuch tine in court lately that | haven't been at
my desk as nmuch as |'d need to dig out from under the back-

| og. But hel ping give the people who ki dnapped Judy and

al nrost wrecked Angels City (plus God knows how rmuch of

the rest of the Confederation) just what they deserve has its
own sati sfaction.

And, for that matter, | won't be out of court even after
those trials are done. One thing | did rmanage to acconpli sh
was the report on the environnental inpact of introducing

| eprechauns into Angels City. | didn't see any problenms with
it, especially after the Chumash Powers became irrelevant to
the prognostication. After Bea read the report, she said nice
t hi ngs about ne in Mnday staff nmeeting (or so |'mtold; |
wasn't there at the ti me—sonmehow | bear up under the dis-
appoi nt ment) .

But Save Qur Basin decided to contest ny findings, so

that case should drag on nore or less into eternity. My guess

is that any possible danage the We Fol k m ght cause woul d

cost less to fix than all the litigation about them but |I'mjust
a dunb inspector; they don't pay ne to make policy.

And |'ve been working on one other thing. Not |ong after

all the commotion |'ve been tal ki ng about here, | happened

to notice atiny itemin the Tines to the effect that one Char-
les Kelly, an assistant adm nistrator with the Environnenta
Perfection Agency back in D.SfcC., had resigned and been

repl aced by a chap named Gupta Singh

Did Charlie junp or was he pushed? | didn't know then

and | don't know now. | |ooked at the little story and thought
about how nmuch troubl e had conme about—-and how nuch

nmore coul d have come about—fromthe way he' d handl ed

t he Devonshire dunp case. Not only had he given it to ne

366 Harry Turtl edove

informally, he'd been coy about feeding nme information
needed |i ke anything, and then he'd fled |ike an exorcised
denon when | counted on hi m nost

Peopl e had died in part because Charlie didn't handle

his job the way he was supposed to. Even nore to the

point as far as | was concerned, |'d al nost |ost the nost

i nportant person in my life. | know that on a cosnic scale
my priorities there are skewed, but | don't weigh nyself

on a cosm c scal e.
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And what had happened to Charlie because he'd screwed
up and chickened out? He'd left his job, and he m ght not
even have been forced out of it. That was all. It didn't seem

enough, somehow.

I know what you're thinking: you're thinking I took out a
conpact on him Sony, no—bloody vengeance isn't ny style.
Besi des, | don't know any nages who know that kind of
denon, and | didn't care to go | ooking for one. Charlie
wasn't worth jeopardizing ny soul for, either. But still—

I left it in the back of my mnd, the place where things
stew whil e you take care of nore i medi ate concerns.
Finally, just before | got called to the wi tness box one day, |

had an idea | |iked.

Unfortunately, doing sonething about it didn't prove as

easy as |'d hoped. The first tinme | called back to D. StC.,
couldn't get the information | needed. Frustrated but not, |
resol ved, beaten, | put the idea back into the stewpot and | et
it sinmmer while | went on with the rest of ny life.

A couple of days later, while |I was gul pi ng down a burger
at the courthouse cafeteria (better than the one at the Con-
federal Building, but not nuch), | knew where | could get
my answer. Once you' ve nade connections, you're a fool if

you don't use them

So | called Central Intelligence, identified nyself, and
asked to speak to the fellow who'd I et me know Henry

Legi on had shuffled off this mortafcoil. | didn't have a nane
with which to identify him but | hoped CI would be able to
get around that. Sure enough, inside a mnute he was sayi ng,
"CGood day, M. Fisher. |I'mglad everything worked out well
for you and your | ady."
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Well, 1 shouldn't have been surprised that Centra
Intelligence knew about such things. Thanks," | nanaged.

"What can | do for you today?" he asked.

I told himwhat | wanted and why | wanted it Til only
use it the once," | pronmised. "If you like, 1'll take a forma
oath on that."

"No need, M. Fisher," he said. The phone inp in ny ear

reproduced a curious scratchy noise | identified as a chucl de.
"Just between you, ne, and the wall, |I'd say you' ve earned
the right to use it any way you like. Don't stay on the ether
now, I'lIl call you back in a couple of mnutes with what you
need. "

| hung up. Pretty soon, just as pronised, the phone
yarped. | answered it, wote down what the chap from Cen-
tral Intelligence gave ne, thanked hi magai n, and hung up

Then all | had to do was wait Since | was doing this for
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nmy conveni ence, not Charlie's, | waited till Saturday night

my Sabbath was over, so | could use die phone without the
slightest sin, and | didn't have to get up early and go to work
the next norning. That counted, too, for what | had in mnd.

I was yawni ng when | picked up the phone at ny flat, but

| didn't care. | called the nunber |1'd gotten from Centr al
Intelligence: Charlie Kell/s hone phone. | listened to the
racket it made.

"Hel | 0?" Even with phone inps between us, Charlie
sounded drowned in sl eep.

"Hello, Charlie," | answered brightly. "This is Dave
Fi sher, out in Angels City. How are you this norning?"

"Jesus," he said, his voice alittie clearer. "Do you have any
i dea what time it is?"

Since |'d asked nmy alarmclock, | knew down to the m n-

ute. "Your tinme, it's 5:07," | said: "Just the sanme tine when
you called ne here to get ne into the Devonshire toxic spell
dunp case. It turned out all right, no thanks to you."

He started to splutter. | hung up.

You know what ? Phones aren't so bad after all.
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