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Chapter |
THE MANTEI ON ON SUN STREET

Enli ghtennent came to Patera Silk on the ball court; nothing could ever be the sane after that.
When he tal ked about it afterward, whispering to hinself in the silent hours of the night as was
hi s custom-and once when he told Maytera Marble, who was al so Maytera Rose—he said that it was as
t hough sonmeone who had al ways been behind himand standing (as it were) at both his shoul ders had,
after so nany years of pregnant silence, begun to whisper into both his ears. The bi gger boys had
scored again, Patera Silk recalled, and Horn was reaching for an easy catch when those voices
began and all that had been hi dden was di spl ayed.

Few of these hidden things nmade sense, nor did they wait upon one another. He, young Patera Silk
(that absurd clockwork figure), watched outside a cl ockwork show whose wor ks had stopped—tall Horn
reaching for the ball, his flashing grin frozen in forever.

—dead Patera Pi ke munbling prayers as he slit the throat of a speckled rabbit he hinmself had
bought .

—a dead wormman in an alley off Silver Street, and the people of the quarter
—+ights beneath everyone's feet, like cities lowin the
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ni ght sky. (And, oh, the rabbit's warm bl ood drenching Patera Pike's cold hands.)
—proud houses on the Pal ati ne.

—Maytera Marble playing with die girls, and Maytera M nt wi shing she dared. (O d Maytera Rose
prayi ng alone, praying to Scalding Scylla in her palace under Lake Limma.)

—Feather falling, not so lightly as his nane inplied, shoved aside by Horn, not yet quite prone on
the crunbling shiprock bl ocks, though shiprock was supposed to last until the end of the whorl

—Viron and the |lake, crops withering in the fields, the dying fig and the open, enpty sky. Al
diis and nuch el se besides, |ovely and appalling, blood red and living green, yellow, blue, white,
and vel vet black, with mnglings of other colors and of colors he had never known.

Yet all these were as nodiing. It was the voices that mattered, only the paired voices (though
there were nore, he felt sure, if only he had ears for them and all the rest an empty show, shown
to himso that he might knowit for what it was, spread for himso that he might know how precious
it was, though its shining clockwork had gone some trifle awy and nust be set right by him for
this he had been born

He forgot the rest at times, though at others all these things would reoccur to him rough truths
cl oaked in a new certainty; but he never forgot the voices that were in fact but one voice, and
what they (who were one) had said; never forgot the bitter |esson, though once or twi ce he tried
to push it away, those fell words heard as Feather fell, poor little Feather, as the rabbit's hot
bl ood spilled fromthe altar, as the First Setders took up the honmes prepared for themin diis
famliar Viron, as the dead woman seened to stir, rags fluttering in the hot w nd born hal fway
"round the

whorl, a wind that blew ever stronger and wilder as clockwork that had never really stopped began
to turn again.
"I will not fail," he told die voices, and felt he lied, yet felt the approbation, too.

And t hen.
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And then .
H s | eft hand noved, snatching the ball fromHorn's very fingers.

Patera Silk spun about. The black ball flew like a black bird, straight through the ring at the
opposite end of the ball court. It struck the hellstone with a satisfying thunp and an irruption
of blue sparks, and threaded the ring a second tinme as it bounced back

Horn tried to stop him but Patera Silk knocked himspraw ing, caught die ball again, and snoked
it in for a second double. The nonitor's chines sang dieir three-note paean, and its raddl ed gray
face appeared to announce the final score: thirteen to twelve.

Thirteen to twel ve was not a bad score, Patera Silk reflected as he took the ball from Feather and
stuffed it into a trousers pocket. The bigger boys would not be too downcast, while the smaller
boys woul d be ecstati c.

This last, at |east, was already quite apparent He repressed the inpulse to hush themand lifted
two of the nost dimnutive onto his shoulders. "Back to class," he announced. "C ass for all of
you. Alittle arithnetic will do you good. Feather, throw Villus ny towel, please."

Feat her, one of the larger snmall boys, obliged; Villus, the boy perched upon Silk's right
shoul der, managed to catch ft, though not deftly.

"Patera," Feather ventured, "you always say there's a lesson in everything."

Si | k nodded, nopping his face and rubbing his already dishevel ed yell ow hair. He had been touched
by a god! By the Qutsider; and although the Qutsider was not one of the
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Ni ne, he was an undoubted god nevertheless. This, this was enlightennent!
" Pat er a?"

"I"'mlistening, Feather. What is it you want to ask?" But enlightenment was for theodidacts, and
he was no holy theodi dact—o gaudily painted gold-crowned figure in the Witings. How could he
tell these children diat in the niddle of their game—

"Then what's the | esson in our w nning, Patera?"

"That you must endure to the end," Silk replied, his mind still upon die Qutsider's teaching. One
of the hinges of the ball-court gate was broken; two boys had to lift the gate to swing it,
creaki ng, backward. The remai ning hinge would surely break too, and soon, unless he did sonething.
Many t heodi dacts never told, or so he had been taught in the schola. Ohers told only on their
deat hbeds; for the first time he felt he understood that

"We endured to the end,"” Horn rem nded him "but we lost just die same. You're bigger than | am
Bi gger than any of us."

Sil k nodded and sniled. "I did not say that the only object was to win."

Horn opened his nmouth to speak, then shut it again, his eyes thoughtful. Silk took CGoldcrest and
Villus fromhis shoulders at the gate and dried his torso, then reclaimed his black tunic fromthe
nail on which he had hung it Sun Street ran parallel to die sun, as its name indicated, and as
usual at this hour it was blazing hot Regretfully, he pulled his tunic over his head, snelling his
own sweat.

"You lost," he remarked to Villus once the stifling tunic was in place, "when Horn got the bal
away fromyou. But you won when everyone on our team did. Wat have you | earned fromthat?"
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When little Villus said nothing, Feadier answered, "That wi nning and |osing aren't everything."

The | oose bl ack robe followed the tunic, seeming to close about him "Good enough,"” he told
Feat her.

As five boys shut the court gate behind them the faint and nuch-diffused shadow of a Flier raced
down Sun Street. The boys glared up at him and a few of the snmallest reached for stones, though
the Flier was diree or four times higher than the loftiest tower in Viron

Silk halted, raising his head to stare upward with a long-felt envy he struggled to suppress. Had
he been shown the Fliers, anong his nyriad, |eaping visions? He felt he had—but he had been shown
so much!

The di sproportionate, gauzy wings were nearly invisible in the glare of the unshaded sun, so that
it seemed that the Flier flew without them arns outstretched, feet together, an uncanny figure
bl ack agai nst the burning gol d.

"If the Fliers are human," Silk adnoni shed his charges, "it would surely be evil to stone them If
they are not, you nust consider that they nmay be higher than we are in the spiritual whorl, just
as they are in die tenmporal." As an afterthought he added, "Even if rfiey are spying on us, which
| doubt."

Had they, too, achieved enlightennment, and was that why they flew? Did sone god or goddess—t
woul d be Hierax, perhaps, or his father, sky-ruling Pas—teach those he favored the art of flight?

The pal aestra's warped and weat hered door woul d not open until Horn had westled manfully with its
|l atch. As always, Silk delivered die snaller boys to Maytera Marble first "W won a gl orious
victory," he told her.

She shook her head in nock dismay, her snmooth oval face, polished bright by countless dustings,

catching the sunlight fromthe window. "My poor girls were beaten, alas, Patera. It seens to ne
that Maytera Mnt's big girls grow quicker and stronger with each week that passes. Wuldn't you
think our Merciful Ml pe would make ny
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smal | er ones qui cker, too? Yet it doesn't seemshe does it."

"By the time they're quicker, they'll be the big girls, perhaps."

"That nust be it, Patera. Wiile I'monly a small girl nyself, snatching at every chance to put off
the m nuends and subtrahends for as long as possible, always willing to talk, never willing to
work." Maytera Marble paused, her work-worn steel fingers flexing the cubit stick while she
studied Silk. "You be careful this afternoon, Patera. You nust be tired already, after scranbling
around up there all norning and playing with the boys. Don't fall off that roof."

He grinned. "I"'mfinished with ny repairs for today, Maytera. |I'mgoing to sacrifice after
mant ei on—a private sacrifice."

The old sib tilted her gleam ng head to one side, thus lifting an eyebrow. "Then | regret that ny
class will not participate. WIIl your lanb be nore pleasing to the Nine, do you think, wthout
us?"

For an instant Silk was tenpted to tell her everything there and then. He drew a deep breath
instead, snmiled, and cl osed the door

Most of the larger boys had already gone into Maytera Rose's room Silk dism ssed the rest with a
gl ance, but Horn lingered. "May | speak with you, Patera? It'll just take a mnute."

"If it is only a minute." Wen the boy said nothing, Silk added, "Go ahead, Horn. Did | foul you?
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If I did, |I apol ogize—+t certainly wasn't intentional."

"Isit. Horn l et the question trail away, staring at the splintering floorboards
"Speak up, please. O ask your question when | come back. That would be better.”

The tall boy's gaze noved to the whitewashed nud-brick walls. "Patera, is it true that they're
going to tear down our

pal aestra and your manteion? That you' re going to have to go somepl ace el se, or noplace? My father
heard that yesterday. Is it true?”

"No. "
Horn | ooked up with new hope, though the flat negative had | eft him speechl ess.

"Qur pal aestra and our manteion will be here next year, and the year after that, and the year
after that as well." Suddenly conscious of his posture, Silk stood straighter, squaring his
shoul ders. "Does that put your mind at rest? They may becone | arger and better known, and | hope

that they will. Perhaps sone god or goddess may speak to us through our Sacred W ndow again, as
Pas once did when Patera Pi ke was young—+ don't know, though | pray for it every day. But when |I'm
as old as Patera Pike, the people of this quarter will still have a mantei on and a pal aestra.

Never doubt it."

"l was going to say .

Si | k nodded. "Your eyes have said it for you already. Thank you, Horn. Thank you. | know t hat
whenever I'min need | can call on you, and that you'll do all that you can wi thout counting the
cost. But, Horn—

"Yes, Patera?"
"l knew all that before."

The tall boy's head bobbed. "And all the other sprats, too, Patera. There are a couple of dozen
that | know we can trust. Maybe nore."

Horn was standing as straight as a Guardsman on parade now. Wth a slight shock of insight, Silk
realized that this unaccustoned perpendicularity was in inmtation of his own, and that Horn's
clear, dark eyes were very nearly level with his.

"And after that," Horn continued, "there will be others, new boys. And nen."

Si | k nodded again, gravely reflecting that Horn was al -
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ready a grown man in every way that mattered, and a man far better educated than nost

"And | don't want you to think |I'm nmad about it—knocking nme over like that, Patera. You hit ne
hard, but that's the fun of the gane."

Sil k shook his head. "That's nerely how the gane is played. The fun conmes when soneone snal |
knocks down soneone |arger."

"You were their best player, Patera. It wouldn't have been fair to themif you hadn't played as
well as you can." Horn gl anced over his shoul der at Maytera Rose's open door. "l have to go now.
Thanks, Patera."

There was a line in the Witings that applied to the gane and its | essons—+essons nore inportant,
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Silk felt, than any Maytera Rose m ght teach; but Horn was already alnost to the doorway. To his
back, Silk nmurmured, " 'Men build scales, but the gods bl ow upon the lighter pan.'

He sighed at the final word, knowi ng that the quotation had come a second too |ate, and that Horn,
too, had been too late; that Horn would tell Maytera Rose that he, Patera Silk, had detained him
and that Maytera Rose woul d puni sh hi mneverthel ess without bothering to find out whether it was
true.

Silk turned away. There was no point in remaining to listen, and Horn would fare that nmuch worse
if he tried to intervene. How could the Qutsider have chosen such a bungler? Was it possible that
the very gods were ignorant of his weakness and stupidity?

Sonme of thenf?

The manteion's rusty cash box was bare, he knew, yet he nust have a victim and a fine one. The
parents of one of the students might lend himfive or even ten bits, and the humiliation of having
to beg such poor people for a | oan woul d certainly be beneficial. For as long as it took himto

close the unwilling door of the palaestra and start for the market, his resolution held; then the
only-too-well-imag-ined tears of small children deprived of their accustonmed supper of m |k and
stale bread washed it away. No. The sellers would have to extend himcredit.

The sellers nust. Wen had he ever offered a single sacrifice, however snall, to the CQutsider?
Never! Not one in his entire life. Yet the Qutsider had extended infinite credit to him for
Patera Pike's sake. That was one way of looking at it, at |east. And perhaps that was the best
way. Certainly he would never be able to repay the Qutsider for the know edge and the honor, no
matter how hard or how long he tried. Small wonder, then .

As Silk's thoughts raced, his long legs flashed faster and faster.

The sellers never extended a single bit's credit, true. They gave credit to no augur, and
certainly they would not extend it to an augur whose nmanteion stood in the poorest quarter of the
city. Yet the Qutsider could not be denied, so they would have to. He would have to be firmwth
them extrenely firm Remind themthat the Qutsider was known to esteemthem | ast anpng nen

al ready—that according to the Witings he had once (having possessed and enlightened a fortunate
man) beaten them severely in person. And though the Nine could rightly boast.

A black civilian floater was roaring down Sun Street, scattering nen and wonen on foot and dodgi ng
ranshackl e carts and patient gray donkeys, its blowers raising a choking cloud of hot yell ow dust.
Li ke everyone else, Silk turned his face away, covering his nose and nmouth with the edge of his

r obe.

"You there! Augur!"

The floater had stopped, its roar fading to a plaintive whine as it settled onto the rutted
street. A big, beefy,
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prosperous-1 ooking man' Standing in its passenger conpartnent flourished a wal king stick
Silk called, "I take it you are addressing ne, sir. Is that correct?"

The prosperous-| ooking man gestured inpatiently. "Cone over here."

"I intend to," Silk told him A dead dog rotting in the gutter required a |long stride that roused
a cloud of fat blue-backed flies. "Patera would be better mannered, sir; but I'll overlook it. You
may call nme "augur' if you like. | have need of you, you see. Great need. A god has sent you to

ne.
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The prosperous-1ooking man | ooked at | east as surprised as Horn had when Silk had knocked him
down.

"l require two—no, three cards," Silk continued. "Three cards or nore. | require themat once, for
a sacred purpose. You can provide themeasily, and the gods will smle on you. Please do so."

The prosperous-| ooki ng man nopped his streanming brow with a | arge peach-col ored handkerchi ef that
sent a cloying fragrance to war with the stenches of the street. "I didn't think that the Chapter
| et you augurs do this sort of thing, Patera."

"Beg? Way, no. You're perfectly correct, sir. It's absolutely forbidden. But there's a beggar on
every comer—you nust know the kinds of things they say, and that's not what |I'mtelling you at
all. I"'mnot hungry, and | have no starving children. | don't want your noney for nyself, but for
a god, for the Qutsider. It's a major error to restrict one's worship to the Nine, as |—Never

m nd. The Qutsider nmust have a suitable offering fromne before shadedown. It's absolutely

i mperative. You'll be certain to gain his favor by supplying it"

"l wanted— the prosperous-|ooki ng man began.
Silk raised his hand. "No! The nobney-three cards at

| east, at once. |'ve offered you a splendid opportunity to gain his favor. You've |ost that now,
but you may still escape his displeasure, if only you'll act without further delay. For your own
sake, give me three cards imediately!" Silk stepped closer, scrutinizing the prosperous-| ooking
man' s ruddy, perspiring face. "Terrible things may befall you. Horrible things!"

Reaching for the card case at his waist, the prosperous-|ooking man said, "A respectable citizen

shoul dn't even stop his floater in diis quarter. | sinply—=
"If you own this floater, you can afford three cards easily. And |I'I| offer a prayer for you—nmny
prayers that you may eventually attain to . . ." Silk shivered

The driver rasped, "Shut your shaggy mouth and let Blood talk, you butcher." Then to Bl ood, "You
want ne to bring himalong, Jefe?"

Bl ood shook his head. He had counted out three cards, and now held themin a fan; half a dozen
ragged nen stopped to gawk at die gleam ng gold. "Three cards you say you want, Patera. Here they
are. Enlightennent? Was that what you were going to ask the gods to give nme? You augurs are always
squeaki ng about it. Well, | don't care about that. | want a little information instead. Tell ne
everything I want to know, and I'll hand over all three. See 'enf Then you can offer this

wonder ful sacrifice for yourself if you want to, or do whatever you want with the noney. How about
it?"

“You don't know what you're risking. If you did—=

Bl ood snorted. "I know that no god's conme to any Wndow in diis city since | was a young man,
Patera, no matter how you butchers how. And that's all | need to know. There's a manteion on this
street, isn't there? Wiere Silver Street nmeets it at an angle? |'ve never been in that part of
this quarter, but | asked, and that's what | was told."

Sil k nodded. "I'm augur there.”
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"The old cull's dead, then?"

"Patera Pike?" Silk traced the sign of addition in the air. "Yes. Patera Pike has been with the
gods for alnost a year. Did you know hi n"

I gnoring the question, Blood nodded to hinself. "Gone to Mainframe, eh? Al right, Patera. |'m not
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a religious man, and | don't pretend to be. But | prom sed my—well, | promised a certain
person—that I'd go to this manteion of yours and say a few prayers for her. I'mgoing to nmake an
of fering, too, understand? Because | know she'll ask if | did. That's besides these cards here. So
is there sonebody there who'll let ne in?"

Sil k nodded again. "Maytera Marble or Maytera M nt would be delighted to, I'msure. You'll find
them both in the pal aestra, on the other side of our ball court.” Silk paused, thinking. "Mytera
M nt's rather shy, though she's wonderful with the children. Perhaps you'd better ask for Mytera
Marble, in the first roomto your right. She could | eave one of die older girls in charge of her
class for an hour or so, | would think."

Bl ood closed his fan of cards as if about to hand themover to Silk. "I'mnot too crazy about
chemi cal people, Patera. Sonebody told ne you've got a Maytera Rose. Maybe | could get her, or
isn't she there any nore?"

"Ch, yes." Silk hoped his voice did not reflect the dismay he felt whenever he thought of Mytera
Rose. "But she's quite elderly, sir, and we try to spare her poor |egs whenever we can. | fee
sure that Maytera Marble woul d prove conpletely satisfactory."

"No doubt she will." Blood counted his cards again, his lips noving, his fat, beringed fingers
reluctant to pan fromeach wafer-thin, shining rectangle. "You were going to tell me about
enlightennent a mnute ago, Patera. You said you'd pray for ne."

"Yes," Silk confirnmed eagerly, "and | nmeant it. I wll."

Bl ood | aughed. "Don't bother. But |'mcurious, and |'ve never had such a good chance to ask one of
you about it before. Isn't enlightenment really pretty nuch the sane as possessi on?"

"Not exactly, sir." Silk gnawed his lower lip. "You know, sir, at the schola they taught us
simple, satisfying answers to all of these questions. W had to recite themto pass the

exam nation, and |'mtenpted to recite themagain for you new. But the actualities—enlightennent,

I nmean, and possession—aren't really sinple things at all. O at least enlightennent isn't | don't
know a great deal about possession, and some of the nobst respected hierol ogists are of the opinion
that it exists potentially but not actually.”

"A god's supposed to pull on a man just like a tunic—that's what they say. Wll, sone people can,
so why not a god?" Watching Silk's expression, Blood | aughed again. "You don't believe ne, do you,
Pat er a?"

Silk said, "I've never heard of such people, sir. | won'tsay they don't exist, since you assert
that they do, although it seens inpossible."

"You're young yet, Patera. If you want to dodge a | ot of mi stakes, don't you forget that." Bl ood
gl anced sidelong at his driver. "Get on these putts, Gison. Make them keep their paws off my
floater."

"Enlightennent. . ." Silk stroked his cheek, renenbering.

"That ought to be easy, it seens to nme. Don't you just know a | ot of things you didn't know
bef ore?" Bl ood paused, his eyes upon Silk's face. "Things that you can't explain, or aren't
al |l owed to?"

A patrol of QGuardsnmen passed, their slug guns slung and their left hands resting on the hilts of
their swords. One touched the bill of his jaunty green cap to Bl ood.

"It's difficult to explain," Silk said. "In possession there's always sone teaching, for good or
ill. O at any rate
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that's what we're taught, though | don't believe—In enlightenment, there's much nore. As much as
the theodi-dact can bear, | would say."

"I't happened to you," Blood said softly. "Lots of you say it did, but fromyou it's lily. You were
enlightened, or you think you were. You think it's real."

Silk took a step backward, bunping against one of the onlookers. "I didn't call nyself
enlightened, sir."

"You didn't have to. |'ve been listening to you. Now you listen to ne. |'mnot giving you these
cards, not for your holy sacrifice or for anydiing else. |'m paying you to answer ny questions,
and this is the last one. | want you to tell ne—ight nowwhat enlightennment is, when you got it,

and why you got it. Here diey are." He held themup again. "Tell nme, Patera, and they're yours."

Si | k considered, then plucked themfrom Blood' s hand. "As you say. Enlightennent neans
under st andi ng everything as the god who gives it understands it. Who you are and who everyone el se
is, really. Everything you used to think you understood, you see with conplete clarity in that
instant, and know that you didn't really understand it at all."

The onl ookers nurnured, each to his neighbor. Several pointed toward Silk. One waved over die
drawer of a passing handcart.

"Only for an instant," Blood said.

"Yes, only for an instant. But the nenory remmins, so that you know that you knew." The three
cards were still in Silk's hand; suddenly afraid that they would be snatched away by one of the
ragged throng around him he slipped theminto his pocket

"And when did this happen to you? Last week? Last year?"

Si | k shook his head, glancing up at the sun. The thin black |line of the shade touched it as he
wat ched. "Today.

Not an hour ago. A ball—+ was playing a game with the
boys. ..
Bl ood waved the gane away.

"And it happened. Everything seemed to stand still. | really can't say whether it was for an
instant, or a day, or a year, or any other period of tinme—and | seriously doubt that any such
period could be correct Perhaps that's why we call nun the Qutsider because he stands outside of
time, all the time."

"Uh-huh." Blood favored Silk with a grudging smle. "I"'msure it's all snmoke. Just sonme sort of
daydream But Fve got to admt it's interesting snmoke, the way you tell it |'ve never heard of
anything like this before."

"I't's not exactly what they teach you in the schola," Silk conceded, "but |I feel in ny heart that
it's the truth." He hesitated. "By which | nean that it's what | was shown by hi mer rather, that
it's one of an endl ess panoranma of things. Sonehow he's outside our whorl in every way, and inside
it with us at the sane tine. The other gods are only inside, | think, however great they may
appear inside."

Bl ood shrugged, his eyes wandering toward the ragged listeners. "Wl I, they believe you, anyhow.
But as long as we're in here too, it doesn't nmake a bad bit's difference to us, does it, Patera?"

"Perhaps it does, or may in the future. | don't know, really. | haven't even begun to think about
that yet." Silk glanced up again; the sun's golden road across the sky was markedly narrower
al ready. "Perhaps it will make all the difference in the whori," he said. "I think it will."
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"l don't see how. "

"You'll have to wait and see, ny son—and so shall |." Silk shivered, as he had before. "You wanted
to know why | received this blessing, didn't you? That was your |ast question: why sonething as
trenmendous as this should happen to someone as insignificant as | am Wasn't that it?"
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"Yes, if this god of yours will let you tell anybody."

Bl ood grinned, showi ng crooked, discolored teeth; and Silk, suddenly and without in the |east
willing it, saw nore vividly than he had ever seen the nman before himthe hungry, frightened,
scheni ng youth who had been Bl ood a generation before.

"And if you don't gi bbe yourself, Patera."
"G bbe?"

"If you've got no objections. Don't feel like you' re stepping over his line."

"I see." Silk cleared his throat. "I've no objection, but no very satisfactory answer for you,
either. That's why | snatched ny three cards fromyour hand, and it's why | need them too—er a
part of it. It nay be only that he has a task for ne. He does, | know, and | hope that that's al
it is. O, as |'ve thought since, perhaps it's because he neans to destroy ne, and felt he owed
this to me before he struck. |I don't know. "

Bl ood dropped to his seat in the passenger conpartmnent, nopping his face and neck with his scented
handker chi ef, as he had before. "Thanks, Patera. W're quits. You're going to the market?"

"Yes, to buy hima fine victimwi th these cards you've given ne."

"Paid you. I'lIl have left your mantei on before you get back, Patera. O anyhow | hope | wll."
Bl ood dropped into the floater's velvet seat. "Get the canopy up, Gison."

Silk called, "Wait!"
Bl ood stood again, surprised. "What is it, Patera? No hard feelings, | hope."

"I lied to you, ny son—nisled you at least, although | didn't intend to. He—the Qutsider—told ne
why, and | renenbered it a few minutes ago when | was talking with a boy named Horn, a student at
our palaestra." Silk stepped closer, until he was peering at Bl ood over the edge

of the half-raised canopy. "It was because of the augur who had our mantei on when | cane, Patera
Pi ke. A very good and very holy nman."

"He's dead, you said."

"Yes. Yes, he is. But before he died, he prayed—prayed to the Qutsider, for sonme reason. And he
was heard. His prayer was granted. Al this was explained to me, and now | owe it to you, because
it was part of our bargain.”

"Then | may as well have it explained to nme, too. But nmake it as quick as you can."

"He prayed for help." Silk ran his fingers through his careless thatch of strawcolored hair.
"When we—when you pray for his help, to the Qutsider, he sends it."

"Nice of him"

"But not always—o, not often—ef the sort we want or expect. Patera Pike, that good old man,
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prayed devoudy. And |I'mthe hel p—
"Let's go, Gison."

The bl owers roared back to life. Blood' s black floater heaved uneasily, rising stern first and
rocki ng al arm ngly.

"—the Qutsider sent to him to save the manteion and its palaestra/' Silk concluded. He stepped
back, coughing in the billow ng dust Half to hinself and half to the shabby crowd kneeling around
him he added. "I amto expect no help fromhim | amhelp."

If any of themunderstood, it was not apparent. Still coughing, he traced the sign of addition and
muttered a brief fornmula of blessing, begun with the Mst Sacred Nane of Pas, Father of the CGods,
and concluded with that of his eldest child, Scylla, Patroness of this, Qur Holy Gty of Vkon

As he neared the market, Silk reflected on his chance en-Gounter with the prosperous-1ooking man
inthe floater. Blood, his driver had called him Three cards was far, far
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too much to pay for answers to a few sinple questions, and in any case one did not pay augurs for
their answers; one nade a donation, perhaps, if one was particularly grateful. Three full cards,
but were they still there?

He thrust a hand into his pocket; the snoboth, elastic surface of the ball met his fingers. He
pulled it out, and one of the cards cane with it, flashing in the sunlight as it fel

at his feet.

As swiftly as he had snatched the ball from Horn, he scooped it up. This was a bad quarter, he
rem nded hinsel f, though there were so many good people in it Wthout |aw, even good peopl e stole:
their own property vani shed, and their only recourse was to steal in turn from soneone eke. What
woul d his nother have thought, if she had lived to | earn where the Chapter had assigned hinf? She
had died during his final year at the schola, still believing that he woul d be sent to one of die
rich manteions on die Palatine and sonmeday become Prol ocutor

"You're so good-looking," she had said, raising herself upon her toes to snooth his rebellious
hair. "So tall! Oh, Silk, ny son! My dear, dear son!"

(And he had stooped to let her kiss him) M/ son was what he had been taught to call |aynen, even
those three tinmes his own age, unless tiiey were very highly placed indeed; then there was
generally sonme title that could be gracefully enpl oyed instead, Colonel or Conm ssioner, or even
Counci l l or, although he had never nmet any of the three and in this quarter never woul d—+though here
was a poster with the handsone features of Councillor Loris, the secretary of the Ayuntani ento:
features sonewhat scarred now by the knife of sonme vandal, who had sl ashed his poster once and
stabbed it several tinmes. Silk felt suddenly glad that he was in the Chapter and not in politics,
though politics had been his nother's first choice
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for him No one would slash or stab the pictured face of H's Cogni zance the Prol ocutor, surely.

He tossed the ball into his right hand and thrust his left into his pocket. The cards were stil
there: one, two, three. Many nen in this quarter who worked from shadeup to dark—arrying bricks
or stacking boxes, slaughtering, hauling |ike oxen or trotting beneath the weighty litters of the
rich, sweeping and noppi ng—aoul d be fortunate to make three cards a year. Hi s nother had received
si X, enough for a woman and a child to live decently, fromsome fund at the fisc that she had
never explained, a fund that had vani shed with her life. She woul d be unhappy now to see himin
this quarter, walking its streets as poor as nany of its people. She had never been a happy wonan
in any case, her large dark eyes so often bright with tears from sources nore nysterious than the
fisc, her tiny body shaken with sobs that he could do nothing to alleviate. ("Ch, Silk! My poor
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boy! My son!") He had at first called Blood sir, and afterward, ny son, hinself scarcely conscious
of the change. But why? Sir because Bl ood had been riding in a floater, of course; only the

richest of nmen could afford to own floaters. My son afterward. "The old cull's dead, then? ... It
doesn't make a bad bit's difference to us, does it, Patera? . . . Nice of him" Blood s choice of
word and phrase, and his al nbost open contenpt for the gods, had not accorded with the floater, he
had spoken better—far better—than nost people in this quarter; but not at all |ike the privileged,

wel | -toed man whom Sil k woul d have expected to find riding in a private floater
He shrugged, and extracted the three cards from his pocket

There was al ways a good chance that a card (still nore, i a cardbit) would be false. There was
even a chance, as Silk “admtted to hinself, that the prosperous-|ooking man in
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the floater—that this odd man Bl ood—kept false cards in a special location in his card case.
Neverthel ess all three of these appeared conpl etely genui ne, sharp-edged rectangles two thunbs by
three, their conplex l|abyrinths of gold encysted in sonme remarkabl e substance that was al nost

i ndestructible, yet nearly invisible. It was said that when two of the intricate gol den patterns
were exactly alike, one at |east was false. Silk paused to conpare them then shook his head and
hurried off again in the direction of the market. If these cards were good enough to fool the
sellers of animals, that was all that nattered, though he would be a thief. A prayer, in that
case, to Tenebrous Tartaros, Pas's elder son, the terrifying god of night and thieves.

Mayt era Marbl e sat watching, at the back of her class. There had been a time, |ong ago, when she
woul d have stood, just as there had been a tine when her students had | abored over keyboards
i nstead of slates. Today, now—+n whatever year this mght be ... Mght be ..

Her chronol ogical function could not be called; she tried to remenber when it had happened before.

Maytera Marble could call a list of her nonfunctioning or defective conponents whenever she chose,
though it had been five years or fifty since she had so chosen. Wat was the use? Wy should
she—why ever shoul d anyone—ake herself nore m serable than the gods had chosen to nmake her?
Weren't the gods cruel enough, deaf to her prayers through so many years, so many decades and days
and | angui d, hal f-stopped hours? Pas, Great Pas, was god of nechanisns, as of so much el se.

Per haps he was too busy to notice.

She pictured himas he stood in the manteion, as tall as a talus, his snmooth |inbs carved of sone
white stone finer grained than shiprock-his grave, unseeing eyes, his noble brows. Have pity on
me, Pas, she prayed. Have pity on ne,

a nortal nmaid who calls upon you now, but will soon stop forever

Her right |leg had been getting stiffer and stiffer for years, and at tinmes it seened that even
when she sat so still—

A boy to a girl: "She's asleep!”

—that when she sat as still as she was sitting here, watching the children take nineteen from
twenty-nine and get nine, add seven and seventeen and arrive at twenty-three—that when she sat so
still as this, her vision no longer as acute as it once had been, although she could still see the

straying, chalky nunerals on their slates when the children wote large, and all children their
age wote large, though their eyes were better than her own.

It seemed to her that she was al ways on the point of overheating any nore, in hot weather anyway.
Pas, Great Pas, God of Sky and Sun and Storm bring the snow Bring the cold w ndl

Thi s endl ess sumrer, wi thout snow, with no autum rains and the season for thempractically past
now, the season for snow nearly upon us, and no snow. Heat and dust and cl ouds that were all
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enpty, yellow haze. Wat could Pas, Lord Pas, Husband of Grain-bearing Echidna and Father of the
Seven, be thinking of?

A girl: "Look-she's asleep!"

Another "/ didn't think they slept."

A knock at the Sun Street door of the pal aestra.
"Il get it!" That was Asphodella's voi ce.

This was Ratel's. "No, | wll!"

Fragrant white bl ossons and sharp white teeth. Maytera Marbl e neditated upon nanmes. Fl owers—er
pl ants of sone kind, at |least—for bio girls; animals or aninmal products for bio boys. Metals or
stones for us.

Both together "Let me!"

Her ol d name had been—
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Her ol d name had been

A crash, as a chair fell. Maytera Marble rose stiffly, one hand gripping the windowsill. "Stop
that this instant!"

She could bring up a list of her nonfunctioning and defective parts whenever she chose. She had
not chosen to do so for close to a century; but fromtinme to tine, nost often when the cenoby | ay
on the night side of the long sun, that |ist came up of itself.

"Aquifolia! Separate those two before | |ose ny tenper."”

Maytera Marbl e coul d renenber the short sun, a disk of orange fire; and it seened to her that the
chief virtue of that old sun had been that no list, no menu, ever appeared unbi dden beneath its
rays.

Both together "Sib, | wanted—
"Wel I, neither of you are going to," Maytera Marble told them

Anot her knock, too l|oud for knuckles of bone and skin. She must hurry or Maytera Rose m ght go,
m ght answer that knock herself, an occasion for conplaint that would outlast the snow If the
snow ever arrived.

"I amgoing to go nyself. Teasel, you're in charge of the class until | return. Keep themat their
work, every one of them" To give her final words nore weight, Maytera Marbl e paused as |ong as
she dared. "I shall expect you to name those who m shehaved."

A good step toward the door. There was an actuator in her right |Ieg that occasionally jamed when
it had been idle for an hour or so, but it appeared to be functioning al nbst acceptably. Another
step, and another. Good, good! Praise to you, Geat Pas.

She stopped just beyond the doorway, to listen for an i mmedi ate di sturbance, then |inped down the
corridor to the door.

A beefy, prosperous-looking man nearly as tall as Patera

Si | k had been pounding the panels with the carved handl e of his wal king stick
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"May every god favor you this norning," Maytera Marble said. "How nay | serve you?"

"My nane's Bl ood," he announced. "I'm |l ooking at the property. |'ve already seen the garden and so
on, but the other buildings are locked. I'd like you to take ne through them and show ne this
one."

"I couldn't possibly admt you to our cenoby," Maytera Marble said firmy. "Nor could | permt you
to enter the manse alone. |'l|l be happy to show you through our mante-ion and this
pal aestra—provi ded that you have a valid reason for wishing to see them"

Bl ood's red face became redder still. "I'm checking the condition of the buildings. Al of them
need a lot of work, fromwhat |'ve seen outside."

Mayt era Marbl e nodded. "That's quite true, |I'mafraid, although we do everything that we can.
Patera Silk's been repairing the roof of the manteion. That was nost urgent Is it true—=

Bl ood interrupted her. "The cenoby—+s that the little house on Silver Street?"
She nodded.

*The manse is the one where Silver Street and Sun come together? The little three-cornered house
at the west end of the garden?"

"That's correct. Is it true, then, that diis entire property is to be sold? That's what sone of
the children have been saying."

Bl ood eyed her quizzically. "Has Maytera Rose heard about it?"
"l suppose she's heard the runmor, if that's what you nean. | haven't discussed it with her."

Bl ood nodded, a mnute inclination of his head that probably escaped his own notice. "I didn't
tell that tow
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headed butcher of yours. He | ooked like the sort to nake trouble. But you tell Maytera Rose that
the runor's true, you hear ne? Tell her it's been sold already, sib. Sold

to ne."

We' |l be gone before the snow flies, Maytera Marbl e thought, hearing her future and all their
futures hi Blood' s tone. Gone before winter and living somewhere el se, where Sun Street will be
just a nmenory.

Bl essed snow to cool her thighs; she pictured herself sitting at peace, with her lap full of new
fallen snow.

Bl ood added, "Tell her ny nane."
Chapter 2

THE SACRI FI CE

As it was every day except Scyl sday, "fromnoon until the sun can be no thinner," the market was
thronged. Here all the produce of Viron's fields and gardens was displayed for sale or barter,
yams, arrowoot, and hill-country potatoes; onions, scallions, and | eeks; squashes yellow, orange,
red, and white; sun-starved asparagus; beans black as night or spotted |ike hounds; dripping

wat ercresses fromthe shrinking rivulets that fed Lake Lima; |ettuces and succul ent greens of a
hundred sorts; and fiery peppers; wheat, mllet, rice, and barley, maize yellower than its naneg,
and white, blue, and red as well, spilling, |eaking, and overflow ng from baskets, bags, and

eart henware pots—this though Patera Silk noted with dismay that prices were higher than he had
ever seen them and many of the stunted ears were m ssing grains.

Here still despite the drought were dates and grapes, oranges and citrons, pears, papayas,
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ponegranates and little red bananas; angelica, hyssop, licorice, cicely, cardanom anise, basil
mandr ake, borage, marjoram nullein, parsley, saxifrage, and scores of other herbs.

Here perfuners waved lofty plumes of dyed panpas grass to strew the overheated air with fragrances
mat ched to every conceivabl e fen nine nanme; and here those fra-
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grances warred agai nst the savory aromas of roasting neats and bubbling stews, the stinks of beast
and men and of the excrenents of both. Sides of beef and whol e carcasses of pork hung here from
cruel -1 ooki ng hooks of hammered iron; and here (as Silk turned left in search of those who dealt
in live beasts and birds) was the rich harvest of the |ake: gap-nmouthed fish with silver sides and
starting eyes, mussels, withing eels, fretful black crawfish with claws like pliers, eyes |like
rubies, and fat tails longer than a man's hand; sober gray geese, and ducks richly dressed in
brown, green, black, and that odd blue so sel dom seen el sewhere that it is called teal. Folding
tabl es and thick polychronme bl ankets spread on the tranpl ed, uneven soil held bracelets and
ornanmental phis, flashing rings and cascadi ng neckl aces, graceful swords and straight- bl aded,
doubl e- edged knives with grips of rare hardwoods or colored | eathers, and hamers, axes, froes,
and scut ches.

Swi ftly though he shoul dered his way through die crowd, greatly aided by his height, his

consi derabl e strength, and his sacred office, Silk lingered to watch as a nervous green nonkey

pi cked fortunes for a cardbit, and to see a weaver of eight or nine tie the ten thousandth knot in
a carpet, her hands working, as it seened, without reference to her idle, enmpty little face.

And at all tines, whether he stood watching or pushed through the crowd, Silk | ooked deep into the
eyes of those who had cone to buy or sell, and tried to look into their hearts, too, rem nding

hi nsel f (whenever such pronpts were needed) that each was treasured by Pas. G eat Pas, with an
under st andi ng far beyond that of nere nen, accounted this faded housewi fe with her basket on her
arm nore precious than any figurine carved fromivory; this sullen, pockmarked boy (so Silk

t hought of him though the youth was only a year or two the younger), standing ready to snatch a
brass earring or an egg, worth nore than
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all the goods that all such boys m ght ever hope to steal. Pas had built the whorl for Men, and
not made nmen, or wonen, or children, for the whorl

"Caught today!" shouted half a dozen voices, by the goodw Il of Ml odious Ml pe or the accident of
i nnunerabl e repetitions for once practically synchronized. Follow ng the sound, Silk found hinself
anong the sellers he sought Hobbl ed deer reared and plunged, their soft brown eyes wild with
fright; a huge snake lifted its flat, malevolent head, hissing like a kettle on the stove; live
sal mon gasped and spl ashed in nurky, glass-fronted tanks; pigs grunted, |anbs baaed, chickens
squawked, and mlling goats eyed passersby with curiosity and sharp suspicion. Wich of these, if
any, would nmake a suitable gift of thanks to the Qutsider? To that | one nebul ous god, nysterious,
beneficent, and severe, whose conpani on he had been for a tinme that had seened | ess than an
instant and | onger than centuries? Mtionless at the edge of the seething crowd, one | eg pressed
agai nst the unpeel ed pol es that confined the goats, Silk ransacked the whole store of dusty

know edge he had acquired widi so much | abor during eight years at the schola; and found not hing.

On the other side of the goat pen, a well-marked young donkey trotted in a circle, reversing
direction each tine its owner clapped, bowing (a foreleg stretched forward, its wide forehead in
the dust) when he whistled. Such a trained animal, Silk reflected, would make a superb sacrifice
to any god; but the donkey's price would be nearer thirty cards than diree.

A fatted ox recall ed the prosperous-|ooking man call ed Bl ood, and Blood's three cards m ght well
obtain it after a session of hard bargai ning. Many augurs chose such victins whenever they coul d,
and what remained after die sacrifice would supply the palaestra's kitchen for at |east a week,
and feed Maytera Rose, Maytera M nt, and hinself
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Iike so many conmi ssioners as well; but Silk could not believe that a nmutilated and stall-fed
beast, however sunptuous, would be relished by a god, nor did he hinself often indulge in neats of
any ki nd.

Lanbs, unrelieved black for Stygian Tartaros, Deathly Hi erax, and Gim Phaea, purest white for the
remai nder of the Nine, were the sacrifices nost frequently nentioned in the Chrasmnol ogic Witings;
but he had offered several such |ambs already without attracting a divine presence to the Sacred
W ndow. What sort of thanks would such a | anb—or even an entire flock of such |lanbs, for Blood's
cards put a sizable flock within his reach—be now to the veiled god who had, unbribed, so greatly
favored hi mtoday?

Thi s dog-headed ape, trained to light its master's way with cresset or lantern, and (according to
a badly lettered placard) to defend himfrom footpads and assassins, would cost at |east as nuch
as the donkey. Shaking his head, Silk wal ked on.

A Flier—perhaps the same Flier—sail ed serenely overhead, his w despread, gauzy w ngs visible now,
his body a dark cross agai nst the darkening streak of the sun. The burly, bearded man beside Silk
shook his fist, and several persons mnmuttered nal edi ctions.

"Don't nobody ever want it to rain," the nearest of the sellers of beasts remarked
phi | osophi cally, "but everybody wants to go on eatin'."

Si | k nodded his agreenment- "The gods smile on us, nmy son, or so it is witten. It's a wonder they
don't | augh al oud."

"Do you think they're really spyin' on us, Patera, the way the Ayuntam ento keeps tellin" us? O
do they bring on rain? Rain and storns, that's what ny old father used to say, and his before him
I"ve noticed nyself that it's true pretty often. Lord Pas must know that we coul d use sone these
days. "
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"I really don't know," Silk confessed. "I saw one around noon today, and it hasn't rained yet. As
for spying upon Viron, what could a Flier see here that any foreign traveler couldn't?"

"Not hi n* | know about." The seller spat. "That's supposed to bring on rain, too, Patera. Let's
hope it works this tine. Lookin' for a good sacrifice, are you?"

Silk's face nust have betrayed his surprise, because the seller grinned, revealing a broken front
tooth. "I know you, Patera—that old manteion on Sun Street. Only you went right on past the
sheepfol d today. Guess they haven't been workin' out for you."

Sil k endeavored to appear indifferent. "I'Il recognize the beast | want when | see it."

"Course you will—so let me show you nine." The seller raised a soiled finger. "No, wait a bit.
Let me ask you one question first. I'mjust an ignorant man, Patera, but isn't a child the best
sacrifice of all? The very best gift that a man or even a whole city can make to the gods? The
greatest and the highest?"

Silk shrugged. "So it's witten, though no such victimhas been offered here within living nenory.
| don't believe that | could do it nyself, and it's against the law in any case."

"Exactly what |I'mgettin' at!" Like a conspirator, the seller glanced warily fromside to side
"So what's nearest to a child, eh? Only on the right side of the law? What is it, | ask you

Pat era—you and ne bein' flash grown nen and not no sprats—that half those high-bred fenal es up on
the Palatine is givin' suck to on the side? A catachrest, isn't that it?"

Wth a showman's flourish, the seller reached beneath the stained red cloth that draped his table
and produced a small w re cage containing an orange-and-white cata-
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chrest. Silk was no judge of these animals, but to himit appeared hardly nore than a kitten

The seller |eaned forward, and his voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. "Stolen, Patera. Stolen, or
I couldn't possibly sell it, even to you, for—" He licked his lips, his restless gaze taking in
Silk's faded bl ack robe and lingering on his face. "For just six little cards. It talks. It wal ks
onits hind |l egs sonetines, too, and it picks up things to eat with its little paws. It's exactly
like a real child. You'll see."

Looking into the animal's nelting blue eyes (the long, nycterent pupils were rapidly narrowing in
the sunlight) Silk could al nost believe him

The seller tested the point of a | ong-bladed knife with his finger. "You recollect this, don't
you, Tick? Then you better talk when | tell you to, and not try to get away, neither, when | let
you out."

Sil k shook his head.

If he had seen the notion, the seller ignored it. "Say shop. Talk for the rev'rend augur, Tick
Say shop!" He prodded the unhappy little catachrest with the point of his knife. "Shop! Say it!"

"Never mnd," Silk told the seller wearily. "I"'mnot going to buy him"

"I't'd make you a fine sacrifice, Patera—the finest you could have, inside of the law. Wat was it
I told you? Seven cards, was that it? Tell you what. 1'Il make it six, but only for today. Just
six cards, because |'ve heard good things about you and hope to do nore business with you in the
future."

Sil k shook his head agai n.

"Told you Tick was boilin', didn't 1? | knewit, and believe ne | put crinp on the lad that did
it, or I wouldn't have got Tick here half so cheap. Tal ked about rollin' himover to Hoppy and all
that"

"I't doesn't matter," Silk said.
"Sonow ngoin' to let you steal himoff nme. Five cards,
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Patera. You can—talk, you little faker, say sonethin' —you can go through the whole market, if you
like, and if you can find a nice catachrest like this any cheaper, bring me there and I'll match
the price. Five cards, we'll say. You won't be able to touch one half this good for five cards.

promi se you that, and I'ma nan of ny word. Ask anybody."

"No, nmy son."

"I need the nobney bad, Patera. | guess | shouldn't say that, but | do. A nman has to have sone
nmoney to buy aninmals so he's got sonethin' to sell, see?" H's voice fell again, so lowthis tine
that it was scarcely audible. "I put mine into a fewcold 'uns. You take ny neanin', Patera? Only

they warnmed up an' went bad on ne 'fore | could nove 'em So here's what | say—five cards, with
one of 'emchal ked. How s that? Four down, see, right now And a card next tine | see you, which
will on Ml psday after this comn' Scyl sday, Patera, | hope."

"No," Silk repeated.

"Word," the little catachrest said distinctly. "Shoe word, who add pan."

"Don't you call nme a bad man." Sliding the slender blade between the wires, the seller prodded the
catachrest's mnute pink nose with the point of his knife. "The rev'rend augur's not interested in
seein' any cully bird, you flea-bit little pap-sucker." He glanced up hopefully at Silk. "Are you,
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Patera? It is a talkm bird at that. Naturally it doesn't |ook exactly like a child. It's a good
tal ker, though—a val uable aninal."

Sil k hesitated.

"Berry add word," the catachrest told himspitefully, gripping die wire mesh of his cage. "Pack!"
He shook it, minute black claws sharper than pins visible at the tips of his fuzzy white toes.
"Add word!" he repeated. "Add speak!"

No god had spoken through the Sacred W ndow of the
40
Gewl f e

old nanteion on Sun Street since |long before Silk had been born, and this was an onen beyond
question: one of those oracul ar phrases that the gods, by neans no nere hunman being coul d ever
hope to understand, insert at tinmes into the nost banal speech. As calmy as he could nanage, Silk
said, "Go ahead and show ne your talking bird. I'mhere, so | might just as well have a | ook at
it." He glanced up at the narrowing sun as if on the point of leaving. "But |'ve got to get back
soon. "

"I't's a night chough, Patera,"” the seller told him "Only night chough I've had this year."

This cage as well appeared fromunder the table. The bird crowded into it was |arge and gl ossy
black, with bright red legs and a tuft of scarlet feathers at its throat; the "add speak" of the
catachrest's onen was a sullen crinmson, |ong and sharp.

"I't talks?" Silk asked, though he was deternmined to buy it whether it could or not.

"They all do, Patera," the seller assured him "all of these here night choughs. They learn from
each other, don't you see, down there in the swanps around Palustria. |'ve had a few before, and
this lun's a belter tal ker than nost, fromwhat |'ve heard it say."

Silk studied the bird with sone care. It had seened quite plausible that the little orange-and-
white catachrest should speak: it was in fact very like a child, despite its fur. There was
not hi ng about this downhearted fow to suggest anything of the kind. It m ght al nobst have been a
| arge crow.

"Sonmebody | earned the first 'un back in the short sun tine, Patera," the seller explained. "That's
the story they tell about 'em anyhow. | s'pose he got sick of hearin' it jabber an' let it go—er
maybe it give himthe air, 'cause they're dinber hands for that—then that 'un went hone an'

|l earned all the rest. | bought this "un off of a liner that
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come up fromdown south. Last Phaesday, just a week ago it was. | give hima card for it.

Silk grinned. "You' ve a fine manner for lying, my son, but your matter gives you away. You paid
ten bits or less. Isn't that what you nean?"

Sensing a sale, the seller's eyes brightened. "Wyy, | couldn't let it go for anything under a ful
card, don't you see, Patera? |'d be losing on it, an'just when | need gelt so bad. You | ook at
this bird, now Young an' fit as you could ask for, an' wild bred. An' then brought here clean
fromPalustria. Abird diat'd cost you a card—every bit of one an' nmybe sone over—n the big
mar ket there. Wiy this cage here, by itself, would cost you twenty or thirty bits."

"Ah!" Silk exclained, rubbing his hands. "Then the cage is included in the price?"

The clack of the night chough's bill was |ouder than its nmuttered, "No, no.

"There, Patera!" The seller seened ready to junp for joy. "Hear it? Knows everythin' we're savin'
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Knows why you want him A card, Patera. A full card, and | won't cone down by one single bit, |
can't afford to. But you give ne back what | paid the liner and this bird's yours, as fine a
sacrifice as the Prol ocutor hinself might make, and for one little card."

Silk feigned to consider, glancing up at the sun once nore, then around himat the dusty, teem ng
mar ket. Green-shirted Guardsnen were plying the butts of their slug guns as they threaded the
crowd, no doubt in pursuit of die |lounging youth he had noticed earlier.

"This bird's stolen property, too, isn't he?" Silk said. "Qherw se you woul dn't have been keeping
hi m under your table with the catachrest. You tal ked of threatening the poor wetch who sold you
that. Roll himover to Hoppy, isn't that what you said, ny son?"

The seller would not neet Silk's eyes.
42 Gene Wl fe

"I'mno flash cull, but I've learned a little cant since |'ve been at ny manteion. It nmeans you
threatened to informon himto the Guard, doesn't it? Suppose that | were to threaten you in the
same way now. That would be no nore than just, surely."

The seller |leaned closer to Silk, as he had before, his head turned to one side as if he hinself
were a bird, though possibly he was nerely conscious of the garlic that freighted his breath.
"It's just to nake '"emthink they're gettin' a. bargain, Patera, | swear. \Wich you are."

The hour for the palaestra' s assenbly was striking when Silk returned with the ni ght chough. A
hurried sacrifice, he decided, m ght be worse than none, and the live bird would be a ruinous

di straction. The manse had doors on Sun and Silver Streets, but he kept them bolted, as Patera

Pi ke had. He let himself in by the garden gate, and trotted down the gravel ed path between the
west wall of the manteion and the sickly fig tree, swung |l eft between the grape arbor and Maytera
Marbl e's herb garden, and took the manse's disintegrating steps two at a tine. Opening the kitchen
door, he set the birdcage on the shaky wooden table, punped vigorously until the water gushed
forth clear and cold, and left a full cup within easy reach of the big bird s crinmson beak. By
then he could hear the students trooping into the nmanteion. Snoothing his hair with a danmp hand,
he darted off to address them at the conclusion of their day. The | ow door at the rear of the
mant ei on stood open for ventilation. Silk strode through it, up a short stair whose treads had
been sl oped and holl owed by the hastening feet of generations of augurs, and into the di m sanctum
behi nd the Sacred Wndow. Still thinking of the market and the norose black bird he had left in
the kitchen of the manse, funbling mentally for sonething of real significance that he m ght say
to seventy-three students whose ages ranged
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fromeight to al nost sixteen, he verified power and scanned the Sacred Wndow s registers. Al

were enpty. Had Great Pas actually cone to this very Wndow? Had any god, ever? Had Great Pas, as
Pat era Pi ke had averred so often, once congratul ated and encouraged him urging himto prepare, to
stand ready for the hour (soon to come, or so Pas had appeared to intimate) when this present

whor!| woul d vani sh, woul d be I eft behind?

Such things seened inpossible. Testing connections with an angled arm of the voi ded cross he wore,
Silk prayed for faith; and then—stepping carefully across a nmeandering primary cabl e whose
insulation was no longer to be relied upon—drew a deep breath, stepped from behind the Wndow, and
took his place at the chipped anbion that through so many such assenblies had been Patera Pike's.

Where sl ept Pike now, that good old man, that faithful old servant who had slept so badly, who had
nodded off for a nonment or two—enly a nonment or two—at each neal they had shared? Who had both
resented and | oved the tall young acolyte who had been thrust upon himafter so nany years, so
many sl ow decades of waiting al one, who had | oved himas no one had except his nother?

VWhere was he now, old Patera Pike? Were did he sleep, and did he sleep well there at last? O did
he wake as he always had, stirring in the | ong bedroomnext to Silk's own, his old bed creaking,
creaki ng? Praying at mdnight or past nidnight, at shadeup with the skylands fadi ng, praying as

file:/lIF|/rah/Gene%20Wolfe/Wolfe,%20Gene%20...2001%20-%20Nightside,%20The%20Long%20Sun.txt (18 of 174) [1/17/03 3:57:40 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Gene%20Wolfe/Wolfe,%20Gene%20-%20L ong%20Sun%62001%20-%20Nightsi de,%20The%20L ong%20Sun.txt

Viron extinguished its bonfires and its lanterns, its many-branched candel abras, praying as they
were forfeited to the reveal ed sun. Praying as day's uncertain shadows reappeared and resuned
their accustoned places, as the noming glories flared and the long, white trunpets of the night
silently fol ded themsel ves upon thensel ves.

Sl eepi ng beside the gods, did old Patera Pike waken no |longer to recall the gods to their duties?
44 Gene Wl fe
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Erect at Patera Pi ke's anbion, beside the | um nous gray vacuity of the Sacred Wndow, Silk took a
nmonent to observe the students before he began. Al were poor, he knew, and for nore than a few
the noon nmeal that half a dozen nothers had prepared in the palaestra's kitchen had been the first
of the day. Yet npbst were al nbst clean; and all—under the sharp gaze of Maytera Rose, Maytera
Mar bl e, and Maytera M nt—were wel |l behaved.

When the new year had begun, he had taken the ol der boys from Maytera M nt and given themto
Mayt era Rose: the reverse of the arrangenent Patera Pike had instituted. As he ran his eyes over
them now, Silk decided it had been unwi se. The ol der boys had, for the nobst part, obeyed timd
Maytera M nt out of an odd, half-forned chivalry, enforced when necessary by |eaders |ike Horn;
they had no such regard for Maytera Rose, and she herself inposed an inflexible and nercil ess
order that might very well be the worst possible exanple to give the ol der boys, young nen who
woul d so soon (so very, very quickly) be rmaintaining order in fanmlies of their own.

Silk turned fromthe students to contenplate the images of Pas and his consort, Echidna: Twi ce-
Headed Pas with his lightnings, Echidna with her serpents. It was effective; the nurnmur of young
voi ces faded, dying away to an expectant hush. At the back of the manteion, Maytera Marble's eyes
gl eaned like violet sparks beneath her coif, and Silk knew that those eyes were on hiny however
much she m ght approve of him Maytera Marble did not yet trust himto speak fromthe anbi on

wi t hout making a fool of hinself.

"There will be no sacrifice today, at this assenbly," he began, "though all of us know that there
should be." He smiled, seeing that he had their interest. "This nonth began the first year for
el even of you. Even so, you probably know by now that we rarely have a victimfor our assenbly.

"Per haps sone of you are wondering why |'ve mentioned

it today. It's because the situation on this particular day is somewhat different—there will be a
sacrifice, here in this manteion, after you have gone hone. Al of you, | feel quite certain,
recall the lanbs."

About hal f nodded.

"l bought those, as | think you know, using noney | had saved while | was at the schol a—Apney t hat
my nother had sent to me—and with noney | had saved here fromthe salary | receive fromthe
Chapter. Do all of you realize that our mantei on operates at a | o0ss?"

The ol der ones did, as was plain fromtheir expressions.

"It does," Silk continued. "The gifts we receive on Scyls-day, and at other tines, aren't enough
to offset the very snall salaries paid to our sibyls and nme. Qur taxes are in arrears—that neans
we owe noney to the Juzgado, and we have various other debts. Cccasionally animals are presented
by benefactors, people who hope for the favor of the merciful gods. Perhaps your own parents are
anong them and if they are we are very grateful to them Wen no such victins are presented, our
sibyls and | pool our salaries to buy a victimfor Scylsday, generally a pigeon

"But the lanbs, as | said, | bought nmyself. Wiy do you think I did that, Addax?"

Addax, as old as Horn and with coloring nearly as light as Silk's own, stood. "To foretell the
future, Patera."
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Sil k nodded as Addax resunmed his seat "Yes, to know the future of our manteion. The entrails of
those lanbs told me that it is bright, as you know. But nostly because | sought the favor of
various gods and hoped to win it by gifts."” Silk glanced at the Sacred W ndow behind him "I
offered the first lanmb to Pas and the second to Scylla, the patroness of our city. Those, so
thought, were all that | had funds for—a single white lanb for All-powerful Pas, and another for
Scylla. And | asked, as | should tell you, for a particular favor —+ asked that they appear to us
again, as
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they did of old. | longed for assurances of their |ove, not thinking how needl ess they would be
when anpl e assurances are found throughout the Chrasnologic Witings." He tapped the worn book
bef ore himon the anbion.

"Late one evening, as | read the Witings, | canme to understand that |I'd read them from
boyhood—and never learned in all that time how nuch the gods |ove us, though they had told ne over
and over. O what use was it, in that case, for ne to have a copy of ny owmn? | sold it, but the
twenty bits it brought woul d not have bought another white | anb, or even a black |anb for Phaea,
whose day this is. | bought a gray lanb instead, and offered it to all the gods, and the entrails
of the gray lanb held the same nessages of hope that | had read in the white |anbs. Then | shoul d
have known, though | did not, that it was not one of the N ne who was speaking to us through the

| anbs. Today | learned the identity of that god, but | won't tell you that today; there is stil
too much | have not understood." Silk picked up the Witings and stared at the binding for a
nmoment before he spoke again,

"This is the manteion's copy. It's the one that | read now, and it's a better one—a better printed
copy, with nore extensive notes—than ny old one, the one | sold so that | mght nmake a gift to al
the gods. There are lessons there, and | hope that every one of you will master them Westle with
thema while, if they seemtoo difficult for you at first, and never forget that it was to teach
you these westlings that our pal aestra was founded | ong ago.

"Yes, Kit? What is it?"
"Patera, is a god really going to cone."

Sone of the ol der students |laughed. Silk waited until they were quiet again before he replied.
"Yes, Kit. A god will conme to our Sacred Wndow, though we may have to wait a very long tine. But
we need not wait—we have their love and their wi sdom here. Open these Witings at any

point, Kit, and you'll find a passage applicable to your present condition—+to the problens you
have today, or to the ones you'll have to deal with tonorrow. How is this possible? Wio will tell
me?" Silk studied the blank faces before himbefore calling on one of the girls who had | aughed

| oudest "Answer, G nger."

She rose reluctantly, snoothing her skirt. "Because everything' s connected to everything el se,
Patera?" It was one of his own favorite sayings.

"Don't you know, @G nger?"
"Because everything's connected."”

Sil k shook his head. "That everything in the whorl is dependent on every other thing is
unquestionably true. But if that were the answer to nmy question, we ought to find any passage from
any book as appropriate to our condition as one fromthe Chrasnologic Witings. You need only | ook
into any other book at randomto prove that it isn't so. But," he tapped the shabby cover again,
"when | open this book, what will we find?"

He did so, dramatically, and read the line at the top of the page aloud: " 'Are ten birds to be
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had for a song?

The clarity of this reference to his recent transaction in the market stunned him afrighting his
thoughts like so many birds. He swall owed and continued. " 'You have daubed Oreb the raven, but
can you make hi m sing?

"I''"ll interpret that for you in a nmonent," he promised. "First | wish to explain to you that the
authors of these Witings knew not only the state of the whorl in then-tinme—and what it had
been—but what was yet to come. |I'mreferring," he paused, his eyes lingering on every face,
the Plan of Pas. Everyone who understands the Plan of Pas understands the future. Am | naking
nmysel f plain? The plan of Pas is the future, and to understand it and follow it is the principa
duty of every man, and of every wonman and each child.

to
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"Knowi ng the Plan of Pas, as | said, the Chrasmatists knew what woul d best serve us each time this
book woul d be opened—what would nost firmy set your feet and nmine upon the Aureate Path."

Si| k paused again to study the youthful faces before him there was a flicker of interest here and
there, but no nore than a flicker. He sighed.

"Now we return to the lines thenselves. The first, "Are ten birds to be had for a song?" bears

three neanings at least. As you grow older and learn to think nore deeply, you'll learn that every
line of the Witings bears two neanings or nore. One of the neanings here applies to ne
personally. 1'lIl explain that meaning in a nonent. The other two have application to all of us,

and 1'mgoing to deal with themfirst.

"To begin, we nust assume that the birds referred to are of die singing kind. Notice that hi the
next line, when the singing kind isn't intended, that is made plain. What then, is signified by
these ten singing birds? Children in class—that is to say yoursel ves—provi de an obvi ous
interpretation, surely. You're called upon to recite for the good sibyls who are your teachers,
and your voices are high, like the twitterings of songbirds. To buy something for a song is to buy
it cheaply. The meaning, as we see, is: is this multitude of young scholars to be sold cheaply ?
And the answer is clearly, no. Remenber, children, how nuch G eat Pas values, and tells us over
and over again that he values, every living creature in the whorl, every color and kind of berry
and butterfly—and human bei ngs above all. No, birds are not to be sold for a song; birds are
precious to Pas. W don't sacrifice birds and other animals to the i Mmortal gods because they are
of no value, do we? That would be insulting to the very gods.

"Are ten birds to be had for a song?" No. No, you children are not to be sold cheaply."
Nl GHTSI DE THE LONG SUN
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He had their interest now. Everyone was awake, and many were leaning forward in their seats. "For
the second, we nust consider the second Iine as well. Notice that ten singing birds nmight easily
produce, not ten, but tens of thousands of songs." For a nonent the picture filled his mnd as it
had once, perhaps, filled that of die |long-dead Chrasnol ogic author a patio garden with a fountain
and many flowers, its top covered with netting—bul buls, thrushes, |arks, and gol dfinches, their
voi ces weaving a rich fabric of nelody that would stretch unbroken through decades and perhaps
through a century, until the netting rotted and the birds flew free at |ast.

And even then, might they not return at tines? Wuld they not surely return, darling through rents
in the ruined netting to drink at that tinkling fountain and nest in the safety of the patio
garden, their long concerto ended yet continued beyond its end, as the orchestra plays when the
audi ence is leaving a theater? Playing on and on for the joy of the nusic, when the |ast theater-
goer has gone hone, when the yawni ng ushers are snuffing the candles and the guttering footlights,
when the actors and actresses have washed away their nakeup and changed back into the clothing
they ordinarily wear, the plain brown skirts and trousers, drab blouses and tunics and coats worn
to the theater, worn to work as so many other drab brown garnents, as plain as the bul buls' brown
feathers, were worn to work?
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"But if the birds are sold," Silk continued (actors and actresses, theater and audi ence, garden,
fountain, net, and songbirds all banished from his consciousness), "how are songs to be had? W,
who were so rich in songs, are now left poor. It will not help us, as the foreknowi ng authors
point out in the next line, to daub a raven, smearing a black bird with the delicate beauties of
the lark or the decent brown
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of the bul bul. Not enough, even, to gild it like a goldfinch. It is still a raven."

He drew a deep breath. "Any ignorant man, you see, ny children, may find hinself in a position of
veneration and authority. Suppose, for exanple, that sone uneducated man—et us say an upright and
an honorabl e man, one of you boys in Maytera Marble's class taken from her class and brought up
with no further educati on—were by some chance to be dirust into the office of Hi s Cogni zance the
Prol ocutor. You would eat and sleep in H's Cognizance's big palace on the Pal atine. You would hold
di e baculus and wear the jeweled robes, and all the rest of us would kneel for your bl essing. But
you could not provide us with the wisdomthat it would be your duty to supply. You would be a
croaki ng raven daubed with paint, with gaudy colors."

Wil e he counted silently to three, Silk stared up at the nmanteion's dusty rafters, giving the
image time to sink into the nminds of his audience. "I hope that you understand, fromwhat |'ve
sai d, why your education nust continue. And | hope, too, that you al so understand that though I
took ny exanple fromthe Chapter, | mght just as easily have taken it fromcommon |ife, speaking
of a trader or a nerchant, of a chief clerk or a comm ssioner. You have need of | earning,
children, in order that the whorl will someday have need of you."

Si | k paused once nore, both hands braced upon the old, cracked stone anbion. The tarnished
sunlight that streaned through the |ofty wi ndow above the wi de Sun Street door was perceptibly

|l ess brilliant now. "Thus the Witings have nade it abundantly clear that your palaestra will not
be sol d—not for taxes, or any other reason. |'ve heard that there is a runor that it will be, and
that many of you believe it. | repeat, that is not the case."

For a monent he basked in their smles.

"Now |I'I'l tell you about the meaning that this passage
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holds for ne. It was | who opened the Witings, you see, and so there was a nessage for ne as well
as for all of us here. Today, while you were studying, | went to market. There | purchased a fine
speaki ng bird, a night chough, for a private sacrifice—ene that | shall nake when you have gone
home.

"I'"ve already told you how, when | bought the | anbs you enjoyed so nmuch, | hoped that a god,

pl eased with us, would cone to this Wndow, as gods appeared here in the past And | tried to show
you how foolish that was. Another gift, a far greater gift, was given ne instead—a gift that al
the lanbs in the market could not buy. I've said dial I'"'mnot going to tell you about it today,
but I will tell you that it wasn't because of ny prayers, or the sacrifices, or any other good
work of mine that | received it. But receive it | did."

A d Maytera Rose coughed, a dry, sceptical sound fromthe nmechani smthat had replaced her |arynx
before Silk had spoken his first word.

"I knew that |, and | alone, nmust offer a sacrifice of thanks for dial, though |I had already spent
all of the noney that | had on the lanbs. | would like very much to explain to you now that | had
some wi se plan for dealing with ny dilema—aith ny problembut | didn't. Knowing only that a

victi mwas necessary, | dashed off to the market, trusting in the nerciful gods. Nor did they fai

me. On the way | net a stranger who provided me with the price of an excellent victim the
speaki ng ni ght chough |I told you about earlier, a bird very like a raven

"I found out, you see, that birds are not sold for a song. And | was given a sign—such is the
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generosity of the gracious gods to those who petition themthat a god will indeed come to this
Sacred W ndow when | have nmade ny sacrifice. It may be a long tine, as | told Kit, so we must not
be inpatient. W nust have faith, and renenber al ways
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that the gods have other ways of speaking to us, and that if our Wndows have fallen silent, these
others have not In omens and dreans and visions, the gods speak to us as they did when our parents
and grandparents were young. \Wienever we are willing to provide a victim they speak to us plainly
through augury, and die Witings are always here for us, to be consulted in a nonent whenever we
have need of them W should be ashaned to say, as sone people sonetines do, that in this age we
are |like boats wi thout rudders."

Thunder runbl ed through die wi ndows, |ouder even dian the baw ings of the beggars and vendors on
Sun Street; the children stirred uneasily at the sound. After leading themin a brief prayer, Silk
di smi ssed them

Al ready the first hot, heavy drops of the stormwere turning the yellow dust to nmud beyond the
mant ei on' s doors. Children scurried off up or down Sun Street, none lingering this afternoon, as
they sonetines did, to gossip or play.

The three sibyls had renamined inside to assist at his sacrifice. Silk jogged fromthe manteion
back to the manse, pulled on |leather sacrificial gauntlets, and took die night chough fromits
cage. It struck at his eyes like an adder, its long, crinson beak m ssing by a finger's w dth.

He caught its head in one gauntleted hand, reninding hinmself grimy that many an augur had been
killed by the victimhe had intended to sacrifice, that scarcely a year passed w thout sone
unl ucky augur, sonewhere in die city, being gored by a bull or a stag.

"Don't try that again, you bad bird." He spoke half to himself. "Don't you know you'll be accursed
forever if you harmnme? You'll be stoned to death, and your spirit handed over to devils."

The ni ght chough's bill clacked; its wings beat vainly until he trapped its struggling body
beneath his left arm
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Back in the dimand airless heat of the manteion, the sibyls had kindled the sacrificial fire on
the altar. Wien Silk entered, a solem processi on of one down the central aisle, they began their
sl ow dance, their wi de black skirts flapping, their tuneless voices lifted in an eerie, ritua
wai | U at was as old as the whorl itself.

The fire was a small one, and its fragrant split cedar was already burning fast; Silk told hinself
that he would have to act quickly if his sacrifice were not to take place when the flanes were
dyi ng, always a bad onen.

Passing the bird quickly over the fire, he pronounced the shortest invocation and gave his
instructions in a rush of uncadenced words: "Bird, you nmust speak to every god and goddess you
encounter, telling themof our faith and of our great |ove and loyalty. Say too how grateful | am
for the i mense and undeserved condescensi on accorded nme, and tell them how earnestly we desire
their divine presence at this, our Sacred W ndow.

"Bird, you nust speak thus to Great Pas, the Father of the Gods

"Bird, you must speak thus also to Sinuous Echidna, Geat Pas's consort. You nust speak so to

Scal ding Scylla, to Marvel ous Mdl pe, to Black Tartaros, to Miuite Hierax, to Enchanting Thel xi epei a,
to Ever-feasting Phaea, to Desert Sphigx, and to any other god that you may encounter in

Mai nframe—but particularly to the Qutsider, who has greatly favored ne, saying that for the

remai nder of my days | will do his will. That | abase nyself before him"

"No, no," the night chough nuttered, as it had in the market. And then, "Please, no.

file:/lIF|/rah/Gene%20Wolfe/Wolfe,%20Gene%?20...2001%20-%20Nightside,%20The%20Long%20Sun.txt (23 of 174) [1/17/03 3:57:40 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Gene%20Wolfe/Wolfe,%20Gene%20-%20L ong%20Sun%62001%20-%20Nightsi de,%20The%20L ong%20Sun.txt

Sil k pronounced the final words: "Have no speech with devils, bird. Neither are you to linger in
any place where devils are.”

Grasping the frantic night chough firmy by the neck, he
54 Gene Wl fe

extended his gauntleted right hand to Maytera Rose, the senior anong the sibyls. Into it she laid
the bone-hilted knife of sacrifice that Patera Pike had inherited fromhis own predecessor. Its

| ong, oddly crooked bl ade was dull with years and the ineradi cabl e stains of blood, but both edges
were bright and keen

The ni ght chough's beak gaped. It struggled furiously. A last strangled hal f-human cry echoed from
the di stenpered walls of the manteion, and the wetched night chough went linp in Silk's grasp
Interrupting the ritual, he held the flaccid body to his ear, then brushed open one bl ood-red eye
with his thunb.

"It's dead," he told the wailing wonen. For a nonent he was at a | oss for words. Hel plessly he
muttered, "I've never had this happen before. Dead already, before | could sacrifice it"

They halted their shuffling dance. Maytera Marble said diplomatically, "No doubt it has already
carried your thanks to the gods, Patera.”

Mayt era Rose sniffed loudly and reclainmed the sacrificial knife.
Little Maytera Mnt inquired timdly, "Aren't you going to burn it, Patera?"

Sil k shook his head. "M shaps of this kind are covered in the rubrics, Maytera, although | admt |
never thought |I'd have to apply those particular strictures. They state unequivocally that unless
anot her victimcan be produced w thout delay, the sacrifice rmust not proceed. |In other words, we
can't just throwthis dead bird into the sacred fire. This could just as well be something that
one of the children picked up in the street"

He wanted to rid hinself of it as he spoke—to fling it anong the benches or drop it down the chute
into which Maytera Marble and Maytera M nt woul d eventually shovel the still-sacred ashes of the
altar fire. Controlling hinself
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with an effort, he added, "All of you have seen nore of |ife than |I. Haven't you ever assisted at
a profaned sacrifice before?"

Mayt era Rose sniffed again. Like her earlier sniff, it reeked of condemmation; what had happened
was unquestionably Patera Silk's fault, and his alone. It had been he and none other (as the sniff
made exquisitely plain), who had chosen this contenptible bird. If only he had been a little nore
careful, a little nore know edgeabl e, and above all a great deal nore pious—n short, much, nuch
nmore |ike poor dear Patera Pi ke—nothing of this shaneful kind could possibly have occurred.

Maytera Marble said, "No, Patera, never. May | speak with you when we're through here, on another
topic? In my roomin the pal aestra, perhaps?”

Silk nodded. "I'Il meet you there as soon as |'ve disposed of this, Maytera." The tenptation to
berate hinself proved too strong. "I ought to have known better. The Witings warned ne; but they
| eft me foolish enough to suppose that nmy sacrifice mght yet be acceptable, even if our Sacred
W ndow remai ned enpty. This will be a salutary lesson for ne, Maytera. At least | certainly hope
it will be, and it had better be. Thank Phaea that the children weren't here to see it."

By this tine Maytera M nt had nerved herself to speak. "No one can ever know the m nd of the
Qutsider, Patera, He isn't like the other gods, who take counsel with one another in Minfrane."

"But when the gods have spoken so clearly— Realizing that what he was saying was not to the
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point, Silk left the thought inconplete. "You re right, of course, Maytera. Hi s desires have been
made plain to me, and this sacrifice was not included anong them |In the future I'lIl try to
confine nyself to doing what he's told me to do. | know | can rely upon all of you to assist me in
that, as in everything."
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Maytera Rose did not sniff a third time, nercifully contenting herself with scratching her nose

i nstead. Her nose, her nouth, and her right eye were the nost presentable parts of her face; and

t hough they had been nol ded of sone tough pol yner, they appeared al nost normal. Her left eye, with
whi ch she had been born, seenmed at once mad and blind, bl eared and festering.

Wiile trying to avoid that eye, and wishing (as he so often had since coning to the nanteion) that
repl acenents were still available, Silk shifted the night chough fromhis left hand to his right
"Thank you, Maytera Rose, Maytera Marble, Maytera M nt. Thank you. We'll do rmuch better next tine,
| feel certain.” He had slipped off his sacrificial gauntlets; the hated bird felt warm and
sonmehow dusty in his perspiring hands. "In the palaestra, in five mnutes or so, Maytera Marble."

Chapter |

TW LI GHT

A*In here, Pateral”

Silk halted abruptly, nearly slipping as the wet gravel rolled beneath his shoes.

"In the arbor," Maytera Marbl e added. She waved, her , black-clad arm and gl eam ng hand j ust
visible through the iftereening grape | eaves.

N The first fury of the storm had passed off quickly, but it "5»as still raining, a gentle
pattering that setded like a benediction upon her struggling beds of kitchen herbs.

We neet |ike lovers, Silk thought as he regained his bal ance and pushed asi de the dri pping
foliage, and won-"iJered for an instant whether she did not think die same. **& No. As |lovers, he
admtted to hinself. For he | oved her he had | oved his nother, as he m ght have | oved the sister
he had never had, striving to draw forth the shy she achieved by an inclination of her head—+to wn
viler approval, the approbation of an old sibyl, of a worn-out ! Tchem at whom nobody, when he had
been small and there been a | ot nore chenms around, would ever have trou-to glance tw ce, whom no
one but the youngest chil-ever thought interesting. How | onely he would have in the m dst of the
braw i ng congestion of this quarry if it had not been for her!
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She rose as he entered the arbor and sat again as he sat He said, "You really don't have to do
that when we're alone, sib. I've told you."

Maytera Marble tilted her head in such a way that her rigid, nmetal face appeared contrite.
"Sonetimes | forget | apol ogi ze, Patera.”

"And | forget that | should never correct you, because

al ways find out, as soon as it's too late, that you were right
after all. Wiat is it you want to talk to nme about, Maytera?"
"You don't mind the rain?" Maytera Marble | ooked up

at the overarching thatch of vines.

"Of course not But you nust If you don't feel like walking all the way to the pal aestra, we could
go into the manteion. | want to see if the roof still |eaks, anyway."
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She shook her head. "Maytera Rose woul d be upset She knows that it's perfectly innocent but she
doesn't want us neeting in die palaestra, with no one el se present People mght talk, you know-the
ki nd of people who never attend sacrifices anyway, and are |ooking for an excuse. And she didn't
want to come herself, and Maytera Mnt's watching the fire. So | thought out here. It's not quite
sq private—Maytera can see us through the wi ndows of the cenoby—and we still have a bit of
shelter fromthe rain," Silk nodded. "I understand."

"You said the rain nust make me unconfortable. That was very kind of you, but | don't feel it and
my clothes will dry. 1've had no trouble drying the wash lately, but it takes a great deal of
punping to get enough water to do it in. Is the manse's well still good?”

"Yes, of course." Seeing her expression, Silk shook his head. "No, not of course. It's conforting
to believe as children do that Pas won't resist his daughter's pleas in our behalf nmuch |onger,

and that he'll always provide for us. But one never knows, really, we can only hope. If we nust
have new wells dug, the Church will have to | end us the
money, that's all. If we can't keep this nanteion going without new wells, it will have to."

Mayt era Marbl e said nothing, but sat with head bowed as though unable to neet his eyes.

"Does it worry you so nuch, Maytera? Listen, and I'lIl tell you a secret. The Qutsider has
enl i ghtened ne."

Mot i onl ess, she might have been a tine-snoothed statue, decked for sonme eccentric comrenorative
purpose in a sibyl's black robe.

"It's true, Maytera! Don't you believe nme?"

Looki ng up she said, "I believe that you believe you' ve been enlightened, Patera. | know you well,
or at least | think I do, and you wouldn't |ie about a thing |ike that."

"And he told me why—to save our manteion. That's ny task." Silk stumbled after words. "You can't
i magi ne how good it feels to be given a task by a god, Maytera. It's wonderful! You know it's what
you were made for, and your whole heart points toward that one thing."

He rose, unable to sit still any longer. "If I'mto save our mantei on, doesn't that tell us
somet hing? | ask you."

"l don't know, Patera. Does it?"

"Yes! Yes, it does. We can apply logic even to the instructions of the gods, can't we? To their
acts and to their words, and we can certainly apply logic to this. It tells us two things, both of
maj or inportance. First, that the mante-ion's in danger. He woul dn't have ordered nme to save it if
it weren't, would he? So there's a threat of some sort, and that's vital for us to know. " Silk
strode out into the warmrain to stare east toward Miinfrane, the hone of the gods.

"The second is even nore inportant, Maytera. It's that our manteion can be saved. It's endangered,
not dooned, in other words. He woul dn't have ordered nme to save it if that couldn't be done, would
he?"

"Pl ease cone in and sit down, Patera," Maytera Marble pleaded. "I don't want you to catch cold."
60 Gene Wl fe
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Silk re-entered the arbor, and she stood. "You don't have—~ he began, then grinned sheepishly.
"Forgive ne, Maytera. Forgive ne, please. | grow older, |earning nothing at all,"

She swung her head fromside to side, her silent laugh. "You're not old, Patera. | watched you

play a while today, and none of the boys are as quick as you are."
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"That's only because |'ve been playing |longer," he said, and they sat down together

Smiling she clasped his hand in hers, surprising him The soft skin had worn fromthe tips of her

fingers long ago, |eaving bare steel darkened like her thoughts by time, and polished by unending

toil. "You and the children are the only things at this manteion diat aren't old. You don't bel ong
here, neither of you."

"Maytera Mnt's not old. Not really, Muytera, though | know she's a good deal older than | am"

Mayt era Marbl e sighed, a soft hish like the weary sweep of a nop across a terrazzo fl oor. "Poor
Maytera M nt was born old, | fear. O taught to be old before she could talk, perhaps. However
that may be, she has al ways bel onged here. As you never have, Patera."

"You believe it's going to be torn down, too, don't you? No matter what the Qutsider may have told
me. "

Rel uctantly, Maytera Marbl e nodded. "Yes, | do. O as | ought to say, the buildings thensel ves may
remai n, although even that appears to be m doubt. But your manteion will no | onger bring the gods
to the people of this quarter, and our palaestra will no longer teach dieir children."

Sil k snapped, "Wat chance woul d these sprats have—
wi t hout your pal aestra?"”

"What chance do children of their class have now?" He shook his head angrily, and would have |iked
to paw

t he ground.

"Such things have happened before, Patera. The Chapter will find new nanteions for us. Better
mant ei ons, | think, because it would be difficult to find worse ones. 1'll go on teaching and
assisting, and you'll go on sacrificing and shriving. It will be all right."

"I received enlightenment today," Silk said. "I've told no one except a nman | net in the street on
my way to the market and you, and neither of you have believed ne."

"Pat era—

"So it's clear that I'mnot telling it very well, isn't it? Let me see if | can't do better." He
was silent for a monment, rubbing his cheek

"I'd been praying and praying for help. Praying nostly to the Nine, of course, but praying to
every god and goddess in the Witings at one tinme or another; and about noon today nmy prayers were
answered by the Qutsider, as |'ve told you. Maytera, do you ..." His voice quavered, and he found
that he could not control it. "Do you know what he said to ne, Maytera? What he told nme?"

Her hands cl osed upon his until their grip was actually painful. "Only that he has instructed you
to preserve our manteion. Please tell nme the rest, if you can."”

"You're right, Maytera. It isn't easy. | had always thought enlightennent would be a voice out of
the sun, or in ny own head, a voice that spoke in words. But it's not like that at all. He

whi spers to you in so many voices, and the words are living things that show you. Not just seeing,
the way you mi ght see another person in a glass, but hearing and snelling—and touch and pain, too,
but all of them w apped together so they becone the sane, parts of that one thing.

"And you understand. Wien | say he showed ne, or that he told me sonething, that's what | nean.”
Mayt era Marbl e nodded encouragi ngly.

"He showed ne all the prayers that have ever been said to any god for this manteion. | saw all the
children at
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prayer fromthe time it was first built, their nothers and fathers too, and people who just cane
into pray, or cane to one of our sacrifices because they hoped to get a piece of neat, and prayed
whil e they were here.

"And | saw the prayers of all you sibyls, fromthe very beginning. | don't ask you to believe
this, Maytera, but |'ve seen every prayer you' ve ever said for our mantei on, or for Mytera Rose
and Maytera Mnt, or for Patera Pike and nme, and-well, for everyone in this whole quarter,

t housands and t housands of prayers. Prayers on your knees and prayers standing up, and prayers you
sai d while you were cooking and scrubbing floors. There used to be a Maytera M| kwort here, and
saw her praying, and a Maytera Betel, a big dark wonan with sl eepy eyes.'' Silk paused for breath.
"Most of all, | saw Patera Pike."

"This is wonderful!" Maytera Marble exclaimed. "It nust have been marvel ous, Patera.” Silk knew it
was i npossible, that it was only their crystalline | enses catching the light, but it seemed to him
that her eyes shone.

"And the Qutsider decided to grant all those prayers. He told Patera Pi ke, and Patera Pike was so
happy! Do you remenber the day | cane here fromthe schola, Maytera?" Maytera Marbl e nodded again.

"That was the day. The Qutsider granted Patera Pike enlightennent that day, and he sai d-he said,
here's the help that |'"mthat I'm. . ."

Sil k had begun to weep, and was suddenly ashanmed. It was raining harder now, as if encouraged by
the tears that streaked his cheeks and chin. Maytera Marble pulled a big, clean, white
handker chi ef out of her sleeve and gave it to

hi m

She's al ways so practical, he thought, w ping his eyes and nose. A handkerchief for the little
ones; she nust have a child sobbing in her class every day. The record of her days is witten in
tears, and today |I'mthat sobbing child. He

managed to say, "Your children can't often be as old as | am Maytera."

e "In class, you nean, Patera? They're never as old. Ch, you nust nean the grown nmen and wonen who
were mne when they were boys and girls. Many of themare ol der than you are. The ol dest nust be
sixty, or about that. | was—didn't teach until then." She called her nenorandumfile, chiding
hersel f as she always did for not calling it nore often. "Wich remnds ne. Do you know Auk
Pat er a?"

Sil k shook his head. "Does he live in this quarter?"

"Yes, and conmes on Scyl sday, sonetines. You nust have seen him The |arge, rough-1ooking man who
sits in back?"

"Wth the big jaw? His clothes are clean, but he | ooks as if he hasn't shaved. He wears a
hanger —er perhaps it's a hunting sword—and he's al ways al one. Was he one of your boys?"

Mayt era Marbl e nodded sadly. "He's a criminal now, Patera. He breaks into houses."

"I"'msorry to hear that,” Silk said. For an instant he had a nental picture of the hul king man
fromthe back of the manteion surprised by a househol der and whirling clunsily but very quickly to
confront him I|ike a baited bear.

"I"'msorry, too, Patera, and |'ve been wanting to talk to you about him Patera Pike shrove him
| ast year. You were here, but | don't think you knew about it."

"If 1 did, I've forgotten." To quiet the hiss of the wide blade as it cleared the scabbard, Silk
shook his head. "But you're right, Maytera. | doubt that | knew "
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"I didn't learn about it fromPatera nyself. Maytera Mnt told nme. Auk still Iikes her, and they
have a little talk now and then."

Bl owi ng his nose in his own handkerchief, Silk relaxed a trifle. This, he felt certain, was what
she had wanted to speak to hi m about

"Patera was able to get Auk to prom se not to rob poor
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peopl e any nore. He'd done that, he said. He'd done it quite often, but he wouldn't any nore. He
promi sed Patera, Mytera says, and he pronised her, too. You're going to |l ecture me now, Patera,
because the pronise of a man like that—a crininal's proni se—ean't be trusted."

"No man's prom se can be trusted absolutely,” Silk said slowy, "since no nman is, or can ever be,
entirely free fromevil. | include nyself in that, certainly.”

Mayt era Marbl e pushed her handkerchi ef back into her sleeve. "I think Auk's prom se, freely given,
can be relied on as much as anybody's, Patera. As nuch as yours, and | don't intend to be
insulting. That was the way he was as a boy, and it's the way he is as a man, too, as well as

can judge. He never had a nother or a father, not really. He—but |I'd better not go on, or |'ll

let slip things that Maytera's nmade ne pronise not to repeat, and then I'Il feel terrible, and
I"l'l have to tell both of themthat | broke ny word." "Do you really believe that | nmay be able to
help this man, Maytera? |I'msurely no older than he is, and probably younger. He's not going to
respect ne the way he respected Patera Pi ke, renenber."

Rain dripping fromthe sparkling | eaves dotted Maytera Marble's skirt; she brushed at the spots
absently. "That may be true, Patera, but you'll understand himbetter than Patera Pi ke coul d,
think. You're young, and as strong as he is, or alnpst. And he'll respect you as an augur. You
needn't be afraid of him Have | ever asked a favor of you, Patera? A real favor?"

"You asked ne to intercede with Maytera Rose once, and | tried. | think | probably did nore harm
than good, so we won't count that. But you could ask a hundred favors if you wanted to, Maytera.
You' ve earned that many and nore." "Then talk with Auk, Patera, sonme Scyl sday. Shrive himif he

asks you to."
"That isn't a favor," Silk said. "I'd do that nuch for

anyone; but of course you want nme to nmake a special effort for this Auk, to speak to him and take
hi m asi de, and so on; and | wll."

"Thank you, Patera. Patera, you've known me for over a year now. Am| lacking in faith?"

The question caught Silk by surprise. "You, Maytera? Wwy-why |'ve never thought so. You' ve al ways
seenmed, | nean to ne at |east—

"Yet | haven't had the faith in you, and the god who enlightened you, that | should've had. | just
realized it. |1've been trusting in nmerely human words and appearances, |like any petty trader. You
were saying that the god had pronised Patera Pike help, | think. Could you tell nme nore about
that? | was only listening with care before. This time I'lIl listen with faith, or try to."
"There's nore than | could ever tell." Silk stroked his cheek. He had hinself in check now.

"Patera Pike was enlightened, as | said; and I was shown his enlightenment. He was told that al
those prayers he had said over so many years were to be granted that day—that the hel p he had
asked for, for hinself and for this mantei on and di e whole quarter, would be sent to himat once.”

Silk discovered that his fists were clenched. He nade hinself relax. "I was shown all that; then |
saw that help arrive, alight as if with Pas's fire fromthe sun. And it was ne. That was all it
was, just ne."
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"Then you cannot fail," Maytera Marble told himsoftly.
Sil k shook his head. "I wish it were that easy. | can fail, Maytera. | dare not."

She | ooked grave, as she often did. "But you didn't know this until today? At noon, in the bal
court? That's what you said."

"No, | didn't. He told me something el se, you see—that the tine has come to act"”

Mayt era Marbl e sighed again. "I have sone infornmation
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for you, Patera. Discouraging information, I'mafraid. But first | want very much to ask you just

one thing nmore, and tell you something, perhaps. It was the Qutsider who spoke to you, you say?"

"Yes. | don't know a great deal about him however, even now. He's one of the sixty-three gods
mentioned in the Witings, but | haven't had a chance to |l ook himup since it happened, and as
renenber there isn't a great deal about himanyway. He told me about hinself, things that aren't
in the Witings unless |'ve forgotten them but | haven't really had nuch tine to think about
them "

"When we were outside like him living in the Short Sun Worl before this one was finished and
peopl ed, we worshi pped him No doubt you knew that already, Patera."

"I'd forgotten it," Silk admtted, "but you're right It's in the tenth book, or the twelfth."

"We chens didn't share in sacrifices in the Short Sun Worl." Maytera Marble fell silent for a
monent, scanning old files. "It wasn't called nmanteion, either. Sonmething else. If only | could
find that, | could renenber nore,

t hi nk. "

W t hout understandi ng what she nmeant, Silk nodded.

"There have been nany changes since then, but it used to be taught that he was infinite. Not
merely great, but truly without limt. There are expressions |like that—+ nean in arithnetic.
Al t hough we never get to themin ny class.”

"He showed ne."

"They say that even the whorl ends sonepl ace,” Maytera Marble continued, "imrense though it is. He
doesn't If you were to divide himanong all the things init, each part of himwould still be
limtless. Didn't you feel awfully small, Patera, when he was showi ng you all these things?"

Silk considered his answer. "No, | don't think | did. No, | didn't. | felt—well, great. | felt

that way even though he was i mreasurably greater, as you say. |nagine, Mytera,
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that Hi s Cogni zance the Prol ocutor were to speak to ne in person, assigning ne sone special duty.
I'"d feel, of course, that he was a far greater man dian |, and a far, far greater man than | could
ever be; but I'd feel that | too had beconme a person of significance." Silk paused, rum nating.
"Now suppose a Prol ocutor incalculably great."”

"l understand. That answers several questions that |'ve had for a |ong while. Thank you, Patera.
My news—+ want to tell you why | asked you to neet ne."

"It's bad news, | assune.'
been expecting sone."

Silk drew a deep breath. "Knowi ng that the nmanteion's at risk, |'ve
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"I't woul d appear to indicate—nistakenly, | feel sure, Patera—that you've failed already. You see,
a big, red-faced nan cane to the pal aestra while you were away. He said that he'd just bought it,
bought the entire property fromthe city." Maytera Marble's voice fell. "Fromdi e Ayun-tani ento,
Patera. That's what he told ne. He was here to | ook at our buildings. | showed himthe pal aestra
and die manteion. I'mquite sure he didn't get into the cenoby or the manse, but he | ooked at
everything fromthe outside."

"He said the sale was conpl ete?"
She nodded.
"You're right, Maytera. This sounds very bad."

"He'd come in a floater, with a man to operate it for him | sawit when we were going fromthe
pal aestra to the manteion. W went out the front, and along Sun Street past the ball court He said
he'd tal ked to you before he cane here, but he hadn't told you he'd bought it. He said he'd

t hought you'd make trouble."

Silk nodded slowy. "I'd have haul ed himout of his floater and broken his neck, | think, Mytera.
O at least | would have tried to."

She touched his knee. "That woul d have been wong, Patera. You'd go to the Alanbrera, and into the
pits."
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"Which wouldn't matter,"” Silk said. "Hi s nane's Bl ood, perhaps he told you."

"Possibly he did." Maytera Marble's rapid scan sel dom functi oned now, she fell silent as she
searched past files, then said, "It's not a conmon nane at all, you know. People think it's
unl ucky. | don't believe |'ve ever had a single boy called Blood."

Silk stroked his cheek, his eyes thoughtful. "Have you heard of him Mytera? | haven't, but he
must be a wealthy man to have a private floater."

"I don't think so. If the sale is conplete, Patera, what can you do?"

"I don't know." Silk rose as he had before, A step carried himout of the arbor. A few drops of
rain still fell through sunshine that seened bright, though the shade had nore than half covered
the sun. "The market will be closing soon," he said.

"Yes." Maytera Marble joined him The skyl ands, which had been nearly invisible earlier, could be
seen distinctly as dawn spread across them distant forests, said to be enchanted, and di stant
cities, said to be haunted-subtle influences for good or ill, governing the lives of those bel ow
"He's not a foreigner," Silk said, "or at |least he doesn't talk |ike any foreigner |'ve ever net.
He sounded as though he m ght have come fromdiis quarter, actually."

Mayt era Marbl e nodded. "I noticed that nyself." "There aren't many ways for our people here to
becone rich, are there, Maytera? | wouldn't think so, at least" "I'mnot sure | follow you."

"It doesn't matter. You wanted nme to speak with this man Auk. On a Scyl sday, you said; but there
are always a dozen people waiting to talk to ne then. Wiere do you think | might find Auk today?"

"Why, | have no idea. Could you go and see himthis
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eveni ng, Patera? That would be wonderful! Maytera M nt m ght know "

Sil k nodded. "You said that she was in the manteion, waiting for the fire to die. Go in and ask
her, please, while you' re helping her purify the altar. I'll speak with you again in a few
m nutes. "
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Wat chi ng them from a wi ndow of the cenoby, Maytera Rose grunted with satisfaction when they
separated. There was danger there, no matter how Maytera and Patera m ght deceive

thensel ves—+filthy things she could do for him and worse that he mght do to her. Undefiled

Echi dna hated everything of that kind, blinding those who fell as she had bunded her. At tines
Mayt era Rose, kneeling before her daughter's image, felt that she herself was Echidna, Mother of
CGods and Enpress of the Worl

Stri ke, Echidna. Ch, strike!

It was dark enough already for the bang of the door to kindle the bleared Iight in one corner of
Silk's bedroom the roomover the kitchen, the old storeroomthat old Patera Pike had hel ped cl ean
out when he arrived. (For Silk had never been able to nake hinmself nobve his possessions into
Pike's larger room to throw out or burn the faded portraits of the old man's parents or his
threadbare, too-small clothing.) By that uncertain glow, Silk changed into his second-best robe.
Col lar and cuffs were detachable in order that tiiey might be nore easily, and thus nore
frequently, laundered. He renoved themand laid themin the drawer beside his only spare set.

VWhat el se? He glanced in the mrror; sonme covering for his untidy yellow hair, certainly. There
was the wi de straw hat he had worn that norning while |laying new shingles on the roof, and die
blue-trimed black calotte that Patera Pi ke had worn on the col dest days. Silk deci ded upon both;
the wi de straw woul d cast a strong shadow on his face, but
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m ght blow off. The calotte fit nicely beneath it, and would supply a certain conceal nent still.
Was this how nen like this man Auk felt? Was it how they planned?

As reported by Maytera Marble, Maytera M nt had naned half a dozen places in which he mght cone
across Auk; all were in the Oilla, the worst section of the quarter. He m ght be robbed, night be
mur der ed even though he offered no resistance. If Blood would not see him.

Sil k shrugged. Bl ood's house woul d be somewhere on the Palatine; Silk could scarcely conceive of
anyone who rode in a privately owned floater |iving anywhere el se. There would be G vil Guardsnen
everywhere on the Palatine after dark, Guardsmen on foot, on horseback, and in arned floaters. One
coul d not just kick down a door, as scores of housebreakers did in this quarter every night The

t hi ng was i npossi bl e.

Yet sonet hing nust be done, and done tonight; and he could not think of anything else to do.

He fingered his beads, then dropped them back into his pocket, renpbved the silver chain and voi ded
cross of Pas and laid themreverently before the triptych, folded two fresh sheets of paper, put
theminto the battered little pen case he had used at the schola, and slipped it into the big

i nner pocket of his robe. He might need a weapon; he would al nobst certainly need sonme sort of

t ool

He went downstairs to the kitchen. There was a faint stirring fromthe snelly waste bin in the
comer: a rat, no doubt. As he had often before, Silk rem nded hinself to have Horn catch hima
snake that m ght be taned.

Thr ough the creaking kitchen door, he stepped out into the garden again. It was al nost dark, and
woul d be fully dark by the tine he reached the Orilla, eight streets away. The afternoon's rain

had laid the dust, and the air, cooler than it had been in nonths, was fresh and cl ean; perhaps

autumm was on the way at last. He should be tired, Silk told
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hinsel f, yet he did not feel tired as he unl ocked the side door of the manteion. Was this, in
sober fact, what the Qutsider wanted? This rush to battle? If so, his service was a joy indeed!

file:/lIF|/rah/Gene%20Wolfe/Wolfe,%20Gene%?20...2001%20-%20Nightside,%20The%20Long%20Sun.txt (32 of 174) [1/17/03 3:57:40 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Gene%20Wolfe/Wolfe,%20Gene%20-%20L ong%20Sun%62001%20-%20Nightsi de,%20The%20L ong%20Sun.txt

The altar fire was out, the interior of the manteion lit only by the silver sheen of the Sacred
W ndow and the hidden flame of the fat, blue-glass | anp between Echidna's feet—Maytera Rose's
| anp, burning some costly scented oil whose fragrance stirred his nmenory.

He cl apped his hands to kindle the few lights still in working order, then funbled anong the
shadows for the |ong-hafted, narrow bl aded hatchet with which he split shingles and drove roofing
nails. Finding it, he tested its edge (so painstakingly sharpened that very norning) before
slipping its handle into his wai stband.

That, he decided after wal king up and down and twi ce pretending to sit, would not do. There was a
rusty saw in the palaestra' s supply closet; it would be sinple to shorten the handl e, but the
hat chet would be a | ess useful tool, and a nuch | ess serviceabl e weapon, afterward.

St oopi ng again, he found the rope that had prevented his bundl e of shingles fromsliding off the
roof, a thin braided cord of black horsehair, old and pliant but still strong. Laying aside robe
and tunic, he wound it about his waist, tied the ends, and slid the handle of the hatchet through
several of the coils.

Dressed again, he enmerged once nore into the garden, where a vagrant breeze sported with the
del ect abl e odor of cooking fromthe cenoby, remrdi ng hi mthat he ought to be preparing his own
supper at this very nonent. He shrugged, pronmising hinself a celebratory one when he returned. The
tomat oes that had dropped green fromhis vines were still not ripe, but he would slice them and
fry themhi alitde oil. There was bread, too, he rem nded hinself, and the hot oil nmight be
poured over it afterward
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to flavor and soften it. H's nouth watered. He woul d scrape out the grounds he had reused so |ong,
scrub the pot, and brew fresh coffee. Finish with an apple and the | ast of the cheese. A feast! He
wi ped his lips on his sleeve, ashaned of his greed.

After closing and carefully |ocking the side door of the manteion, he made a wary study of the
cenoby windows. It would probably not matter if Maytera Marble or Maytera M nt saw him| eave, but
Mayt era Rose would not hesitate to subject himto a searching cross-exam nation.

The rain had ended, there could be no doubt of that; there had been an hour of rain at nobst, when
the farmers needed whol e days of it. As he hurried along Sun Street once nore, east this tinme and
thus away fromthe market, Silk studied the sky.

The t hi nnest possible threads of gold still shone here and there anong scuddi ng cl ouds, threads
snapped al ready by the rising margin of the ink-black shade. Wile he watched, the threads w nked
out; and the skyl ands, which had hovered behind the long sun |ike so nmany ghosts, shone forth hi
all then- beauty and wonder flashing pools and rolling forests, checkered fields and gl eam ng
cities. Lanmp Street brought himto the Orilla, where the | ake waters had begun when Viron was
young. This crunmbling wall half buried in hovels had been a busy quay, these dark and hul king ol d
bui | di ngs, warehouses. No doubt there had been salting sheds, too, and rope wal ks, and many ot her
things; but all such lightly built structures had di sappeared before the | ast calde, rotted,

tunbl ed, and at |ast cannibalized for firewood. The very weeds diat had sprouted fromtheir
sites had withered, and the cellar of every shiprock ruin |eft standing was occupied by a tavern
Listening to the angry voices that issued fromthe one he approached, Silk wondered why anyone
went there. What
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sorts of lives could they be to which fifty or a hundred men and wonmen preferred this? It was a
terrifying thought

He paused at the head of the stair to puzzle out the drawi ng chal ked on the grinmy wall beside it,
a fierce bird with outstretched wings. An eagle? Not with those spurs. A ganmecock, surely; and the
Cock had been one of the places suggested by Maytera Mnt, a tavern (so Maytera Marbl e had said)
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she recall ed Auk's nenti oning.

The steep and broken stairs stank of urine; Silk held his breath as he groped down them not mnuch
hel ped by the faint yellow radiance fromthe open door. Stepping to one side just beyond the
doorway, he stood with his back to the wall and surveyed the | ow room No one appeared to pay the
| east attention to him

It was |larger than he had expected, and |l ess furnished. M smatched deal tables stood here and
there, isolated, but surrounded by chairs, stools, and benches equally heterodox on which a few
silent figures | ounged. Odious candles funmed and dri bbled a sooty wax upon sone (though by no
means all) of these tables, and a green and orange |anpion with a torn shade swng in the center
of the room seeming to trenble at the high-pitched anger of the voices below it The backs of
jostling onl ookers obscured what was taking place there.

"Hor nbus, you whore!" a woman shri eked.

A man's voice, slurred by beer yet hissing swift with the ocher powder called rust, suggested,
"Stick it out your skirt, sweetheart, an' maybe she will." There was a roar of |aughter. Someone
ki cked over a table, its thud accompani ed by the crash of breaking gl ass.

"Here! Here now!" Quickly but without the appearance of haste, a big nman with a hideously scarred
face pushed through the crowd, an old skittlepin in one hand. "QOUT-side now QUTside with this!"
The onl ookers parted to let two wonren with dirty gowns and di shevel ed hair through

74 Cene Wt ff

"Qutside with her!" One worman pointed. "OUTside with both." The big man caught the speaker
expertly by the collar, tapped her head al nmost gently with the skittlepin, and shoved her toward
t he door.

One of the watching nen stepped forward, held up his hand, and gestured in the direction of die
ot her woman, who seenmed to Silk al nobst too drunk to stand.

"Her, too," the big man with the skittlepin told her advocate firmy. He shook his head.
"Her too! And you!" The big man | ooned above him a head die taller. "QUTside!"

Steel gleaned and the skittlepin flashed down. For the first time in his life, Silk heard the
sickening crepitation of breaking bone; it was followed at once by the high, sharp report of a
needi er, a sound like the crack of a child's toy whip. A needier (nmonmentarily, Silk thought it the
needi er that had fired) flewinto the air, and one of the onl ookers

pi t ched forward.

Silk was on his knees beside himbefore he hinself knew what he had done, his beads swi nging half
their length in sign after sign of addition. "I convey to you, ny son, the forgiveness of all the
gods. Recall now the words of Pas—

"He's not dead, cully. You an augur?" It was the big man with the scarred face. His right armwas
bl eedi ng, dark bl ood oozing through a soiled rag he pressed tightly

agai nst the cut

"In the name of all the gods you are forgiven forever, ny son. | speak here for Geat Pas, for
Di vi ne Echidna, for Scalding Scylla, for—

"Get himout of here," soneone snapped; Silk could not tell whether he neant the dead man or
hi nsel f. The dead man was bl eeding | ess than the big man, a steady, unspectacular welling fromhis
right tenple. Yet he was surely
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dead; as Silk chanted the Final Formula and swung his beads, his |left hand sought a pul se, finding
none.

"Hs friends'lI| take care of him Patera. He'll be all right."

Two of the dead man's friends had al ready picked up his feet.

and for Strong Sphigx. Also for all |esser gods." Silk hesitated; it had no place in the
Formul a, but would these people know? O care? Before rising, he finished in a whisper: "The
Qut sider |ikewi se forgives you, nmy son, no matter what evil you did in life."

The tavern was nearly enpty. The man who had been hit with the skittlepin groaned and stirred. The
drunken woman was kneeling beside himjust as Silk had knelt beside the dead nan, swayinhg even on
her knees, one hand braced on the filthy floor. There was no sign of the needier that had fl own
into the air, nor of the knife that the injured man had drawn.

"You want a red ribbon, Patera?"

Si |l k shook his head.

"Sure you do. On ne, for what you done." The big man wound the rag about his arm knotted it
dexterously with his left hand, and pulled the knot tight with his left hand and his teeth.

"l need to know sonething," Silk said, returning his beads to his pocket, "and |I'd much rather
leamit than get a free drink. I'mlooking for a man called Auk. Was he in here? Can you tell ne
where | mght find hinP"

The big man grinned, the gap left by two nmissing teeth a little cavern in his mrth. "Auk, you
say, Patera? Auk? There's quite a fewwith that nane. Ome hi m noney? How d you know |' m not Auk
nmysel f ?"

"Because | know him my son. Know himby sight, | should have said. He's nearly as tall as you
are, with small eyes, a heavy jaw, and large ears. | would guess he's five or
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six years younger than you are. He attends our Scyl sday sacrifices regularly."

"Does he now." The big man appeared to be staring off into the di mess of the darkest corner of
the room abruptly he said, "Wy, Auk's still here, Patera. Didn't you tell ne you'd seen himgo?"

"No," Silk began. "I—=

"Over there." The big nman pointed toward die corner, where a solitary figure sat at a table not
much | arger than

his chair.

"Thank you, ny son," Silk called. He crossed the room detouring around a |long and dirty table.
"Auk? |I'm Patera Silk, fromthe manteion on Sun Street."

"Thanks for what?" the man called Auk inquired.

"For agreeing to talk with ne. You signaled to himsonehowwaved or something, | suppose. | didn't
see it, but it's obvious you rmust have."

"Sit down, Patera,"

There was no other chair. Silk brought a stool fromdie
|l ong table and sat.

" Sonebody send you?"

Si | k nodded. "Maytera Mnt, ny son. But | don't wish to give you the wong inpression. | haven't
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cone as a favor to her, or as a favor to you, either. Maytera was doing me a favor by telling ne
where to find you, and |'ve cone to ask you for another one, shriving."

"Figure | need it, Patera?" There was no trace of hunor in Auk's voice.
"l have no way of know ng, ny son. Do you?"
Auk appeared to consider. "Maybe so. Maybe not."

Si | k nodded—dnder st andi ngly, he hoped. He found it unnerving to talk with diis burly ruffian in
the gloom unable to see his expression

The big man widi di e wounded arm set an astoni shingly
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delicate glass before Silk. "The best we got, Patera." He backed away.

"Thank you, ny son." Turning on his stool, Silk | ooked behind him the injured man and the drunken
worman were no | onger beneath the |anpion, though he had not heard di em go.

"Maytera M nt |ikes you, Patera," Auk remarked. "She tells nme things about you sonetines. Like the
time you got the cats' nmeat woman nad at you."

"You nmean Scl eroderma?" Silk felt himself flush, and was suddenly glad that Auk could not see him
better. "She's a fine woman—a kind and quite genuinely religious wonan. | was hasty and tacdess,
I"'mafraid."

"She really enpty her bucket over you?"

Sil k nodded ruefully. "The odd thing was that | found a scrap of —ef cats' nmeat, | suppose you'd
call it, down ny neck afterward. It stank."

Auk | aughed softly, a deep, pleasant |augh that made Silk |ike him

"I thought it an awful humliation at the tine," Silk continued. "It happened on a Thel xday, and
t hanked her on ny knees diat ny poor nother wasn't alive to hear about it. | thought, you know,
that she woul d have been terribly hurt, just as | was nyself at the tine. Now | realize that she
woul d only have teased nme about it." He sipped fromthe graceful little glass before him it was
probably brandy, he decided, and good brandy, too. "lI'd let Scleroderma paint nme blue and drag ne
the whole length of the Alameda, if it would bring nmy nother back."

"Maytera M nt was the nearest to a real nother | ever had," Auk said. "I used to call her U at-she
| et nme—when we were alone. For a couple of years | pretended like that. She tell you?"

Sil k shook his head, then added, "Maytera Marble said
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sonet hing of the sort. I'mafraid | didn't pay a great deal of attention to it."
"The A d One brought up us boys, and he raised us hard. It's the best way. |'ve seen a |ot that

didn't get it, and | know. "
"I"msure you do."

"Every so often | tell mnyself | ought to stick my knife in her, just to get her and her talk out
of my head. Know what

| mean?"

Si | k nodded, although he could not be certain that the burly man across the table could see it.
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"Better than you do yourself, | think. | also know that you'll never actually harmher. O if you
do, it won't be for that reason. |'mnot half as old as Patera Pike was, and not a tenth as w se;
but | do know that"

"I wouldn't take the long end of that bet." Silk said nothing, his eyes upon the pale blur that
was Auk's face, where for a noment it seenmed to himthat he had glinpsed the shadow of a nuzzle,
as though the unseen face were that of a wolf or bear.

Surely, he thought, this man can't have been called Auk frombirth. Surely "Auk" is a nane he's
assuned.

He pictured Maytera M nt |eading the boy Auk into class on a chain, then Maytera M nt warned by
Mayt era Rose that Auk would turn on her when he was grown. He sipped again to rid hinself of the
fancy. Auk's nother had presunmably naned him the small auks of Lake Lima were flightless, thus
it was a nane given by nothers who hoped their sons would never |eave them But Auk's nother nust
have died while he was still very young.

"But not here." Auk's fist struck the table, nearly upsetting it. "I'll cone Scyl sday, day after
tonmorrow, and you can shrive ne then. Al right?"

"No, nmy son," Silk said. "It nmust be tonight." "Don't you trust—
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"I"'mafraid | haven't nade nyself entirely clear,” Silk interposed. "I haven't conme here to shrive
you, though I'd be delighted to do it if you wish, and I"'mcertain it would nake Maytera M nt very
happy when | told her | had. But you must shrive ne, Auk, and you nust do it tonight. That is what
I"ve cone for. Not here, however, as you say. |In sonme nore private place."

"l can't do that!"

"You can, my son," Silk insisted softly. "And | hope you will. Maytera M nt taught you, and she
must have taught you that anyone who is hinself free of deep stain can bring the pardon of the
gods to one who is in imedi ate danger of death.”

"If you think I"'mgoing to kill you, Patera, or Gb over there—
Sil k shook his head. "I'Il explain everything to you in that nore private place."

"Patera Pike shrove nme one tinme. Maytera got after me about it, so | finally said all right. |
told hima lot of things |I shouldn't have."

"And now you' re wondering whether he told nme sonething of what you told him" Silk said, "and you
think that I"'mafraid you'll kill nme when |I tell you that | told soneone eke. No, Auk. Patera told
me nothing about it, not even that it took place. | learned that from Maytera Marble, who | earned
it fromMaytera Mnt, who | earned of it fromyou."

Silk tasted his brandy again, finding it difficult to continue. "Tonight | intend to conmt a
major crinme, or try to. | may be killed, in fact | rather expect it. Maytera Marble or Maytera
M nt coul d have shriven me, of course; but | didn't want either of themto know. Then Mytera
Mar bl e nmentioned you, and | realized you'd be perfect. WII you shrive me, Auk? | beg it."

Slowy, Auk relaxed; after a noment he laid his right
80 Gene Wife
hand on the table again. "You don't go the nose, Patera, do you?"

Sil k shook his head. "If this's a shave, it's a close one." "It's not a shave. | nean exactly what
I say." Auk nodded and stood. "Then we'd better go somewhere else, |like you want. Too bad, | was
hoping to do a little business tonight."
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He led Silk to the back of the dimcellar room and up a |adder into a cavernous ni ght varied here
and there by pyramids of barrels and bales; and at |ast, when they had foll owed an alley paved
with refuse for several streets, into the back of what appeared to be an enpty shop. The sound of
their feet summoned a weak green gl ow fromone corner of the overlong room Silk saw a cot with
runpl ed, soiled sheets; a chanber pot; a table that mnight have cone fromthe tavern they had | eft;

two plain wooden chairs; and, on the opposite wall, what appeared to be a still-summonabl e gl ass.
Pl anks had been nail ed across the windows on either side of the street door; a cheap col ored
picture of Scylla, eight-arned and snmiling, was tacked to the planks. "Is this where you live?" he
asked.

"I don't exactly live anywhere, Patera. |'ve got a lot of places, and this is the closest. Have a
seat. You still want me to shrive you?" Silk nodded.

"Then you're going to have to shrive ne first so | can do it right. | guess you knewthat. |'I|

try to think of everything."
Sil k nodded again. "Do, please."

Wth speed and econony of notion surprising in so large a man, Auk knelt beside him " eanse ne,
Patera, for | have given offense to Pas and to other gods."

Hi s gaze upon the smling picture of Scylla—and so well away from Auk's heavy, brutal face-Silk
mur nur ed, as the
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ritual required, "Tell me, nmy son, and | will bring you his forgiveness fromthe well of his
boundl ess nercy."

"I killed a man tonight, Patera. You sawit. Kalan's his name. Gurnard was set to stick G b, but
he got him. "

"Wth his skittlepin,” Silk pronpted softly.

"That's lily, Patera. That's when Kal an conme out with his needier, only | had mne out."
"He intended to shoot Gb, didn't he?"

"I think so, Patera. He works with Gurnard off and on. O anyway he used to."

"Then there was no guilt in what you did, Auk."

"Thanks, Patera."

After that, Auk remained silent for a long tine. Silk prayed silently while he waited, |istening
with half an ear to angry voices in the street and the thunderous wheels of a passing cart, his
thoughts flitting fromand returning to the calm amused and sonehow nel ancholy voi ces he had
heard in the ball court as he had reached for the ball he carried in a pocket still, and to the
i nnunerabl e things the owner of those voices had sought to teach him

"l robbed a few houses up on die Palatine. | was trying to renenber how many. Twenty | can think
of for sure. Maybe nore. And | beat a woman, a girl called—

"You needn't tell me her nane, Auk."

"Pretty bad, too. She was trying to get nore out of me after |'d already given her a real nice
brooch. 1'd had too nuch, and | hit her. Cut her nouth. She yelled, and I hit her again and
floored her. She couldn't work for a week, she says. | shouldn't have done that, Patera."

"No," Silk agreed.

"She's better than nmost, and high, w de and handsone, too. Know what | mean, Patera? That's why |

file:/lIF|/rah/Gene%20Wolfe/Wolfe,%20Gene%20...2001%20-%20Nightside,%20The%20Long%20Sun.txt (38 of 174) [1/17/03 3:57:40 AM]



file:///F)/rah/Gene%20W ol fe/Wolfe,%20Gene%620-%20L ong%20Sun%62001%20-%20Nightsi de,%620The%20L ong%20Sun. txt
gave her the brooch. Wen she wanted nore . "
"1 understand."

"I was going to kick her. | didn't, but if |I had |I'd probably
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have killed her. | kicked a man to death, once. That was part of what | told Patera Pike."
Si | k nodded, forcing his eyes away from Auk's boots. "If Patera brought you pardon, you need not

repeat that to ne; and if you refrained fromkicking the unfortunate worman, you have earned the
favor of the gods—ef Scylla and her sisters particularly—by your self-restraint."

Auk sighed. "Then that's all |'ve done, Patera, since last tine. Solved those houses and beat on
Chenille. And | wouldn't have, Patera, if | hadn't of seen she wanted it for rust. O anyhow
don't think I would have."

"You understand that it's wong to break into houses, Auk. You nust, or you wouldn't have told ne
about it. It is wong, and when you enter a house to rob it, you might easily be killed, in which

case you would die with the guilt upon you. That would be very bad. | want you to pronise ne that
you will ook for some better way to live. WIIl you do that, Auk? WII| you give nme your word?"
"Yes, Patera, | swear | will |'ve already been doing it. You know, buying things and selling them
Li ke that™"

Silk decided it would be wiser not to ask what sorts of things these were, or how the sellers had
gotten them "The woman you beat, Auk. You said she used rust. AmI| to take it that she was an
unnoral woman?"

"She's not any worse than a lot of others, Patera. She's at Ochid' s place."
Silk nodded to hinself. "Is that the sort of place | inagine?"

"No, Patera, it's about the best. They don't allow any fighting or anything like that, and
everything's real clean. Some of Orchid' s girls have even gone uphill."

"Neverthel ess, Auk, you shouldn't go to places of that kind. You' re not bad | ooking, you're
strong, and you have some education. You'd have no difficulty finding a decent girl, and a decent
girl mght do you a great deal of good."

N GHTSI DE THE LONG SUN

Auk stirred, and Silk sensed that the kneeling nman was | ooking at him although he did not permt
his own eyes to |eave the picture of Scylla. "You nmean the kind that has you shrive her, Patera?
You woul dn't want one of themto take up with sonebody like nme. You' d tell her she deserved
sonebody better. Shag yes, you woul d!"

For a monent it seemed to Silk that the weight of the whole whorl's folly and witless wong had

descended on his shoulders. "Believe me, Auk, many of those girls will marry nen far, far worse
than you." He drew a deep breath. "As penance for the evil you have done, Auk, you are to perform
three neritorious acts before this tine tonorrow. Shall | explain to you the nature of neritorious
acts?"
“"No, Patera. | remenber, and I'll do them"
"That's well. Then | bring to you, Auk, the pardon of all the gods. In the nane of Great Pas, you
are forgiven. In the name of Echidna, you are forgiven. In the nane of Scylla, you are forgiven

" Soon die nonment would conme. "And in the nanme of the Qutsider and all |esser gods, you are

forgiven, by the power entrusted to ne."
There was no objection fromAuk. Silk traced the sign of addition in the air above his head.

"Now it's nmy turn, Auk. WIIl you shrive ne, as | shrove you?"
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The two men changed pl aces.

Silk said, "Cleanse ne, friend, for I amin sore danger of death, and | may give offense to Pas
and to other gods."

Auk' s hand touched his shoulder. "I've never did this before, Patera. | hope | get it right."

"Tell me . Sil k pronpted.

"Yeah. Tell me, Patera, so that | can bring you the forgiveness of Pas fromthe well of bottonless
mercy."

"I may have to break into a house tonight, Auk. | hope that | won't have to; but if the owner
won't see ne, or won't

84 Cene Wl fe
N GHTSI DE THE LONG SUN
85

do what a certain god—the CQutsider, Auk, you may know of hi mwi shes himto do, then 111 try to
compel him"

"Whose—~
"If he sees ne alone, | intend to threaten his life unless he does as the god requires. But to be
honest, | doubt that he'll see ne at all."

"Who is this, Patera? Wo're you going to threaten?"

"Are you | ooking at me, Auk? You're not supposed to."

"Al'l right, now |'mIlooking away. Wio is this, Patera? Wose house is it?"
"There's no need for me to tell you that, Auk, Forgive me ny intent, please.”

"I'mafraid | can't, nmy son," Auk said, getting into the spirit of his role. "I got to know who
this is, and why you're going to do it Maybe you won't be running as big of a risk as you think
you are, see? |I'mthe one that has to judge that, ain't |?"

"Yes," Silk adm tted.

"And | see why you | ooked for ne, 'cause | can do it better than anybody. Only | got to know,
‘cause if this'sjust sone candy, | got to tell you to go to a real augur after you scrape out, and
forget about ne. There's houses and then there's Houses. So who is it and where is it, Patera?”

"H's name is Blood," Silk said, and felt Auk's hand tighten on his shoulder. "I assunme that he
|ives sonewhere on the Palatine. He has a private floater, at any rate, and enploys a driver for
it."

Auk grunted.

"I think that he nust be dangerous," Silk continued. "I sense it."

"You win, Patera. | got to shrive you. Only you got to tell nme all about it, too. | need to know
what's going on here."

"The Ayuntam ento has sold this man our nanteion."
Silk heard Auk's exhal ation

"It was bringing in practically nothing, you realize. The
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incone fromthe mantei on i s supposed to balance the | oss fromthe pal aestra; tutorage doesn't
cover our costs, and nost of the parents are behind anyway. ldeally there should be enough |eft
over for Juzgado's taxes, but our Wndow s been enpty now for a very long while."

"Must be others doing better," Auk suggested.

"Yes. Considerably better in sone cases, though it's been many years since a god has visited any
Wndow in die city."

"Then they—the augurs there—eould give you a little sonmething, Patera."

Si | k nodded, renenbering his mendi cant expeditions to those solvent manteions. 'They have i ndeed
hel ped at times, Auk. I'mafraid that the Chapter has decided to put an end to that. It's turned
our manteion over to the Juz-gado in lieu of our unpaid taxes, and the Ayuntaniento has sold the
property to this man Bl ood. That's how things appear, at least."

"W all got to pay the counternan cone shadeup,” Auk nuttered di pl omatically.

"The peopl e need us, Auk. The whol e quarter does. | was hoping that if you-never mind. | intend to
steal our mantei on back tonight, if | can, and you nust shrive ne for that"

The seated man was silent for a noment. At length he said, "The city keeps records on houses and
so on, Patera. You go to the Juzgado and slip one of those clerks a little sonmething, and they
call up the ot nunber on their glass. Fve done it. The nonitor gives you the name of the buyer,
or anyhow whoever's fronting for him"

*''Sx) that | could verify the sale, you nean.”

"That's it, Patera. Make sure you're right about all this before you get yourself killed."

Silk felt an uncontrollable flood of relief. "I'lIl do as you suggest provided that the Juzgado's
still open.”
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"They wouldn't be, Patera. They close there about the sane tine as the market."

It was hard for himto force hinself to speak. "Then | nust proceed. | nust act tonight." He
hesitated while sone frightened portion of his nind battered the ivory walls that confined it. "O
course this may not be the Blood you know, Auk. There nust be a great nany people of that nane.
Coul d Bl ood—the Bl ood you know-buy our manteion? It must be worth twenty thousand cards or nore."

"Ten," Auk nuttered. "Twelve, maybe, only he probably got it for the taxes. What's he | ook like,
Pat er a?"

"Atall, heavy man. Angry looking, |I'd say, although it may only have been that his face was
flushed. There are w de bones under his plunp cheeks, or so I'd guess."

"Lots of rings?"

Silk struggled to recall the prosperous-1looking man's fat, smooth hands. "Yes," he said. "Several,

at least."

"Coul d you snell hinP"

"Are you aski ng whether he snelled bad? No, certainly not. In fact—=
Auk grunted. "Wat was it?"

"I have no idea, but it rem nded me of the scented oil -0 doubt you've noticed it—n the |anp
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before Scylla, in our manteion. A sweet, heavy odor, not quite so pungent as incense."

"He calls it nmusk rose,"” Auk said dryly. "Miusk's a buck that works for him™"

"It is the Blood you know, then."

"Yeah, it is. Now be quiet a minute, Patera. | got to renmenber the words." Auk rocked back and
forth. There was a fault noise like the grating of sand on a shiprock floor as he rubbed his
massive jaw. "As a penance for the evil that you're getting ready to do, Patera, you got to
performtwo or three nmeritorious acts I'lIl tell you about tonight"

"That is too light a penance," Silk protested.

"Don't weigh feathers with ne, Patera, "cause you don't know what they are yet You're going to do
"em ain't you?"

"Yes, Auk," Silk said hunbly.

"That's good. Don't forget. Al right, then | bring to you, Patera, the pardons of all the gods.
In the name of Geat Pas, you're forgiven. In the nane of Echidna, you' re forgiven. In the nane of
Scylla, of Ml pe, of Tartaros, of Hi erax, of Thebdepeia, of Phaea, of Sphigx, and of all the

| esser gods, you're forgiven, Patera, by the powers trusted to me."

Silk traced the sign of addition, hoping that the big man was doi ng the sane over his head.
The big man cleared his throat. "Was that all right?"
"Yes," Silk said, rising. "It was very good indeed, for a |layman."

' Thanks. Now about Bl ood. You say you're going to solve his place, but you don't even know where
it is."

"I can ask directions when |I reach the Pal atine."
particular friend of yours, | hope."

Silk was dusting his knees. "Blood isn't a

Auk shook his head. "It ain't there. | been there a time or two, and that gets us to one of those
meritorious acts that you just now prom sed me about. You got to let ne take you there.”

"I'f it isn't inconveni ent—

"I't's shaggy—excuse nme, Patera. Yeah, it's going to put ne out by a dog's right, only you got to

let nme do it anyhow, if you really go to Blood's. If you don't, you'll get lost sure trying to
find it O sonebody'll know you, and that'll be worse. But first you're going to give Blood a
whi stle on ny glass over there, see? Maybe he'll talk to you, or if he wants "to see you he night

even send sonebody. "

Auk strode across the room and cl apped his hands; die nonitor's colorless face rose fromthe
dept hs of the gl ass.
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"I want Blood," Auk told it. "That's the buck that's got the big place off the old Palustria
Road." He turned to Silk. "Come over here, Patera. You stand in front of it. | don't want "emto
see ne."

Silk did as he was told. He had tal ked through gl asses before (there had been one in the Prelate's
chanbers at the schola), though not often. Now he discovered that his mouth was dry. He licked his
I'ips.

"Bl ood is not available, sir,” the nonitor told himimperturbably. "Wuld soneone el se do?"
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"Musk, perhaps,” Silk said, recalling the name Auk had menti oned.
“I't will be a few nminutes, | fear, sir."

"Il wait for him" Silk said. The glass faded to an opal escent gray.

"You want to sit, Patera?" Auk was pushing a chair against the backs of his calves.

Silk sat down, nurnuring his thanks.

"I don't think that was too smart, asking for Miusk. Maybe you know what you're doing."

Still watching the glass, Silk shook his head. "You had said he worked for Blood, that's all."
"Don't tell himyou're with ne. Al right?"

"I won't."

Auk did not speak again, and the silence wapped itself about them Like the silence of the

W ndows, Silk thought, the silence of the gods: pendant, waiting. This glass of Auk's was rather
like a Wndow, all gl asses were, although they were so much smaller. Like the Wndows, gl asses
were mracul ous creations of the Short-Sun days, after all. What was it Maytera Marbl e had said
about then?

Mayt era hersel f, the countless quiescent soldiers that the Qutsider had revealed, and in fact al
simlar persons—all chens of whatever kind—were directly or otherw se marvels of the inconceivably
i nspired Short-Sun Worl, and

intime (soon, perhaps) would be gone. Their wonen rarely conceived children, and in Maytera's
case it was quite

Sil k shook his shoulders, rem nding hinself severely that in all Iikelihood Maytera Marble woul d
Il ong outlive him—that he m ght be dead before shadeup, unless he chose to ignore the Qutsider's
i nstructions.

The nonitor reappeared. "Wuld you |like ne to provide a few suggestions while you' re waiting,
sir?"

"No, thank you."

"I mght straighten your nose just a trifle, sir, and do sonething regarding a coiffeur. You would
find that of interest, | believe."

"No," Silk said again; and added, as nuch to hinself as to the nmonitor, "I nust think."

Swiftly the nonitor's gray face darkened. The entire glass seened to fall away. Black, oily-
| ooki ng hair curled above flashing eyes fromwhich Silk tore his own in horror.

As a swinmrer bursts froma wave and discovers hinmself staring at an object he has not chosen-at
the sunmer sun, perhaps, or a cloud or the top of a tree—Silk found that he was | ooking at Misk's
mouth, lips as feverishly red and fully as delicate as any girl's.

To danp his fear, he told hinself that he was waiting for Misk to speak; and when Musk did not, he
forced hinself to speak instead. "My nane is Patera Silk, ny son." His chin was trenbling; before
he spoke again, he clenched his teeth. "Mne is the Sun Street manteion. O | should say it isn't,
whi ch is what | nust see Bl ood about."

The handsone boy in the glass said nothing and gave no sign of having heard. In order that he
m ght not be snared by that bright and savage stare again, Silk inventoried the roomin which Misk
stood. He could glinpse a tapestry and a painting, a table covered with bottles, and two el abo-
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rately inlaid chairs with padded crinson backs and con-toned | egs.

"Bl ood has purchased our manteion," he found hinmself explaining to one of the chairs. "By that |

mean he's paid the taxes, | suppose, and they have turned the deed over to him It will be very
hard on the children. On all of us, to be sure, but particularly on the children, unless sone
ot her arrangenment can be made. | have several suggestions to offer, and 1'd |ike—=

A trooper in silvered conflict arnor had appeared at the edge of the glass. As he spoke to Misk,
Silk realized with a slight shock that Musk hardly reached the trooper's shoulder. "A new bunch at

the gate,"” the trooper said.
Hurriedly, Silk began, "I'mcertain for your sake—er for Blood' s, | nean—that an accommopdati on of
some sort is still possible. A god, you see—~

The handsome boy in the glass | aughed and snapped his fingers, and die glass went dark
Chapt er
N GHTSI DE

It had been late already when they had left the city. Beyond die black streak of the shade, the
skyl ands had been as clear and as bright as Silk (who normally retired early and rose at shadeup)
had ever seen them he stared at them as he rode, his thoughts drowned in wonder. Here were

nanel ess mountains filling inviolate valleys to the rimwith their vast, black shadows. Here were
savannah and steppe, and a coastal plain ringing a | ake that he judged nmust certainly be |arger
than Lake Li ma—all these doming the gl oony sky of night while they thenselves were bathed in
sunl i ght.

As they had wal ked the dirty and dangerous streets of the Orilla, Auk had remarked, "There's

strange things happen nl ghtside, Patera. | don't suppose you knowit, but that's the lily word
anyhow. "
"I do know," Silk had assured him "I shrive, don't forget, so | hear about them O at least |'ve

heard a few very strange stories that | can't relate. You nust have seen the things as they
occurred, and that must be stranger still."

"What | was going to say," Auk had continued, "was that | never heard about any that was any
stranger than this, what you're going to do, or try to do. O seen anything stranger, either."

Silk had sighed. "May | speak as an augur, Auk? | realize
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that a great nmany people are offended by that, and Qur G aci ous Phaea knows | don't want to offend
you. But this once may | speak?"

"If you're going to say something you woul dn't want anybody to hear, why, | wouldn't."

"Quite the contrary," Silk had declared, perhaps a bit too fervently. "It's sonething that | w sh
| could tell the whole city."

"Keep your voice down, Patera, or you will."
"l told you a god had spoken to ne. Do you renenber that?"
Auk had nodded.

"I'"ve been thinking about it as we wal ked along. To tell the truth, it's not easy to think about
anything el se. Before | spoke to—+to that unfortunate Musk. Well, before | spoke to him for
exanple, | ought to have been thinking over everything that | wanted to say to him But | wasn't,
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or not very nuch. Mstly | was thinking about the Qutsider; not so much what he had said to nme as
what it had been like to have himspeaking to ne at all, and howit had felt,6"

"You did fine, Patera." Auk had, to Silk's surprise, laid a hand on his shoul der. "You did all
right."

"I don't agree, though | won't argue with you now. Wat | wanted to say was that there is really
not hing strange at all about what |'m doing, or about your helping ne to do it. Does the sun ever
go out, Auk? Does it ever wink out as you or | mght snuff out a | amp?"

"I don't know, Patera. | never thought about it. Does it?"
Silk had not replied, continuing in silence down the nuddy street, matching Auk stride for stride.
"l guess it don't. You couldn't see them skylands up there nightside, if it did."

"So it is with the gods, Auk. They speak to us all the time, exactly as the sun shines all the
time. When the dark cloud that we call the shade gets between us and the sun, we say

it's night, or nightside, a terml| never heard until | came to Sun Street."

"Itdon't really nmean night, Patera. Notexactly.ltmeans... Al right, look at it like this. There's
a day way of doing, see? That's the regular way. And then there's the other way, and nightside's
when you do this other way—when everything's on the night side of the shade."

"We're on the night side of the shade for only half the day," Silk had told him "But we are on
the night side of whatever it is that bars us fromthe gods al nost constantly, throughout our

whole lives. And we really shouldn't be. W weren't neant to be. | got that one snmall ray of
sunshi ne, you see, and it shouldn't be strange at all. It should be the nost ordinary thing in the
whor| . "

He had expected Auk to | augh, and was surprised and pl eased when he did not.
They had rented donkeys froma man Auk knew, a big gray

«for Auk and a smaller black for Silk. "Because I'll have to | ead hi mback," Auk had said. "W got
to get that straight right now He don't stay with you."

Si | k had nodded.

"You're going to get caught, like | told you, Patera. You'll talk to Bl ood, maybe, |ike you want.
But it'll be after they get you. | don't like it, but there it is. So you're not going to need him
to ride back on, and I'"'mnot going to | ose what |I'mgiving this donkey man to hold, which is
doubl e what he'd cost in the market."

"l understand," Silk had assured him

Now, as they trotted along a narrow track that to him at

| east was largely invisible, with the toes of his only decent
shoes intermttently intinidated by the stony soil, Auk's

_ words returned to trouble him Tearing his eyes fromthe

- skylands, he called, "You warned ne that Bl ood was going to catch ne, back there in the city
whil e you were renting
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t hese donkeys for us. Wat do you think he'll do to ne if
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he does?"

Auk twi sted about to look at him his face a pale blur in the shadow of the crowding trees. "I
don't know, Patera. But you're not going to like it."

"You may not know," Silk said, "but you can guess much better than | can. You know Bl ood better
than | do. You've been in his house, and |I'm sure you nust know several people who know himwell.
You' ve done business with

hi m
*Tried to, Patera."

"Al right, tried to. Still you know what kind of man he is. Wuld he kill nme, for breaking into
his house? Or for threatening hin? | fully intend to threaten his Ilife if he won't return our
mant ei on to the Chapter, assumng that | get that far."

"l hope not, Patera."

Unbi dden and unwanted, Misk's features rose fromSilk's menory, perfect—yet corrupt, like the face
of a devil. So softly that he was surprised that Auk heard it, Silk said, "I have been wondering
whet her | shouldn't take my own life if | amcaught If I am | say, although | hope not to be, and
am determined not to be. It's seriously wong to take one's own life, and yet—=

A chain or nore ahead, Auk chuckled. "Kill yourself, Patera? Yeah, it could be a good idea. Keep
it in mnd, depending. You won't tell Blood about nme?"

"I'"ve sworn,” Silk reminded him "I would never break that oath."
"Good." Auk turned away again, his posture intent as his eyes sought to penetrate the shadows.

Clearly Auk had been | ess than inpressed by his nmention of suicide, and for a nonent Silk resented
it. But Auk was right. How could he serve any god if he set out determined to resign his task if
it becane too difficult? Auk had been

correct to laugh; he was no better than a child, sallying forth with a wooden sword to conquor the
whor| —sonet hi ng that he had in fact done not too nmany years ago

Yet it was easy for Auk to remain calm easy for Auk to nock his fears. Auk, who had no doubt
broken into scores of these country villas, was not going to break into this one, or even to
assist himin doing it. And yet, Silk rem nded hinmself, Auk's own position was by no neans

i mpr egnabl e.

"I would never violate ny solemm oath, sworn to all the gods," Silk said aloud. "And besides, if
Bl ood were to find out about you and have you killed-he didn't strike ne as the type who kill nen
t hensel ves—there would be no one to help ne escape him"

Auk cl eared his throat and spat, the sound unnaturally loud hi the airless stillness of the
forest. "I'mnot going to do a shaggy thing for you, Patera. You can forget about that. You're
wor ki ng for the gods, right? Let themget you out."

Al nrost whi spering, because he was saddened by the know edge, Silk said, "Yes, you will, Auk."
"Sneeze it!"
"Because you couldn't ever be certain that | wouldn't tell, eventually. | won't, but you don't

trust ne. O at |east not that nuch."
Auk snorted.

"And since you're a better man than you pretend to be, the know ege that |—-not | particularly
per haps, but an augur who had been a conpanion of sorts, if only for this one ni ght—+equired your
hel p woul d devour you, even if you denied it a hundred tines or nore, as you very probably woul d.
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Thus you' Il help me if you can, Auk, eventually and possibly quite quickly. | know you will. And
because you will, it will go nmuch better for nme if Bl ood doesn' t know about you."

"I"'d crawl a long way in for a while, maybe, but that's all
96 Gene Wl fe

Maybe go see Palustria for a year or three till Blood was gone or he'd forgotten about me. People
ain't |like you think, Patera. Maybe you studied a long time, but there's a lot that you don't
know. "

VWhi ch was true enough, Silk admitted to hinself. For whatever inscrutable reasons, the gods thrust
bios into the whorl knowing nothing of it; and if they waited until they were so wi se as to make
no m stakes before they acted, they waited forever. Wth sudden poignancy Silk w shed that he

m ght indeed wait forever, as sonme nmen did.

And yet he felt certain that he was right about Auk, and Auk w ong about hinself. Auk stil
returned at tinmes to talk with little Maytera Mnt; and Auk had killed a man that eveni ng—a
serious matter even to a crimnal, since the dead man had friends—because that man had been about
to kill the big man called G b. Auk mght be a thief and even a nmurderer, but he had no rea
talent for nurder, no innate bent toward evil. Not even Blood had such a bent, perhaps. He, Silk,
had seen sonmeone who did in Blood' s glass, and he prom sed hinself now that he woul d never again
m st ake nere di shonesty or desperation for it again.

"But | know you, Auk," he said softly. He shifted his weight in the vain hope of finding a nore
confortable spot on the crude saddle. "I may be too trusting of people in general, as you say; but
I"mright about you. You'll help me when you think that | require it."

Auk made a quick, inpatient gesture, barely visible in the gloom "Be quiet there, Patera. W're
getting pretty close."

If there had ever been a real path, they were leaving it. Wth seeing feet, die donkeys picked
their way up a rock-strewn hillside, often unavoidably bathed in the eerie skylight. At the top,
Auk reined up and disnounted; Silk followed his exanple. Here the faintest of night breezes
stirred, as stealthy as a thief itself, nmaking away with the
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m ngl ed scents of post oak and nul berry, of grass and fern withered al nbst to powder, of a passing
fox, and the very essence of the night. The donkeys raised their long nuzzles to catch it, and
Silk fanned himself with his w de straw hat

"See themlights, Patera?" Auk pointed toward a faint golden glinmer beyond the treetops. "That's
Bl ood' s place. What we did was circle around behind it, see? That's what we been doing ever since
we got off the main road. On the other side, there's a big gate of steel bars, and a grass-way for
floaters that goes up to the front. Can you see that black line, kind of wavy, between us and the
house?"

Silk squinted and stared, but could not.

"That's a stone wall about as high as that little tree down there. It's got big spikes on top,
which 1'd say is nostly for show Could be if you threw your rope up there and caught one, you
could clinb up the wall + don't know that anybody's ever tried it. Only Blood' s got protection,
under stand? Guards, and a big talus that | know about for sure. |I don't know what else. You ever
done anything like this before, Patera?"

Si |l k shook his head.

"I didn't think so. Al right, here's all that's going to happen, probably. You' re going to try to
get over that wall, with your rope or whatever, only you' re not going to make it. Al ong about
shadeup, you're going to start hiking back to the city, feeling worse than shit in the street and
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thinking that 1'mgoing to |augh nyself sick at you. Only I'mnot. |I'mgoing to sacrifice 'cause
you cane back alive, understand? A black ramto Tartaros, see? A good big one, at your nanteion
the day after tonorrow, you got ny word on that"

Auk paused for breath.

"And after ny sacrifice is over, I'mgoing to nmake you swear you'll never try anything this stupid
ever again. You think you can nake Bl ood swear to give back your nante-
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i on, which you can't. And you think he'll stick with whatever he swore to afterward, which he
woul dn't, not for every god in Mainframe. But | can make you swear, Patera, and |'m goi ng to-see
if I don"t. And | know you'll stick. You' re the kind that does."

Silk said gratefully, "This is really very good of you, Auk. | don't deserve it."

"I'f I was really good | wouldn't have hired us these donkeys, Patera. |'d have hiked out here with
you and |let you tire yourself—that way you' d cone hack that nuch quicker."

Troubl ed, Auk paused, running his fingers through his hair. "Only if you do get inside, it'd be
all queer if you was tired. You don't work when you're fagged out, not in ny trade, only when
you're cold up and full of junp. Only |I've done a hundred or nore, and | wouldn't try to solve
this one for a thousand gol dboys. Good-bye, Patera. Phaea snile on you."

"Wait a monent." Silk took himby the sleeve. "Haven't you been inside that house? You said you

had. "

"A couple of times on business, Patera. | don't know anything nuch about it."

"You said that | was certain to be caught, and I'Il concede that you may very well be correct.
Nevertheless, | don't intend to be caught; and if | am | wll have failed the Qutsider, the god
who has sent ne, just as | will have failed himif | don't make the attenpt tonight. Can't you see

that? Haven't you ever been caught yourself, Auk? You must have been."

Auk nodded reluctantly. "Once, Patera, when | was just a sprat. He wi nnowed ne out By Phaea's sow,
I thought he was going to kill ne. And when he was through, he kicked ne out into the street. That
was right in our quarter. Til show you the house sonetine."

He tried to pull free, but Silk retained his grip on his
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sl eeve. "How were you caught, Auk? What was it that you did wong? Tell me, please, so | won't
make the sanme m stake."

"You done it already, Patera." Auk sounded apol ogetic. "Look here. 1'd solved a few places, and
got pretty hot on nyself and thought | couldn't get caught. | had sonme picks, know what | nean?
And | showed 'emoff and called nyself a master of the art, thinking Tartaros hinself would pul
his hat off to ne. Got to where | never troubled to | ook things over the way a flash buck ought
to."

Auk fell silent, and Silk asked, "What was the detail you overl ooked?"

"Debt, Patera." Auk chuckled. "That don't go with Blood, 'cause it's not himyou got to worry
about . "

"Tell me anyway," Silk insisted.

"Wel |, Patera, this bucko that had the house had a good | ay, see? Taking care of all the shoes and
such like up at Ermne's. You know about Erm ne's? A gol dboy or naybe two for supper. G It places
|i ke that deal on Scyl sday, 'cause Sphigxday's their plumnight, see? So | gl eaned once he'd got
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of f he'd put down a few and snoodge like a soldier. If |I was to flush his fussock—+ouse up his
wi fe, Patera—she'd stave her broomgetting himoff straw, and |I'd beat the hoof to nmy own tune.
Only he owed 'em you see? Up to Ermine's. They're holding his |owe back on him so he was
straight up, or nearly. So he napped nme and | owed it"

Si | k nodded.

"Now you tonight, Patera, you're doing the sane thing. You're not flash. You don't know who's
there or who ain't, or how big the roons m ght be, or what kind of wi ndows. Not a pip of the scavy
you got to have right in your hand."

"You nmust be able to tell nme sonething," Silk said.

Auk adjusted the heavy hanger he wore. "The house's a tidy stone place with a wing to each side.
Three floors in '"em and the mddle' s tw. Wen you cone in the front |ike
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T did, there's a big front room and that's the farthest | got. Hmthai told nme about floors says
there's a capital cellar and another underneath. There's guards. You saw one of that quality in ny
glass. And there's a tall ass, begging your pardon, Patera. Like what | told you already." "Have
you any idea where Bl ood sl eeps?" Auk shook his head, the notion scarcely visible. "But he don't

sl eep a hour, nightside. The flash never do, see? Hi s business'1ll keep himout of bed till
shadeup." Sensing Silk's inconprehension, Auk el aborated. "People coming to talk to himlike

did, or the ones that work for himwith their hats off so he can tell where they come from and
where they're going, Patera."

"I see."

Auk took the reins of the smaller donkey and nounted his own. "You got four, maybe five hours to
shadeup. Then you got to get back. | wouldn't be too close to that wall then if | was you, Patera.
There m ght cone a guard wal king die top. |I've known "emto do that."

"All right." Silk nodded, reflecting that he had sone ground to cover before he was near the wal
at all. "Thank you again. | won't betray you, whatever you may think; and | won't get caught if |
can help it."

As he watched Auk ride away, Silk wondered what he had really been |like as a school boy, and what
Maytera M nt had found to say to that much younger Auk that had |l eft so deep an inpression. For
Auk believed, despite his hard | ooks and thieves' cant; and unlike many superficially better men,
his faith was nore than superstition. Scylla's smling picture on the wall of that dismal, barren
room had not cone to its place by accident. Its presence there had revealed nore to Silk than
Auk's glass: deep within his being, Auk's spirit knelt in adoration

Inspired by the thought, Silk knelt hinmself, though the sharp flints of the hilltop gouged his
knees. The CQutsider

had warned himthat he would receive no aid-still, it was licit, surely, to ask help of other
gods; and dark Tartaros was the patron of all who acted outside the |aw.

"A black lanb to you alone, kindly Tartaros, as quickly as | can afford another. Be m ndful of ne,
who cone in the service of a mnor god."

But Bl ood, too, acted outside the law, dealing in rust and wonen and even snuggl ed goods, or so
Auk had indicated; it was nore than possible that Tartaros woul d favor Bl ood.

Sighing, Silk stood, dusted off the legs of his oldest trousers, and began to pick his way down
the rocky hillside. Things woul d be as they woul d be, and he had no choice but to proceed, whether
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with the aid of the dark god or without it. Pas the Tw ce-Seeing mght side with him or Scal ding
Scylla, who wi elded nore influence here than her brother. Surely Scylla would not wish the city
that nost honored her to | ose a manteion! Encouraged, Silk scranbled al ong.

The faint golden lights of Blood s house soon vani shed behind the treetops, and the breeze with
them Below the hill, the air lay hot and cl ose again, stale, and overripe with a sunmer
protracted beyond reason.

O perhaps not. As Silk groped anong cl ose-set trunks, with | eaves crackling and tw gs poppi ng
beneath his feet, he reflected that if the year had been a nore normal one, this forest night now
lie deep in snow, and what he was doing woul d be next to inmpossible. Could it be that this

par ched, overheated, and seeningly inmutable season had in actuality been prolonged for his
benefit?

For a few seconds the thought halted himbetween step and step. Al this heal and sweat, for hinf
Poor Maytera Marble's daily sufferings, the children's angry rashes, the w thered crops and
shrinking streans?

No sooner had he had the thought than he cane close to falling into the gully of one, catching
hol d by purest |uck
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to a branch he could not see. Cautiously he clanbered down the uneven bank, then knelt on the
wat er - snoot hed stones of the streanbed to seek water with his ringers, finding none. There m ght
be pools higher or |lower, but here at | east what had been a streamcould be no drier

Wth head cocked, he listened for the fanmiliar nusic of fast-flow ng water over stones. Far away a
ni ghtjar called; the harsh sound died away, and the stillness of the forest closed in once nore,
the hushed expectancy of the thirsting trees.

This forest had been planted in die days of the cald€ (or so one of his teachers at the schola had
informed him in order that its watershed might fill the city's wells; and though the Ayuntamn ento
now permtted men of wealth to build within its borders, it renained vast, stretching nore than
fifty leagues toward Palustria. If its streams were this dry now, how long could Viron live? Wuld
it be necessary to build a newcity, if only a tenporary one, on the | akeshore?

Wshing for light as well as water, Silk clinbed the opposite bank, and after a hundred strides
saw t hrough the bare, close-ranked trees the wel cone gl eam of skylight on dressed and polished
st one.

The wal | surrounding Blood' s villa | ooned higher and hi gher as he drew nearer. Auk had indicated a
hei ght often cubits or so; to Silk, standing before its massive base and peering up at the
fugitive glints of skylight on the points of its om nous spikes, that estinmte appeared
unnecessarily conservative. Sonewhat discouraged already, he uncoiled the thin horsehair rope he
had worn about his waist, thrust the hatchet into his waistband, tied a running noose in one end
of die rope as Auk had suggested, and hurled it up at those towering points.

For a nonent that seened at |east a mnute, the rope hung over himlike a mracle, jet black
agai nst the shining
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skyl ands, lost in blind dark where it crossed the boundl ess, sooty snmear of the shade. A nonent
nmore, and it lay linp at his feet.

Biting his lips, he gathered it, reopened the noose, and hurled it again. Unlooked-for, the |ast
words of the dying stableman to whom he had carried the forgi veness of the gods a week earlier
returned, the summation of fifty years of toil: "I tried, Patera. | tried." Wdi them the
broiling heat of the four-flight bedroom the torn and faded horsecloths on die bed, the
earthenware jug of water, and the hard end of bread (bread that sone nman of substance had no doubt
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i ntended for his nount) that the stableman could no | onger chew.

Anot her throw. The ragged, amateurish sketch of the wife who had | eft when die stableman could no
| onger feed her and her children .

One last throw, and then he would return to the old manse on Sun Street —where he bel onged—and go
to bed, forgetting this absurd scheme of rescue with the brown |ice that had crept across die
faded bl ue horsecl ot hs.

A final throw. "I tried, Patera. | tried."

Descriptions of three children that their father had not seen since before he, Silk, had been
born. Al right, he thought, just one nore attenpt.

Wth this, his sixth cast, he snared a spike, and by diis tinme he could only wonder whet her
soneone hi the house had not already seen his noose rising above the wall and falling back. He
heaved hard on the rope and felt the noose tighten, wi ped his sweating hands on his robe, planted
his feet against the dressed stone of the wall, and started up. He had reached twi ce his own
consi der abl e hei ght when the noose parted and he fell.

"Pas!" He spoke nmore loudly than he had intended. For three minutes or nore after that exclamation
he cowered in silence beside the base of the wall, rubbing his bruises
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and listening. At length he nuttered, "Scylla, Tartaros, Geat Pas, renenber your servant. Don't
treat himso," And stood to gather and exam ne his rope.

The noose had been sliced through, alnost cleanly, at the place where it nust have held the spike,
Those spi kes were sharp-edged, clearly, |like the blades of swords, as he ought to have guessed.

Retreating into the forest, he groped anbng branches he could scarcely see for a forked one of the
right size. The first half-blind bl ow fromhis hatchet sounded | ouder than the boom of a slug gun

He waited, listening again, certain that he would soon hear cries of alarmand hurrying feet. Even
the crickets were silent.

Hi s fingertips explored the inconsiderable notch in the branch that his hatchet had nade. He
shifted his free hand to a safe position and struck hard at the branch again, then stood
nmotionless to listen, as before.

Briefly and distantly (as he had I ong ago, a child and feverish, heard through a tightly cl osed
wi ndow with drawn curtains, fromthree streets away, the faint yet nel odious tinklings of the
barrel organ that announces the gray beggar nonkey) he caught a few bars of nusic, buoyant and
inviting. Quickly it vanished, |eaving behind only the nonotonous song of the nightjar.

When he felt certain it would not return, he swung his hatchet again and again at the unseen wood,
until the branch was free and he could brace it against its parent trunk for trinmmng. That done,
he carried the rough fork out of the darkness of the trees and into the skylit clearing next to
the wall, and knotted his rope securely at the point where the splayed arnms net. A single hard
throw sent the forked |inb arching above the spikes; it held solidly agai nst them when he drew it
back.

He was breathless, his tunic and trousers soaked with sweat, by the tine he pulled hinself up onto
the slanting
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capstone, where for several mnutes he stretched panting between the spi kes and the sheer drop

He had been seen, beyond doubt—er if he had not, he would inevitably be seen as soon as he stood
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up. It would be utter folly to stand. As he sought to catch his breath, he assured hinself that
only such a fool as he would so nuch as consider it.

When he did stand up at last, fully expecting a shouted challenge or the report of a slug gun, he
had to call upon every scrap of self-discipline to keep from | ooking down.

The top of the wall was a full cubit wider than he had expected, however—as wi de as the garden
wal k. Stepping across the spikes (which his fingers had told himboasted serrated edges), he
crouched to study the distant villa and its grounds, straightening his | owcrowed hat and draw ng
hi s bl ack robe across the lower half of his face.

The nearer wing was a good hundred cubits, he estimated, from his vantage point. The grassway Auk
had nmentioned was |argely out of sight at the front of the villa, but a white roadway of what
appeared to be crushed ship-rock ran fromthe back of the nearer wing to the wall, striking it a
hundred strides to his left. Half a dozen sheds, large and snall, stood along this roadway, the

bi ggest of them apparently a shelter for vehicles, another (noticeably high and narrow, w th what
seemed to be narrow wire-covered vents high in an otherwi se blank wall) sone sort of provision for
fow s.

What concerned Silk nore was the second in size of the sheds, whose back opened onto an extensive
yard surrounded by a palisade and covered with netting. The poles of the palisade were sharpened
at the top, perhaps partly to hold the netting in place; and though it was difficult to judge by
the glimering skylight, it seenmed that the area enclosed was of bare soil dotted with an

occasi onal weed. That was a pen for dangerous animals, surely.
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He scanned the rest of the grounds. There appeared to be a courtyard or terrace behind the
original villa; though it was largely hidden by the wing, he glinpsed flagstones, and a flowering
tree in a ceramc tub.

O her trees were scattered over the rolling lawns with studied carel essness, and there were hedges
as well. Blood had built this wall and hired guards, but he did not really fear intrusion. There
was too nuch foliage for that.

Al though if his watchdogs liked to Iie in the shadows, an intruder who sought to use Blood's

pl antings to mask his approach could be in for an ugly surprise; in which case an unconplicated
dash for the villa m ght be best. Wiat woul d an experienced and resol ute housebreaker |ike Auk
have done in his place?

Silk quickly regretted the thought; Auk would have gone hone or found an easier house to rob. He
had said as rmuch. This Bl ood was no common nmagnate, no rich trader or graft-swollen conmi ssioner
He was a clever crimnal hinself, and one who (why?) appeared nore anxi ous than mi ght be expected
about his own security. A crimnal with secrets, then, or with enem es who were thensel ves outside
the lawso it appeared. Certainly Auk had not been his

friend.

At the age of twelve, Silk had once, with several other boys, broken into an enpty house. He
renenbered that now, the fear and the shane of it, the echoing, uninhabited roons with their
furniture swathed in dirty white dustcov-ers. How hurt and di smayed his not her had been when she
had found out what they had done! She had refused to punish him saying that the nature of his
puni shrent woul d be left to the owner of the house he had vi ol at ed.

That puni shment (the mere thought of it made himstir uneasily on top of the wall) had never
arrived, although he had spent weeks and nonths in dread of it.

O possibly had arrived only now. That deserted house,
N GHTSI DE THE LONG SuN
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after all, had | oconed |arge in the back of his mind when he had gathered up his horsehair rope and
hi s hatchet and gone out | ooking for Auk, then only a vague figure recalled from Scyl sdays past.
And if it had not been for Auk and Maytera Mnt, if it had not been for the repairs he had been
maki ng on the roof of the manteion, but nmost of all if it had not been for that well-renenbered
house whose rear w ndow he had hel ped to force—+f it had not been for all those things together,
he woul d never have undertaken to break into this villa of Blood's. O rather, into an inagi ned
house on the Pal atine belonging to Blood. On the Pal ati ne where, as he realized now, the
respectabl e rich woul d never have all owed such a man as Blood to live. Instead of this
preposterous, utterly juvenile escapade, he woul d have

Woul d have what ? Have penned anot her appeal to Patera Renmpra, the coadjutor of the Chapter,

per haps, although die Chapter had, as seened clear, already made its decision. O have sought an
interview with H s Cogni zance the Prol ocutor—the interview that he had tried and failed to get
weeks before, when it had at | ast become apparent to him (or so he had thought at the tine)
exactly how serious the manteion's financial situation was. H s hands cl enched as he recalled the
expression of H's Cognizance's sly little prothonotary, his long wait, ended only when he had been
i nformed that Hi s Cogni zance had retired for the night. Hi s Cogni zance was quite elderly, the

prot honotary had expl ai ned (as though he, Patera Silk, had been a foreigner). Hi s Cognizance tired
very easily these days.

And with that, the prothonotary had grinned his oh-so-knowing, vile grin; and Silk had wanted to
strike him

Al right then, those possibilities had been explored already, both of them Yet surely there was
sonet hing el se he m ght have done, something sensible, effectual, and nost significantly, |egal
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He was still considering the matter when the talus Auk had nentioned glided ponderously around a
corner of the nore renote wing, appearing briefly only to vanish and reappear as its notion
carried it fromskylight into shadow and from shadow i nto bri ght skylight again.

Silk's first thought was that it had heard him but it was noving too slowy for that. No, this
was no nore than a routine patrol, one nore anpong the thousands of circuits of Blood' s high,
crenelated villa it must have nade since Bl ood engaged its services. Nervously, Silk wondered how
good the big machine's vision was, and whether it routinely scanned the top of the wall. Mytera
Marbl e had told himonce that hers was | ess acute than his own, though he had worn gl asses for
readi ng since turning twelve. Yet that might be no nore than the effect of her great age; the
talus woul d be younger, although cruder as well. Certainly novenent was nore apt to betray him
than i mmobility.

And yet he found immobility nore and nore difficult to maintain as the talus drew nearer. It
appeared to wear a helnet, a polished brazen dome nore capaci ous than many a respectabl e tonb.
From beneath that helnet glared the face of an ogre worked in black netal: a wide and fl attened
nose, bulging red eyes, great flat cheeks like slabs of slate, and a gaping nouth drawn back in a
savage grin. The sharp white tusks that thrust beyond its crinson |ips were presumably nere

bl uster, but the slender barrel of a buzz gun flanked each tusk

Far bel ow that threatening head, the talus's arnored, wagon-like body rolled upon dark belts that
carried it in perfect silence over the close-sheared grass. No needier, no sword, and certainly no
hatchet |ike the one he grasped could do nore than scratch the talus's finish. Met upon its own
terns, it would be nore than a match for a whole platoon of arnored Guardsnen. He

resol ved—fervent| y—
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never to neet it onits own terns, and never to neet it at all if he could nmanage it.

As it neared the pale swath that was the white stone roadway, it halted. Slowy and silently, its
huge, frowni ng head revol ved, exam ning the back of the villa, then each of the outbuildings in
turn, then staring down the roadway, and at last |looking at the wall itself, tracing its whole
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visible length (as it appeared) twice. Silk felt certain that his heart had stopped, frozen with
fear. A nmoment nore and he woul d | ose consciousness and fall forward. The talus would roll toward
him no doubt, would dismenber himw th brutal steel hands bigger than the |argest shovels; but
that would not matter, because he woul d al ready be dead.

At length it seemed to see him For a long nonent its head ceased to nove, its fierce eyes staring
straight at him As snmoothly as a cloud, as inexorably as an aval anche, it glided toward him
Slowmy, so slowy that he would not at first permt hinself to believe it, its path inclined to
the left, its staring eyes left him and he was able to nake out against its rounded sides the

| adders of bent rod that would permit troopers to ride into battle on board its flattened back

He did not move until it had vani shed around the corner of the nearer wi ng; then he stepped across
the spi kes again, pulled his rope and the forked linmb free, and junped after them Although he
struck the drought-hardened ground with bent knees and rolled forward, putting back into practice
the | essons of boyhood, die drop stung the soles of his ifeet and | eft himspraw ed breathl ess.

The rear gate, to which the white roadway ran, was a grill of bars, narrow and recessed. A

bell pull beside it mght (or mght not, Silk reflected) sumbn a hunan servant fromWthin the
house. Suddenly reckl ess, he tugged it, watching through the four-finger interstices to see who
m ght appear, while the bell clanged balefully over his head. No dog
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barked at the sound. For a nmoment only, it seened to himthat he caught the flash of eyes in the
shadow of a big willow hal fway between the wall and the house; but the i mage had been too brief to
be trusted, and the eyes (if eyes they had been) at a height of seven cubits or nore.

The talus itself threw open the gate, roaring, "Wwo art you!'' It seened to lean forward as it
trained its buzz guns at him

Silk tugged his wide-brimed straw hat | ower. "Someone with a message for Bl ood, your master," he
announced. "Get out of my way." Quickly, he stepped under the gate, so that it could not be
dropped agai n wi thout crushing him He had never been so close to a talus before, and there seened
no harmin satisfying his curiosity now, he reached out and touched the angled plate that was the
huge machine's chest. To his surprise he found it faintly warm

"Who are you!" the talus roared again. "Do you wi sh my name or the tessera | was given?" Silk
replied. "I have both."

Though it had not appeared to nove at all, the talus was nearer now, so near that its chest plate
actual | y nudged his robe. "Stand back!"

Wthout warning, Silk found hinself a child once nore, a child confronting an adult, an uncaring,
shouting giant. In a story his mother had read to him sone bold boy had darted between a giant's
legs. It would be perfectly possible now, the seanl ess black strips on which the talus stood
lifted its steel body three cubits at | east above the grass.

Could he outrun a talus? He licked his. lips. Not if they were as fast as floaters. But were they?
If this one chose to shoot, it would not matter.

Its chest plate shoved himbackward, so that he reeled and nearly fell. "Get out!" "Tell Bl ood
was here."” He would surely be reported; it
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m ght be best if he appeared to wish it. "Tell himthat | have information."
"Who are you?"

"Rust," Silk whispered. "Now let nme in."
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Suddenly the talus was rolling snoothly back. The gate crashed down, a hand's breadth in front of
his face. Quite possibly there was a tessera—a word or a sign that would comand i nstant
adm ttance. But rust certainly was not it

He left the gate, discovering with some surprise that his legs were trenbling. Wuld the tal us
answer the front gate al so? Very probably; but there was no harmin finding out, and the back of
the villa seened unprom sing indeed.

As he set off upon the lengthy walk along the wall that would take himto the front gate, he
reflected that Auk (and so by inplication others of his trade) would have attenpted the rear, a
foresi ghted planner might well have anticipated that and taken extra precautions there.

A nmonment | ater he rebuked hinself for the thought Auk would not have dared the front gate, true;
but neither would Auk have been terrified of the talus, as he had been. He pictured Auk's coarse
and frowning face, its narrowed eyes, jutting ears, and nassive, badly shaved jaw. Auk woul d be
careful, certainly. But never fearful. Wiat was still nore inportant, Auk believed in the goodness
of the gods, hi their benign personal care-sonething that he, whose own trade it was to profess
it, could only struggle to believe.

Shaki ng his head, he pulled his beads fromhis trousers pocket, his fingers reassured by their
gl assy polish and the sw nging mass of the voided cross. N ne decades, one with which to praise
and petition each major divinity, with an additional, unspecified decade from which the voided
cross was suspended. For the first time it occurred to himthat there were ten beads in each
decade as well. Had the N ne been the Ten, once? He pushed the heretical thought aside.

First the cross. "To you, G eat Pas
112
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There was a secret in die enpty, X-shaped space, or so one of his teachers had confided, a nmystery
far beyond that of the detachable arnms he showed die smallest boys and girls at the pal aestra and

used (as every other augur did) to test and tighten sacred connections. Unfortunately, his teacher
had not seen fit to confide the secret as well, and probably had not known it hinsel f—f any such

secret actually existed. Silk shrugged aside the nmenory, ceased fingering die enigmatic enptiness

of the voided cross, and clasped it to his chest.

"To you, Great Pas, | present ny poor heart and ny whole spirit, my mnd and all ny belief..."

The grass thinned and vani shed, replaced by odd litde plants like nmultilayered, greenish unbrellas
that appeared healthy and flourishing, yet crunbled to nere puffs of dust when Silk stepped on
di em

Bl ood's front gate was | ess promsing than die other, if anything, for an eye in a black nmetal box
gl eaned above the top of its arch. Should he ring here, Misk or soneone |ike himinside would not
only see him but interrogate him no doubt, speaking through a nouth in the sane box.

For five minutes or nore, sitting on a convenient stone while he rubbed his feet, Silk considered
the advisability of submitting hinself to the scrutiny of that eye, and thus of the unknown

i nqui sitor who woul d exanine himthrough it. He knew hinself to be a |l ess than conpetent liar, and
when he tried to concoct a tale that mght get himinto Blood s presence, he was di snayed at how
feebl e and unconvinci ng even the best of his fabrications sounded. Eventually he was driven to
conclude, with a distinct sense of relief, diat the prospect was hopel ess; he would have to get
into the villa by stealth, if he got into it at all.

Rel ying his shoes, he rose, advanced anot her hundred
N GHTSI DE THE LONG SUN
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paces along the wall, and once nore heaved the forked Kmb over its spikes.
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As Auk had indicated, there was a central building of two stories, with w ngs whose rows of

wi ndows showed themto be three, although the original structure was nearly as tall as they. Both
die original structure and its w ngs appeared Co be of the sane snooth, grayish stone as the wall,
and all three were so high that throwing the linb onto the roof of any appeared quite inpossible.

To enter them direcdy, he would have to di scover an unbolted door or force one of the ground-floor
casenents, exactly as he and the other boys had broken into the deserted house a few years before
he left hone to attend the schola. He winced at the thought

On the farther end of the wing on die right, however (the structure nost renote fromhis old
vantage point), was a nore nodest addition whose decorative nerlons appeared to stand no nore than
a scant ten cubits above the lawn; die size and cl ose spacing of its nunerous w ndows suggested
that it mght be a conservatory. Silk noted it for future use and turned his attention to the
grounds.

The broad grassway that curved so gracefully up to die pillared portico of Blood' s villa was
bordered with bright flower beds. Some distance in front of that entrance, a fine porcelain Scylla
withed palely anbng the sprays of an ostentatious fountain, spewing water alike fromher wonan's
mout h and her uprai sed tentacles.

Scented water, in fact; sniffing the alnost notionless air |like a hound, Silk caught the fragrance
of tea roses. Postponing judgenent on Blood' s taste, he nodded approvingly at this tangible

evi dence of pious civic feeling. Perhaps Blood was not really such a bad man after all, no matter
what Auk thought. Bl ood had provided three cards for a sacrifice; it mght well be that if Bl ood
wer e approached in die right way he would be anenable to reason
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Possibly the Qutsider's errand would cone to no nore than that, in the end. Gving reinto this
pl easing line of thought for a second or two, Silk inmagined hinself confortably seated in sone
| uxurious chanber of the villa before him laughing heartily over his own adventures with the
pr osperous-1 ooki ng man wi th whom he had spoken in Sun Street. Wiy, even a contribution toward
necessary repairs mght not be entirely out of the question

On the farther side of the grassway .

The di stant roar of an approaching fl oater nade himl ook around. Wth running |ights blazing
through its own dust, it was hurtling along the public road in the direction of the nmain gate.
Qui ckly he stretched hinself flat behind the row of spikes.

As the floater braked, two figures in silvered conflict arnor shot away fromthe portico on

hi ghriders. At the sane nonent, the talus rounded the conservatory (if that was what it was) at
full tilt, dodging trees and shrubs as it rolled across the |awn nearly as fast as the highriders;
after it bounded half a dozen sinuous, seemingly tailless beasts with bearded faces and horned
heads.

Wiile Silk watched fascinated, the thick nmetal arnms of the talus stretched like tel escopes, twenty
cubits or nore to catch hold of a ring high in the wall near the gate. For a second they paused.
An unseen chain rattled and creaked. They shrank, drawing the ring and its chain with them and
the gate rose

The shadow of a drifting cloud fromthe east veiled the pillars of the portico, then the steps at
their bases; Silk murnured a frantic appeal to Tartaros and tried to judge its speect.

There was a faint and strangely lonely whine fromthe blowers as the floater glided under the
gate's rounded arch. One of the horned beasts sprang onto its transparent canopy, appearing to
crouch upon enpty air until it was

driven off snarling by the arnored men, who cursed and brandi shed their short-tubed slug guns as
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if to strike it. The drifting shadow had reached Scylla's fountain by the tinme the horned beast
sprang away.

The talus let the heavy gate fall again as the floater swept proudly up the darkening grassway,

escorted by the high-riders and accomnpani ed by all six horned beasts, which rose upon their hind
| egs again and again to peer inside. It halted and settled onto the grass before the w de stone
steps of the villa, and the talus called die horned beasts fromit with a shrill shuddering wail
dial could have issued fromno human diroat

As the brilliantly dressed passengers di senbarked, Silk | eaped fromdie wall and dashed across die
| awn toward the conservatory, with a desperate effort flung die forked linb over its ornanental
bat dement, and swarnmed up di e horsehair rope, over die batdenment, and onto die roof.

Chapter |
THE WHI TE- HEADED ONE

For what seened to himthe greater part of an hour, Silk |ay behind the battlenent trying to catch
his breath. Had he been seen? If the talus or one of the arnored nen had seen him they would have
conme at once, he felt certain; but if one of Blood' s guests had, it might easily be ten mnutes or
even | onger before he decided that he should report what he had seen, and reached the appropriate
person; it mght be that he would not so nuch as try until pronpted by another guest to whom he
menti oned the incident.

Overhead the skyl ands sailed serenely anong broad bars of sterile cloud, displaying countless now
sunlit cities in which nobody at all knew or cared that one Patera Silk, an augur of faraway
Viron, was frightened alnost to death and ni ght soon die.

The linb, too, mght have given himaway. He was sure that he, on the ground, had heard it thunp
down on the warm tarred surface of the roof; and anyone in the conservatory bel ow must have heard
it very distinctly. As he sought to slow the pounding of his heart by an effort of will, and to
force hinself to breathe through his nose, it seenmed to himthat anyone who had heard that thunp
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woul d realize at once that it had been made by an intruder who had clinbed onto the roof. As the
thunder of his own pul se faded away, he listened intently.

The nusic he had heard so faintly fromthe wall was |ouder now Through it, over it, and belowit,
he heard the nurnmur of voices—the voices of nen, nostly, he decided, with a few wonen anpong t hem
That piercing | augh had been a woman's, unless he was greatly m staken. G ass shattered, not

| oudly, followed by a nmonment of silence, then a shout of |aughter

Hi s bl ack rope was still hanging over the battlement. He felt that it was al nbst m racul ous that
it had not been seen. Wthout rising fromhis back, he hauled it in hand over hand. It would be
necessary, in another mnute or two, to throwthe linb again, this time onto the roof of the w ng
proper. He was not at all sure he could do it.

An oW floated silently overhead, then veered away to settle on a convenient branch at the edge of
the forest. Watching it, Silk (who had never considered the lives of Echidna's pets before)
suddenly realized that the building of Blood's wall, with the cleared strip on its forest side and
the closely trimed |lawn on the other, had irrevocably altered the lives of innunerable birds and
smal | ani nmal s, changing the way in which woodm ce foraged for food and hawks and owl s hunted them
To such creatures, Blood and his hired worknen nmust have seened the very forces of nature,
pitiless and inplacable. Silk pitied those animals now, all the while wonderi ng whet her they did
not have as nmuch right, and nore reason, to pity him

The Qutsider, he reflected, had swooped upon himmuch as the oW would stoop for a nmouse; the
Qut si der had assured himthat his regard for himwas eternal and per-feet, never to be changed by
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any act of his, no matter how iniquitous or how nmeritorious. The CQutsider had then told himto
act, and had withdrawn while in sone fashion re-

mai ni ng. The menory, and the wonder of the Qutsider's love and of his own new, clean pride in the
Qutsider's regard, would nmake the rest of his life both nore meani ngful and nore painful. Yet what
could he do, beyond what he was doi ng?

"Thank you," he whispered. "Thank you anyway, even if you never speak to ne again. You have given
me the courage to die."

The ow hooted fromits high branch above die wall, and the orchestra in Blood' s ballroom struck
up a new tune, one Silk recognized as "Know |I'|l| Never Leave You." Could that be an onen? The

Qut si der had i ndeed warned himto expect no help, but had never (as well as Silk could renenber,
at any rate) actually told himthat he woul d never be vouchsafed onens

Shaki ng hinsel f, his self-possession recovered and his sweat dried, he lifted his knees and rolled
into a crouch behind one of the merlons, peering through the crenel on its left. There was no one
on that part of the grounds visible to him He readjusted the | ong handl e of the hatchet while
changing position slightly in order to | ook out through the crenel on the right. Half the grassway
was visible fromthat angle, and with it the gate; but there was no floater on that section of the
grassway, and the talus and the horned beasts that had come at its call had gone el sewhere. The
skyl ands were brightening as the trailing edge of the cloud that had favored himleft Viron for
the west; he could nmake out the iron ring the talus had pulled to raise the gate, to the left of

t he arch.

He stood then and | ooked about him There was nothing threatening or even extraordi nary about the
roof of Blood' s conservatory. It was level or nearly so, a featureless dark surface surroundi ng an
abatjour for the illum nation of the conservatory, itself enclosed on three sides by chest-high
battl ements. The fourth was defined by the south wall
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of the wing fromwhich the conservatory extended; the sills of its second-story wi ndows were three
cubits or atrifle | ess above the conservatory roof.

Silk felt a thrill of triunph as he studied the wi ndows. Their casenents were shut, and the roons
that they lighted, dark; yet he felt an undeniable pride in themthat was not unrelated to that of
ownershi p. Auk had predicted that he would get roughly this far before being captured by Blood' s
guards—and now he had gotten this far, doing nothing nore than Auk, who clearly knew a great dea
about such things, had expected. The mantei on had not been saved, or even nade appreciably safer.
And yet. . . Boldly, he | eaned over the nearest battlenent, his head and shoul ders thrust beyond
the nmerlons. One of the horned beasts was standing at the base of the conservatory wall, directly
bel ow him For an instant he was acutely conscious of its anber stare; it snarled, and cat-Ilike
padded away.

Coul d those fantastic aninmals clinb onto the roof? He decided that though possible it was
unli kely—the walls of the villa were of dressed stone, after all. He | eaned out farther still, his
hands braced on the bottom of the crenel, to reassure hinself about the construction of the wall

As he did, the talus rolled into view He froze until it had passed. There was a chance, of
course, that it had conceal ed, upward- or rearward-directed eyes; Maytera Marbl e had once
menti oned such features in connection with Maytera Rose, But that, too, seened |ess than probable.

Leaving his linb and horsehair rope where they lay, he wal ked gingerly across the roof to the

abatjour and crouched to peer through one of its scores of clear panes. The conservatory bel ow
apparently housed | arge bushes of sone sort, or possibly dwarfed trees. Silk found that he had
unconsciously assunmed that it had supplied the lowgrowing flowers that bordered the grassway.
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That had been

an error, now reveal ed; while exam ning the plants bel ow, he cautioned hinsel f agai nst naking any
further unconsid-ered assunptions about this villa of Blood's.

The panes thensel ves were set in lead. Silk scraped the |ead with the edge of his hatchet, finding
it as soft as he could wish. Wth half an hour's skillful work, it should be possible, he decided,
to renove two panes w thout breaking them after which he could I et hinself down anong the |ush
shining |l eaves and intertw ned trunks bel ow—perhaps with an undesirabl e anount of noise, but

per haps al so, unheard.

| Noddi ng t houghtfully to hinself, he rose and wal ked quietly across the conservatory roof
to exami ne the dark wi ndows of the wing overlooking it.

The first two he tested were | ocked in some fashion. As he tugged at each, he was tenpted to wedge
the bl ade of his hatchet between the stile and casing to pry themopen. *. The latch or bolt would
certainly break with a snap, however, if it gave at all; and it seened only too likely that the

gl ass woul d break instead. He decided that he would try to throwthe linb onto the roof two
stories above him (dimnished by a third, that throw no | onger appeared nearly as difficult as it
had when he had reconnoitered the villa fromthe top of its surrounding wall) and explore that
roof as well before attenpting anything quite so audacious. Circuitous though it seemed, renoving
panes fromthe abat-jour m ght actually be a nore prudent approach.

The third casenent he tried gave slightly in response to his tentative pull. He pushed it back,

wi ped his perspiring palns on his robe and tugged harder. This tinme the casing noved a trifle
farther; it was only jamed, apparently, not |ocked. A quick wench of the hatchet forced it open
enough for himto swing it back with only the sh' ghtest of protests fromthe negl ected hinges.
Vaulting with one
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hand upon the sill, he slid headfirst into the |light | ess room beyond.

The gritty wooden floor was innocent of carpet. Silk explored it with his fingertips, in ever-

wi der arcs, while he knelt, notionless, alert for any sound fromwi thin the room His fingers
touched sonething the size of a pigeon's egg, sonething spherical, hard, and dry. He picked it up—
it yielded slightly when squeezed. Suspicious, he lifted it to his nostrils and sniffed.

Excrenent.

He dropped it and wi ped his fingers on the floor. Sone animal was penned in this roomand m ght be
present now, as frightened of himas he was of it—f it was not already stal king him Not one of
the horned cats, surely, they were apparendy freed to roamthe grounds at night. Something worse,
then. Sonet hi ng nore dangerous.

O nothing. If there was an animal in the room it was a silent one indeed. Even a serpent would
have hi ssed by now, surely.

Silk got to his feet as quietly as he could and inched along the wall, his right hand grasping his
hat chet, the fingers of his left groping what night have been splintered paneling.

A corner, as enpty as the whole room seened to be. He took a step, then another. If there were
pi ctures, or even furniture, he had thus far failed to encounter them

Anot her step; pull up the right foot to the left now Pausing to listen, he could detect only his
own whistling breath and the faint tinklings of the distant orchestra.

H's mouth felt dry, and his knees seened ready to give way beneath him tw ce he was forced to
halt, bracing his trenbling hands against the wall. He reninded hinmself that he was actually in
Blood's villa, and that it had not been as difficult as he had feared. The task to foll ow woul d be
much harder he woul d have to | ocate Bl ood w thout
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bei ng di scovered hinsel f, and speak with himfor sone tinme in a place where they could tal k
without interruption. Only now was he willing to admt that it m ght prove inpossible.

A second cor ner.

This vertical nolding was surely the frane of a door; the pale rectangle of the wi ndow he had
opened was on the opposite side of the room H s hand sought and found the |latch. He pushed it
down; it noved freely, with a slight rattle; but the door would not open

"Have you been bad?"

He jerked the hatchet up, about to strike with deadly force at whatever might cone fromthe
darkness—about to kill, he told hinself a nonment |ater, sone innocent sleeper whose bedchanber he
had entered by force.

"Have you?" The question had a spectral quality; he could not have said whether it proceeded from
a point within arms reach or wafted through the open casenent.

"Yes." To his own ears, the | one syllable sounded high and frightened, al nost tremul ous. He forced
hi nsel f to pause and clear his throat 'Tve been bad nany tines, |'mafraid. | regret themall."
"You're a boy. | can tell."

Sil k nodded solemly. "I used to be a boy, not so |ong ago. No doubt Maytera R—-No doubt some of ny
friends would tell you that I'ma boy still in many respects, and they may well be right."

H s eyes were adjusting to the darker darkness of the room so that the skylight that played
across the roof of the conservatory and the grounds in the distance, nottled though it was by the
di ffused shadows of broken cl ouds, nade them appear alnpbst sunlit. The light spilling through the
open w ndow showed clearly now the precise rectangle of flooring on which he had knelt, and dimy
t he
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enpty, unclean roomto either side. Yet he could not |ocate the speaker.
"Are you going to hurt ne with that?"

It was a young worman's voi ce, al nost beyond question. Again Silk wondered whet her she was actually

present. "No," he said, as firmy as he could. He lowered the hatchet. "I will do you no violence,
| swear." Blood dealt in wonmen, so Auk had said; now Silk felt that he had a clearer idea of what
such dealings mght entail. "Are you being kept here against your wll?"

"l go whenever | want. | travel. Usually I'mnot here at all."

"I see," Silk said, though he did not, in either sense. He pushed down the | atchbar again; it
moved as readily as it had before, and the door renmi ned as stubborn

"I go very far, sonetines. | fly out the window, and no one sees ne."
Sil k nodded again. "I don't see you now "
"I know. "

"Sonetimes you must go out through this door, though. Don't you?"
"No. "

Her flat negative bore in its train the illusion that she was standing beside him her |ips al nost
brushing his ear. He groped for her, but his hand found only enpty air. "Were are you now? You
can see nme, you say. |I'd like to see you."
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"I''"l'l have to get back in."
"Get back in through the w ndow?"

There was no reply. He crossed the roomto the wi ndow and | ooked out, |eaning on the sill; there
was no one on the roof of the conservatory, no one but the talus in sight on the grounds beyond.
H's rope and |inb | ay where he had left them Devils (according to | egends no one at the schola
had really credited) could pass unseen, for devils were spirits of the | ower air, presunmably
personifications of de-
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structive winds. "Were are you now?" he asked again. "Please cone out. 1'd like to see you."

Not hi ng. Thel xi epei a provi ded the best protection fromdevils, according to the Witings, but this
was Phaea's day, not hers. Silk petitioned Phaea, Thel xi epeia, and for good neasure Scylla, in
qui ck succession before saying, "I take it you don't want to talk to ne, but | need to talk to
you. | need your hel p, whoever you are.”

In Blood's ballroom the orchestra had struck up "Brave Guards of the Third Brigade." Silk had the
feeling that no one was dancing, that fewif any of Blood s guests were even |listening. Qutside,
the talus waited at the gate, its steel arns unnaturally |engthened, both its hands upon the

ring-Turning his back on the wi ndow, Silk scanned the room A shapeless mass in a corner (one that
he had not traversed when he had felt his way along the walls to the door) night conceivably have
been a huddl ed woman. Wth no very great confidence he said, "I see you."

"To fourteen nmore nmy sword | pledged,” sang die violins with desperate gaiety. Beardl ess
lieutenants in brilliant green dress uniforms, twirling snmling beauties with plunmes in their

hai r—but they were not there, Silk felt certain, no nore than the mysterious young worman whom he
hi nsel f was trying to address was here.

He crossed to the dark shape in the corner and nudged it with the toe of his shoe, then crouched,
put aside his hatchet, and explored it with both hands—a ragged bl anket and a thin, foul-snelling
mattress. Picking up his hatchet again, he rose and faced the enpty room "I'd like to see you,"
he repeated. "But if you won't let nme—+f you won't even talk to nme any nore—+'mgoing to | eave."
As Soon as he had spoken, he reflected that he had probably told her precisely what she wanted to
hear .

He stepped to the window "If you require ny help, you
126 Gene Wl fe
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must say so now." He waited, silently reciting a formula of blessing, then traced the sign of
addition in the darkness before him "Good-bye, then.”

Before he could turn to go, she rose before himlike snoke, naked and thinner than the nost
m serabl e beggar. Al though she was a head shorter, he would have backed away fromher if he coul d;
his right heel thunped the wall bel ow the w ndow

"Here I am Can you see ne now?" In the dimskylight fromthe wi ndow her starved and bl oodl ess
face seened al nost a skull. "My nane's Micor."

Sil k nodded and swal | owed, half afraid to give his own, not liking tolie. "Mne's Silk." Whether
he succeeded or was apprehended, Blood would Ieamhis identity. "Patera Silk. |I'man augur, you
see." He might die, perhaps; but if he did his identity would no | onger nmatter.
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"Do you really have to talk with me, Silk? That's what you said."

He nodded. "I need to ask you how to open that door. It doesn't seemto be |ocked, but it won't
open. "
When she did not reply, he added. "I have to get into the house. Into the rest of it, | nean."

"What's an augur? | thought you were a boy.
through sacrifice, in order that he may—

"One who attenpts to learn the will of the gods

"I know Wth the knife and the bl ack robe. Lots of blood. Should I come with you, Silk? | can
send forth nmy spirit. I'll fly beside you, wherever you go."

"Call ne Patera, please. That's the proper way. You can send forth your body, too, Micor, if you
want . "

"I'"'msaving nyself for the man I'Il marry." It was said with perfect (too perfect) seriousness.

"That's certainly the correct attitude, Micor. But all | meant was that you don't have to stay
here if you don't wish to. You could clinmb out of this wi ndow very easily and wait

out there on the roof. Wen |I've finished ny business with Blood, we could both | eave this villa,
and | could take you to soneone in the city who would feed you properly and—and take care of
you."

The skull grinned at him "They'd find out that my wi ndow opens, Silk. | wouldn't be able to send
my spirit any nore."

"You woul dn't be here. You' d be in sone safe place in the city. There you could send out your
spirit whenever you wanted, and a physici an—=

"Not if my window was | ocked again. When nmy window is locked, | can't do it, Silk. They think it's
| ocked now." She giggled, a high, mrthless tittering that stroked Silk's spine like an icy
finger.

"I see," he said. "I was about to say that soneone in the city mght even be able to nake you
well. You may not care about that, but | do. WII you at least |let nme out of your roonf? Qpen your
door for ne?"

"Not fromthis side. | can't"

He sighed. "I didn't really think you could. | don't suppose you know where Bl ood sl eeps?"
"On the other side. O the house."

"In the other w ng?"

"H's roomused to be right under mne, but he didn't |like hearing ne. Sonetinmes | was bad. The
north addition. This one's the south addition."

"Thank you," Silk stroked his cheek. "That's certainly worth knowing. He'll have a big roomon the
ground floor, | suppose."

"He's ny father.”

"Bl ood is?" Silk caught hinself on the point of saving that she did not resenble him "Well, well.
That may be worth knowing, too. | don't plan to hurt him Micor, though | rather regret that now.
He has a very nice daugh-
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ter; he should come and see her nore often, | think. I'll nention it forcefully, if | get to talk
with him"
Silk turned to | eave, then glanced back at her. "You really don't have to stay here, Micor."
"I know. | don't."
"You don't want to come with me when | | eave? O |eave now yoursel f?"
"Not the way you nean, wal king |ike you do."

"Then there's nothing | can do for you except give you ny blessing, which |I've done already.

You're one of Ml pe's children, | think. May she care for you and favor you, this night and every
ni ght"
"Thank you, Silk." It was the tone of the little girl she had once been. Five years ago, perhaps,

he deci ded; or perhaps three, or less than three. He swung his right |leg over the w ndowsill.
"Watch out for nmy |lynxes."

Silk berated hinself for not having questioned her nore. "Wat are those?"

"My children. Do you want to see one?"

"Yes," he said. "Yes, | do, if you want to show himto ne."
"Watch. "

Mucor was | ooki ng out the wi ndow, and Silk followed her gaze. For half a m nute he waited beside
her, listening to the faint sounds of the night; Blood' s orchestra seened to have fallen silent.
Ghost-like, a floater glided beneath the arch, its blowers scarcely audible; the talus let down

the gate snmoothly behind it, and even the distant rattle of the chain reached them

A section of abatjour pivoted upward, and a horned head with topaz eyes energed frombeneath it,
followed by a big, soft-I|ooking paw.

Mucor said, "That's Lion. He's ny oldest son. Isn't he handsonme?"
Silk managed to smle. "Yes, he certainly is. But | didn't know you nmeant the horned cats."

"Those are their ears. But they junp through wi ndows, and they have long teeth and claws that can
hurt worse than a bull's horns."

"I imagine so." Silk made hinself relax. "Lynxes? Is that what you call then? |I've never heard of
the nane, and |I' m supposed to know sonet hi ng about aninmals."

The Iynx emerged fromthe abatjour and trotted over to stand beneath the w ndow, | ooking up at
them qui zzically. If he had bent, Silk could have touched its great, bearded head; he took a step
backward instead. "Don't |et himcone up here, please."

"You said you wanted to see them Silk."
"This is close enough."

As if it had understood, the |ynx wheel ed. A single bound carried it to the top of the battl enent
surroundi ng the conservatory roof, fromwhich it dived as though into a pool

"I'sn't he pretty?"

Sil k nodded reluctantly. "I found himterrifying, but you're right. |I've never seen a lovelier
ani mal, though all Sabered Sphigx's cats are beautiful. She nust be very proud of him"

"So aml. | told himnot to hurt you." Micor squatted on her heels, folding like a carpenter's
rule.
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"By standing beside me and talking to ne, you nean." Gatefully, Silk seated hinself on the
wi ndowsill. "I've known dogs that intelligent. But a—tynx? Is that the singular? It's an odd
word. "

"It nmeans they hunt in the daytine," Micor explained. "They would, too, if nmy father'd | et them
Their eyes are sharper than alnbst any other aninmal's. But their ears are good, too. And they can
see in the dark, just like regular cats."

130 Cene Wl fe
Si | k shudder ed.

"My father traded for them Wen he got themthey were just little chips of ice inside a big box
that was little on the inside. The chips are just like little seeds. Do you know about that,
Si | k?"

"I'"ve heard of it," he said. For an instant he thought that he felt the hot yell ow gaze of the

I ynx behind him he | ooked quickly, but the roof was bare. "It's supposed to be against the |aw,
though | don't think that's very strictly enforced. One could be placed inside a fermal e ani mal of
the correct sort, a large cat |1'd imagine, in this case—~

"He put theminside a girl." Micor's eerie titter came again. "It was me."

"I'n you!"

"He didn't know what they were." Micor's teeth flashed in the darkness. "But | did, a |ong while
before they were born. Then Musk told ne their nane and gave nme a book. He likes birds, but | Iike
them and they like me."

"Then come with me," Silk said, "and the |Iynxes won't hurt either of us."

The skull nodded, still grinning. "I'lIl fly beside you, Silk. Can you bribe the tal us?"
"I don't think so."

"It takes a | ot of noney."

There was a soft scraping fromthe back of the room followed by a nmuffled thunp. Before the door
swung open, Silk realized that what he had heard was a bar being lifted fromit and laid aside.
Nearly falling, he slid over the sill, and crouched as Micor's w ndow shut silently above his
head.

For as long as it took himto run nentally through the formal praises of Sphigx, whose day was
about to dawn (or so at least he felt), he waited, listening. No sound of voices reached himfrom
the room above, though once he heard what mi ght have been a blow. Wen he stood at |ast and
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peeped cautiously through the glass, he could see no one.

The panes that Lion had raised with his head yielded easily to Silk's fingers; as they rose, a
moi st and fragrant exhal ation fromthe conservatory bel ow i nvaded the dry heat of the rooftop. He
reflected that it would be sinple nowwuch easier than he had thought—+o enter the conservatory
from above, and the trees there had clearly supported Lion's considerable weight w thout damage.

Silk's fingertips described slowcircles on his cheek as he considered it. The difficulty was that
Bl ood slept in the other wing, if Micor was to be believed. Entering here, he would have to
traverse the length of the villa fromsouth to north, finding his way though unfamliar roons.
There woul d be bright lights and the arnored guards he had seen in Auk's glass and on the

hi ghriders, Blood's staff and Bl ood' s guests.
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Regretfully Silk | et down the novable section of the abat-jour, retrieved his horsehair rope, and
untied the rough linb that had served himso well. The nerlons crowning the roof of the south
annex woul d not have cutting edges, and a noose woul d make no dangerous noi se. Three throws m ssed
before the fourth snared a merlon. He tugged experinentally at the rope; the nerlon seened as
solid as a post; drying his hands on his robe, he started up

He had reached the roof of the wing and was renmoving his noose fromthe merl on when Micor's
spectral voice spoke, seeningly in his ear. There were words he could not quite hear, then,
birds. Watch out for the white-headed one."

"Mucor ?"
There was no reply. Silk | ooked over the battlenment just in tinme to see the wi ndow cl ose.

Al though it was twenty times larger, this roof had no abatjour, and was in fact no nore than a
broad and extrenely | ong expanse of slightly sloping tar. Beyond the
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parapet at its northern end, the lofty stone chi meys of the original structure stood |ike so many
pallid sentries in the glimrering skylight. Silk had enjoyed several lively conversations with

chi mey sweeps since arriving at the manteion on Sun Street, and had | earned (with many ot her
things) diat the chi meys of great houses were frequently w de enough to admit the sweep enpl oyed
to clean and repair them and that sone had interior steps for his use.

Wal ki ng softly and keeping near the center so that he could not be seen fromthe ground, Silk

wal ked the | ength of the roof. Wien he was near enough to | ook down on it, he saw that the nore
steeply pitched roof of the original structure was tiled ratiier than tarred. Its tall chinmeys
were clearly visible now, there were five, of which four appeared to be identical. The fifth,
however —the chi mey farthest but one from hi mboasted a chimey pot tw ce the height of the rest,
a tall and sonmewhat shapeless pot with a pale finial. For a nmonent, Silk wondered uneasily whether
it could be the "white-headed one" Micor had warned himagainst, and resolved to exanmine it only
if he could not gain entry to any of the others.

Then another, nore significant, detail caught his eye. The corner of sone |ow projection, dark and
distinct, could be seen beyond the third chimey, its angular outline in sharp contrast to the
rounded contours of the tiles, and its top a cubit or so higher dian theirs. He noved a few steps
to his left to see it better

It was, beyond question, a trapdoor; and Silk murnured a prayer of thanks to whatever god had
arranged a generation ago that it should be included in the plan of the roof for his use.

Looping his rope around a nerlon, he scranbled easily down onto the tiles and pulled the rope down
after him The Qutsider had i ndeed warned himto expect no hel p; yet sone other god was certainly
siding with him For a
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monent Sil k specul ated happily on which it might be. Scylla, perhaps, who would not w sh her city
to lose a manteion. O grimand gluttonous Phaea, the ruler of the day. O Mol pe, since—No,
Tartaros, of course. Tartaros was the patron of thieves of every kind, and he had prayed fervently
to Tartaros (as he now renenbered) while still outside Blood' s wall. Moreover, black was
Tartaros's color; all augurs and sibyls wore it in order that they mght, figuratively if not
literally, steal unobserved anpbng the gods to overhear their deliberations. Not only was he
hinself clothed entirely in black, but the tarred roofs he had just |eft behind had been bl ack as
wel | .

"Terrible Tartaros, be thanked and praised npst highly by ne forever. Now let it be unl ocked,
Tartaros! But |ocked or not, the black |amb | pledged shall be yours." Recalling the tavern in
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whi ch he had net Auk, he added in a final burst of extravagance, "And a bl ack cock, too."

And yet, he told hinself, it was only logical that the trapdoor should be precisely where it was.
Tiles nust break at tines—ust be broken fairly frequendy by the violent hailstornms that had
ushered in every winter for the past few years; and each such broken tile would have to be

repl aced. A trapdoor giving access to the roof fromthe attic of the villa would be much nore
convenient (as well as much safer) than a seventy-cubit |adder. A | adder of that size would very
likely require a whole crew of workmen just to get it into place.

He tried to hurry across the intervening tiles to die trapdoor, but their glazed, convex, and
unstabl e surfaces hindered him quite literally at every stride. Twice tiles cracked beneath his

i mpatient feet; and when he had nearly reached the trapdoor, he slipped unexpectedly and fell, and
saved hinmself fromrolling down the roof only by clutching at the rough nasonry of the third

chi mey.

It was reassuring to note that this roof, |ike those of the
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wi ngs and the conservatory, was walled with ornanental battl enents. He would have had a bad tine
of it if it had not been for the chimey; he was gl ad he had escaped it. He would have been shaken
and brui sed, and he m ght well have nade enough noise to attract the attenti on of soneone inside
the villa. But at the end of that ignominious fall he would not have dropped fromthe edge of the
roof to his death. Those bl essed battl ements (which had been of so nmuch help to himever since he
had dashed fromthe wall across the grounds) were, now that he cane to think of it, one of the
recogni zed synbols in art of Sphigx, the |ion-goddess of war; and Lion had been the nane of
Mucor's horned cat—ef the animal she called her |Iynx, which had not harmed him Taking all that
into account, who could deny that Fierce Sphigx favored himal so?

Sil k caught his breath, nmade sure of his footing, and | et go of the chimey. Here, not a hand's
breadth fromthe toe of his right shoe, was the thing that he had slipped on—+this blotch on the
earthen-red surface of the roof. He stooped and picked it up

It was a scrap of raw skin, an irregular patch about as |arge as a handkerchief fromthe pelt of
some animal, still covered with coarse hair on one side and sliny with rotting flesh and rancid
fat on the other, reeking with decay. He flung it aside with a snort of disgust.

The trapdoor lifted easily; below it was a steep and tightly spiraled iron stair. A nore
conventional stairway, clearly leading to the upper floor of the original villa, began a few steps
fromthe bottomof the iron one. Briefly he paused, |ooking down at it, to savor his triunph.

He had been carrying his horsehair rope in an untidy coil, and had dropped it when he slipped. He
retrieved it and wound it around his wai st beneath his robe, as he had when he had set out from
the mantei on that evening. It was always possible, he remnmi nded hinself, that he woul d need
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it again. Yet he felt as he had during his |ast year at the schola, when he had realized that

final year would actually be easier than the one before it—that his instructors no nore wi shed him
to fail after he had studied so |ong than he hinself did, and that he would not be permitted to
fail unless he curtailed his efforts to an alnost criminal degree. The whole villa lay open before
him and he knew, roughly if not precisely, where Blood s bedchanber was |ocated. In order to
succeed, he had only to find it and conceal hinself there before Blood retired. Then, he told
hinself with a pleasant sensation of virtue, he would enploy reason, if reason would serve; if it
woul d not

It would not, and the fault would be Blood's, not his. Those who opposed the will of a god, even a
m nor god like the Qutsider, were bound to suffer.

Sil k was pushing the I ong handle of his hatchet through the rope around his wai st when he heard a
soft thunmp behind him Dropping the trapdoor, he whirled. Leaping so that it appeared taller than
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many nmen, a huge bird flapped mi sshapen wi ngs, shrieked |like a dozen devils, and struck at his
eyes with its hooked bill.

Instinctively, he threw hinself backward onto the top of the trapdoor and kicked. H s |left foot
caught the white-headed bird full in the body without slowing its attack in the |east. Vast w ngs
thundering, it lunged after himas he rolled away.

By sone prodi gy of good |uck he caught it by its downy neck; but the carpels of its wings were as
hard as any man's knuckl es, and were driven by nuscles nore powerful than the strongest's. They
battered himmnercilessly as both tunbl ed.

The edge of the crenel between two merlons was |ike a wedge driven into his back. Still struggling
to keep the bird's cruel, hooked beak fromhis face and eyes, he jerked the hatchet free; a carpa
struck his forearmlike a hammrer,
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and the hatchet fell to the stone pavenent of the terrace bel ow.

The white-headed one's other carpal struck his tenple, and the illusory nature of the world of the
senses was made manifest: it narrowed to a nminiature, artificially bright, which Silk endeavored
to push away until it w nked out.

Chapter 6
NEW VIEAPONS

A whol e whorl swam beneath Silk's flying, beclouded eyes—highland and tabl el and, jungle and dry
scrub, savannah and panpa. The plaything of a hundred idle winds, buffeted yet at peace, he sailed
over themall, dizzy with his own hei ght and speed, his shoul der nudged by storm cloud, the
solitary Flier three score | eagues below hima darting dragonfly with wi ngs of |ace.

A bl ack dragonfly that vani shed into blacker cloud, into distant voices and the odor of carrion .

Sil k choked on his own spew and spat; terror rose fromthe wheeling scene to foot himlike a
falcon, its icy talons in his vitals. He had blinked, and in that single blink the whorl had
rolled over |like a w nd-tunbl ed basket or a wave-tossed barrel. The drifting skylands were up and
the uneven, unyielding surface on which he lay, down. H's head t hrobbed and spun, and an arm and
bot h | egs burned.

He sat up

H s mouth was wet with sline, his black robe discolored and stinking. He wi ped themclunsily with
nunbed hands, then w ped his hand on his robe and spat again. The gray stone of the battl ement had
been crowding his left shoulder. The bird he had fought, the "white-headed one" of Micor's
war ni ng, was nowhere to be seen
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O perhaps, he thought, he had only dreaned of a terrible bird. He stood, staggered, and fell to
hi s knees.

Hi s eyes closed of thenselves. He had dreanmed it all, his tortured m nd withing anong

ni ght mares—the horrible bird, the horned beasts with their incandescent stares, the mi serable mad

girl, his dark rope reaching blindly again and again for new heights, the silent forest, the burly
burglar with his hired donkeys, and the dead man spraw ed beneath the sw ngi ng, hangi ng | anp. But

he was awake now, awake at |ast, and the night was spent—awake and kneeling beside his own bed in

the manse on Sun Street. It was shadeup and today was Sphi gxday; already he shoul d be chanting

St abbi ng Sphi gx' s norni ng prayer.

"O divine lady of the swords, of the gathering arm es, of the swords .

He fell forward, retching, his hands on the still-warm rounded tiles.
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The second tinme he was wiser, not attenpting to stand until he was confident that he could do so
without falling. Before he gained his feet, while he lay trenbling beside the battlenent, dawn
faded and wi nked out. It was ni ght again, Phaesday ni ght once nore—an endl ess night that had not
yet ended and ni ght never end. Rain, he thought, might wash himclean and clear his head, and so
he prayed for rain, nostly to Phaea and Pas, but to Scylla as well, renenbering all the while how
many men (nmen better than hinself) were inploring the gods as he did, and for better reasons: how
I ong had they been praying, offering such small sacrifices as they could, washing Geat Pas's

i mges in orchards of dying trees and in fields of stunted corn?

It did not rain, or even thunder.

Excited voices drifted to himfrom sonmewhere far away; he caught the name Hierax repeated over and
over. Soneone or sonething had died.

"Hi erax," Feather had replied at the pal aestra a week or
Nl GHTSI DE THE LONG SuN
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two before, funmbling after sone fact associated with the fanmiliar nane of the God of Death.
"Hierax is right in the niddle."

"In the mddle of Pas and Echidna's sons, Feather? O of all their children?"

"Of their whole famly, Patera. There's only the two boys in it.'
of brothers. "H erax and Tartaros."

Feat her, al so, was one of a pair

Feat her had waited fearfully for correction, but he, Patera Silk, had snmiled and nodded.
"Tartaros is the oldest and H erax is the youngest,"
Feat her had conti nued, encouraged.

Maytera's cubit stick tapped her lectern. "The ol der, Feather. And the younger. You said yourself
that there were only two."

"Hi erax . " said sonmeone far below the other side of the battlenent.

Silk stood up. He head still throbbed, and his |l egs were stiff; but he did not feel as though he
were about to gag again. The chimmeys (they all |ooked the same now) and the beckoning trapdoor
seened an inpossible distance away. Still reeling and dizzy, he enbraced a nmerlon with both arns

and peered over the battlenent. As if it belonged to soneone el se, he noted that his right forearm
was o00zi ng bl ood onto the gray stones.

Forty cubits and nore below, three men and two wonmen were standing in a rough circle on the
terrace, all of them|ooking down at sonething. For a slow half minute at least, Silk could not be
certain what it was. A third woman pushed one of the others aside, then turned away as if in

di sgust. There was nore talk until one of the arnored guards arrived with a | anp.

The bird, Micor's white-headed one, |ay dead upon the flagstones, appearing snmaller than Silk
coul d have imagi ned, its unequal wi ngs half spread, its |ong white neck bent
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back at an unnatural angle. He had killed it. O rather, it had killed itself.

One of the nmen around the dead bird glanced upward, saw Silk watching him pointed, and shouted
sonmething Silk could not understand. Rather too |ate (or so he feared), he waved as though he were
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a nmenber of the household and retreated up the steep sl ope of the roof.

The trapdoor opened upon the dimand lofty attic he had glinpsed earlier, a cobwebbed cavern nore
than half filled with musty furniture and splintering crates. Feeble lights kindled at the nuted
clank of his foot upon the first iron step; he had hardly descended to the second when one w nked
out. It was a pronising place in which to conceal hinself, but it would no doubt be the first to
be searched should the man on the terrace raise the alarm Silk had rejected it by the tinme he
reached the bottom of the spiral-ing steps, and with a pang of regret hurried straight to the

wi der wooden stair and ran down themto the upper floor of the original villa.

Here a narrow, tapestry-covered door opened onto a wi de and | uxuriously furnished corridor not far
froma bal ustraded staircase up which cultured voices floated. A fat, formally dressed man sat in
an el aborate red velvet and gilt arncthair a few steps fromthe top of the staircase. H's arns
rested on a rosewood table, and his head upon his folded arns; he snored softly as Silk passed,
jerked to wake-ful ness, stared unconprehendingly at Silk's black robe, and |owered his head to his
arms again.

The stair was thickly carpeted, its steps broad, and its slant gentle. It termnated in a palatial
reception hall, in which five men dressed much |ike the sleeper stood deep in conversation

Several were holding tunblers, and none seened al arned. Sone di stance beyond them the reception
hal | ended with w de doubl e doors—doors that stood open at present, so that the soft autumm night
itself ap-

peared as a species of skylit hanging in Blood' s hall. Beyond any question, Silk decided, those
doors represented the principal entrance to the villa; the portico he had studied fromthe wall
woul d be on the other side; and i ndeed when he had surveyed the scene bel ow himfor a noment-—ot
| eani ng across the balustrade as he had so unwi sely | eaned across the battlement to stare down at
the flaccid formof the white-headed one, but fromthe opposite side of the corridor, with his
back agai nst the nude, half again |life-sized statue of sone m nor goddess—he coul d just nake out
the ghostly outlines of the pillars.

Unbi dden, the manteion's famliar, fire-crowed altar rose before himas he stared at the open
doors: the altar, the nanse, the palaestra, and the shady arbor where he had sonetines chatted too
long with Maytera Marble. Suppose that he were to wal k down this staircase quite normally? Strol
through that hall, nodding and sniling to anyone who glanced toward him Wuld any of them stop
him or call for guards? It seened unlikely.

Hi s own hot blood trickling down his right armwet his fingers and dripped onto Blood' s costly
carpet. Shaking his bead, Silk strode swiftly past the stair and seated hinself in the natching
red arnchair on the other side. As long as his armbled, he could be tracked by his bl ood: down
the Spiral stair fromthe roof, down the attic stair, and along fills corridor

Parting his robe, he started a tear above the hemof his tunic with his teeth and ripped away a
strip.

Could not the blood trail be turned to his advantage? Silk rose and wal ked rapidly al ong the
corridor, flexing his wist and clenching his right hand to increase the bleeding, tnd entered the
south wing by a short flight of steps; there 'lie halted for a nonent to wind the strip about his
wound knot it with his teeth just as G b, the big nan in the had. Wen he had satisfied hinself
that it would
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remain in place, he retraced his steps, passing the chair in which he had sat, the stairhead, the
sl eeper, and the narrow tapestry-covered door leading to the attic. Here, beyond paired icons of
the m nor deities Ganynedi a and Catam -tus, w de and w dely spaced doors alternated with

el aborately framed mrrors and anphorae overfilled w th hot house roses.

As Sil k approached the entrance to the north wing, an officer in the uniformof the Guard energed
froman archway at the end of the corridor. The door nearest Silk stood half open; he stepped
inside and shut it softly behind him

He found hinself facing a wi ndowl ess pentagonal draw ng room furnished in nmagnificent
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chrysel ephantine. For a nonent he waited with his back to the corridor door, listening as he had
listened so often that night. Wien he heard nothing, he crossed the thick carpet and opened one of
the drawi ng roonmis ivory-encrusted doors.

This was a boudoir, |arger and even nore oddly shaped. There were wardrobes, two chairs, a rather
tawdry shrine of Kypris whose snoldering thurible filled the roomw th the sweetness of

franki ncense, and a white dressing table before a gl ass whose pearl escent gl ow appeared to
intensify as he entered. Wien he shut the door behind him a swirl of colors danced across the
glass. He fell to his knees.

"Sir?"

Looking up, Silk saw that the glass held only the gray face of a nonitor. He traced the sign of
addition. "Wasn't there a god? | saw . "

"I amno god, sir, nerely the nonitor of this termnal. Wat nmay | do to serve you, sir? Wuld you
care to critique your digitally enhanced inmage?"

Di sconcerted, Silk stood. "No. |I—No, thank you." He struggled to recall how Auk had addressed the
monitor in his glass. "lI'd like to speak to a friend, if it isn't too nuch trouble, my son." That
had not been it, surely.
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The floating face appeared to nod. "The friend' s nane, please? | will attenpt it."
" Auk. "

"And this Auk lives where?"

"In the Orilla. Do you know where that is?"

"Indeed | do, sir. However, there are . . . fifty-four Auks resident there. Can you supply the
street?"
"No, I'mafraid | have no idea." Suddenly weary, Silk drew out the dressing table' s sonmewhat

soiled little stool and sat down. "I'msorry to have put you to so much trouble. But if you' re—=

"There is an Auk in the Orilla with whom ny master has spoken several tines," the nonitor
interrupted. "No doubt he is the Auk you want. | will attenpt to locate himfor you."

"No," Silk said. "This Auk lives in what used to be a shop. So it nust be on a shopping street, |
suppose, with a lot of other stores and so on. O at |east on a street that used to have them"
Renmenbering it, he recalled the thunder of the cartwheels. "A street paved with cobbl estones. Does
that hel p?"

"Yes. That is the Auk with whom ny naster speaks, sir. Let us see whether he is at hone."

The nonitor's face faded, replaced by Auk's disordered bed and jar of slops. Soon the inage
swel l ed and distorted, becom ng oddly rounded. Silk saw the heavy wooden chair from which he had
shriven Auk and besi de which he had knelt when Auk shrived him He found it hearteni ng, sonehow,
to know that the chair was still there.

"I fear that Auk is unavailable, sir. May | | eave a nessage with ny simlitude?"

"Il vyes." Silk stroked his cheek. "Ask him please, to tell Auk that | appreciate his help very,
very much, and that if nothing happens to ne it will be my great pleasure to tell Maytera M nt how
kind he was. Tell him too, that he's
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specified only one neritorious act thus far, while the penance he laid upon ne called for two or
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three—for two at least. Ask himto |l et ne know what the others should be." Too late, it occurred
to Silk that Auk had asked that his name not be mentioned to the handsome boy who had spoken
though Bl ood's gl ass. "Now then, my son. You referred to your nmaster. Wo is that?"

"Bl ood, sir. Your host."

"l see. AmI, by any chance, in Blood's private quarters now?"

"No, sir. These are my mistress's chanbers."

"WIIl you tell Blood about the message | left for—for that man who lives in the Oilla?"

The nonitor nodded gravely. "Certainly, sir, if he inquires."

"l see." A sickening sense of failure decended upon Silk. "Then please tell Auk, also, where | was
when | tried to speak to him and warn himto be careful ."

"l shall, sir. WIIl that be all?"

Silk's head was in his hands, "Yes. And thank you. No." He straightened up. "I need a place to
hi de, a good pl ace, and weapons."

"If I may say so, sir," remarked the nonitor, "you require a proper dressing nore than either
Wth respect, sir, you are dripping on our carpet."

Lifting his right arm Silk saw that it was true; blood had al ready soaked dirough the strip of
black cloth he had torn fromhis tunic a few mnutes earlier. Crinson rivulets trickled toward his
el bow.

"You will observe, sir, that this roomhas two doors, in addition to that through which you
entered. The one to your |eft opens upon the balneum M/ mistress's nedicinal supplies are there,
| believe. As to—=

Silk had risen so rapidly that he had knocked over the
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stool. Darting through the |eft-hand door, he heard nothing nore.

The bal neum was | arger than he had anticipated, with a jade tub nore than big enough for the naked
goddess at the head of the staircase and a separate water closet. A sizable cabinet held a
startling array of apothecary bottles, an olla of violet salve that Silk recognized as a popul ar
aseptic, a roll of gauze, and gauze pads of various sizes. A small pair of scissors cut away the
bl ood- soaked strip; he smeared the ragged wound that the white-headed one's beak had left in his
forearmwi th the violet salve, and at the second try managed to bandage it effectively. As he
ruefully took stock of his ruined tunic, he discovered that the bird' s talons had raked his chest
and abdoren. It was alnost a relief to wash and sal ve the | ong, bloody scratches, on which he
coul d enmpl oy both his hands.

Yel | owi sh encrustations were formng on his robe where he had wi ped away his spew. He took it off
and washed it as thoroughly as he could in the lavabo, wung it out, snmoothed it as well as he
could, pressed it between two dry towels, and put it back on. Inspecting his appearance in a
mrror, he decided that he might well pass a casual examnation in a dimlight.

Returning to the boudoir, he strewed what he took to be face powder over the clotted bl ood on the
car pet.

The nonitor watched him unperturbed. "That is nost interesting, sir.

"Thank you." Silk shut the powder box and returned it to the dressing table.

"Does the powder possess cleansing properties? | was unaware of it."
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Sil k shook his head. "Not that | know of. I'monly masking these, so visitors won't be unsettled."

"Very shrewd, sir."

Silk shrugged. "If | could think of sonething better, I'd
146 Gene Wl fe
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doit. Wien | came in, you said that you weren't a god. | knew you weren't. W had a glass in
the—+n a palaestra | attended."

"Wul d you like to speak to soneone there, sir?" "Not now But | was privileged to use that gl ass
once, and it struck me then—+ suppose it struck all of us, and | renmenber sone of us tal king about
it one evening—that the glass |ooked a great deal like a Sacred Wndow. Except for its size, of
course; all Sacred Wndows are eight cubits by eight. Are you faniliar with then?" "No, sir."

Silk righted the stool and sat down. "There's another difference, too. Sacred Wndows don't have
monitors." "That is unfortunate, sir."

"Indeed." Silk stroked his cheek with two fingers. "I should tell you, then, that the inmorta
gods appear at tines in the Sacred Wndows." "Ah!"

"Yes, ny son. |'ve never seen one, and nost peopl e—those who aren't augurs or sibyls,
particularly—ean't see the gods at all. Al though they frequently hear the voice of the god, they
see only a swirl of color."

The nonitor's face flushed brick red. "Like this, sir?" "No. Not at all like that. | was going to
say that as | understand it, those people who can see the gods first see the swirling colors as
wel | . When the theophany begins, the colors are seen. Then the god appears. And then the colors

reappear briefly as the god vanishes. Al this was set down in circunstantial detail by the
Devoted Caddis, nearly two centuries ago. In the course of along life, he'd witnessed the

t heophani es of Echidna, Taitaros, and Scylla, and finally that of Pas. He called the colors he'd
seen the Holy Hues."

"Fascinating, sir. | fear, however, that it has little to do
with me. May | show you what it is | do, sir? Wiat | do nost frequently, | should say. Chserve."

The nonitor's floating face vani shed, replaced by the image of a remarkably handsone nman in bl ack
Al t hough the tunic of the man in the glass was torn and white gauze showed beneath it, Silk did
not recognize this man as himself until he noved and saw the inage nove w th him

"I's that . . . ?" He |leaned closer. "No. But. . ."

"Thank you, sir," his inmage said, and bowed. "Only a first attenpt, although | think it a rather
successful one. | shall do better next tine."

"Take it away, please. | amalready too nuch given to vanity, believe nme."

"As you wish, sir," his image replied. "I intended no disrespect. | nmerely desired to denmponstrate
to you the way in which | nost frequently serve nmy mstress. Wuld you care to see her in place of
yourself? | can easily display an old |ikeness."

Si |l k shook his head. "An old unlikeness, you nean. Please return to your nornal appearance."

"As you wish, sir." In the glass, Silk's face lost its blue eyes and brown cheeks, its neck and
shoul ders vani shed, and its features becane flatter and coarser

"W were speaking of the gods. No doubt | told you a good deal that you already knew. "
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"No, sir. | know very little about gods, sir. | would advise you to consult an augur."

"Then let's tal k about nonitors, my son. You nust know nore than nost about nonitors. You're a
nmoni tor yoursel f."

"My task is ny joy, sir.

"We're fortunate, then, both of us. Wien | was at—n the house of a certain man I know, a man who
has a glass like this one, he clapped his hands to sumon the nonitor. |Is that the usual nethod?"
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"Cl apping the hands or tapping on the glass, sir. Al of us nmuch prefer the fornmer, if | may be
excused for saying it."

"I see." Silk nodded to hinself. "Aren't there any other methods?"

"We actually appear in response to any |loud sound, sir, to determ ne whether there is sonething
am ss. Should a fire be in progress, for exanple, | would notify nmy master or his steward, and
warn his guests.”

"And fromtime to time," Silk said, "you must ook into this room although no one has called you,
even when there has been no | oud sound. Isn't that so?"

"No, sir."
"You don't sinply look in to make certain everything's all right?"
"No, sir. My mistress would consider that an invasion of her privacy, |'msure."

"When | entered this room" Silk continued, "I did not make any sound that could be called | oud—er
at least none that I'maware of. Certainly | didn't clap nmy hands or tap on this glass; yet you
appeared. There was a swirl of color, then your face appeared in the glass. Shortly afterward you
told me you weren't a god."

"You cl osed the door, sir.

"Very gently," Silk said. "I didn't want to disturb your m stress.

"Mbst considerate, sir.

"Yet the sound of ny shutting that door sumobned you? | would think that in that case al nbst any
sound woul d do, however slight."

"I really cannot say what summoned ne, sir.

"That's a suggestive choice of words, ny son.”

"l concede that it may be, sir." The nonitor's face appeared to nod. "Such being the case, perhaps
I may proffer an additional suggestion? It is that you abandon this |ine of
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inquiry. It will not reward your persistence, sir. Prior to entering the bal neum you inquired
about weapons, sir, and places of conceal mrent. One of our wardrobes m ght do."

"Thank you.
gowns.

Silk | ooked into the nearest, but it was filled alnost to bursting with coats and

"As to weapons, sir," the nonitor continued, "you may di scover a useful one in nmy | owest |eft
drawer, beneath the stockings."
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"More useful than this, | hope." Silk closed the wardrobe

"I amvery sorry, sir. There appear to have been many purchases of |ate of which | have not been
appri sed. "

Silk hardly heard himthere were angry and excited voices in the corridor. He opened the door to
the drawing roomand |istened until they faded away, his hand upon the glass |atchbar of the
boudoi r door, acutely conscious of the thudding of his bean.

"Are you | eaving, sir?"
"The left drawer, | think you said."

"Yes, sir. The | owest of the drawers to your left. | can guarantee nothing, however, sir. My
m stress keeps a small needier there, or perhaps | should say she did so not |long "ago. It may,
however "

Silk had already jerked out the drawer. G oping under what seened to be at |east a hundred pairs
of wonen's hose, his fingers discovered not one but two netal objects.

"My mistress is sonetines careless regarding the safety catch, sir. It my be well to exercise due
caution until you have ascertained its condition."

"I don't even know what that is," Silk nuttered as he gingerly extracted the first.

It was a needier so snall that it lay easily in the palmof his hand, el aborately engraved and
gold plated; the thunmb-sized ivory grips were inlaid with gol den hyacinths,
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and a m nute heron scanned a gol den pool for fish at the base of the rear sight. For a nonent,
Silk too knew peace, lost in the flawl ess craftsmanship that had been | avi shed upon every surface.
No venerated object in his mantei on was half so fine.

"Shoul d that discharge, it could destroy nmy glass, sir."
Si | k nodded absently. "1've seen needl ers—+ saw two tonight, in fact—+that could eat this one."

"You have infornmed ne that you are unfamliar with the safety catch, sir. Upon either side of the
needi er you hold, you will observe a small novable convexity. Raised, it will prevent the needier
fromdischarging."

"This," Silk said. Like the grips, each tiny boss was marked with a hyacinth, though these were so
small that their nminute, perfect florets were al nbst m croscopic. He pushed one of the bosses
down, and the other nmoved with it. "WII it fire now?"

"I believe so, sir. Please do not direct it toward ny glass. d asses are now irreplaceable, sir,
the art of their manufacture having been | eft behind when—=

"I"'mgreatly tenpted neverthel ess.”

"I'n the event of the destruction of this glass | should be unable to deliver your nessage to Auk,
sir."

"I'n which case there'd be no need of it. This snooth bar inside the ring is the trigger,
suppose. "

"l believe that is correct, sir.

Silk pointed the needier at die wardrobe and pressed the trigger. There was a sharp snap, like the
cracking of a child's whip. "It doesn't seemto have done anything,"” he said.

"My mistress's wardrobe is not a living creature, sir.
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"l never thought it was, ny son." Silk bent to exam ne the wardrobe's door; a hole not much
thicker than a hair had appeared in one of its polished panels. He opened die door again. Sone,
t hough not all, of the gowns in line with
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the hol e showed ragged tears, as if they had been stabbed with a dull blade a little narrower than
his index finger.

"l should use this on you, you know, ny son,'
machi ne, like the scorer in our ball court."

he told the nmonitor, "for Auk's sake. You're just a

"I am a machi ne, but not just a machine, sir."

Noddi ng nostly to hinmself, Silk pushed up the safety catch and dropped the little needier into his
pocket .

The ot her object hidden under the stockings was shaped like the letter T. The stemwas cylindrica
and oddly rough, with a single, snmooth protuberance bel ow the crossbar; the crossbar itself seened
polished and slightly curved, and had upturned ends. The entire object felt unnaturally cold, as
reptiles often do. Silk extracted it fromthe stockings with sonme difficulty and examined it
curiously.

"Wuld it be convenient for nme to withdraw, sir?" the nonitor asked.
Sil k shook his head. "What is this?"
"l don't know, sir."

He regarded the nonitor narrowy. "Can you lie, under extrenme provocation, ny son? Tell an
untruth? | know a chemquite well; and she can, or so she says."

"No, sir."

"VWich | eaves ne not a whit the wiser." Silk seated hinself on the stool again.

"l suppose not, sir.

"I think I know what this is, you see." Silk held the T-shaped object up for the nonitor's
i nspection; it gleaned |like polished silver. "I'd appreciate confirmation, and sonme instructions
on how to operate it."

"I amafraid | cannot assist you, sir, although |I would be glad to receive your own opinion."

"I think it's an azoth. |I've never actually seen one, but we used to talk about themwhen | was a
boy. One sumer al
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of us nmade wooden swords, and sonetimes we pretended they were azoths."

"Charmng, sir.

"Not really," Silk nuttered, scrutinizing the flashing gemin the pormel of the azoth. "W were as
bl oodthirsty as so many little tigers, and what's charm ng about that? But anyway, an azoth is
supposed to be controlled by sonething called a denon. |If you don't know about azoths, you don't
know anyt hi ng about that, | suppose."
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"No, sir." The monitor's floating face swing fromside to side, revealing that there was no head
behind it. "If you wish to conceal yourself, sir, should you not do so at once? My master's
steward and sone of our guards are searching the suites on this floor."

"How do you know that?" Silk asked sharply.
"l have been observing them | have glasses in sone of the other suites, sir."
"They began at the north end of the corridor?"

"Yes, sir. Quite correct.”

Silk rose. "Then | nmust hide in here well enough to escape them and get into the north wing after
they've left."

"You haven't exam ned the other wardrobe, sir.

"And | don't intend to. How many unsearched suites are there between us?"

"Three, sir."

"Then I've still got alittle tinme." Silk studied the azoth. "Wen | made ny sword, | left a nai
sticking out, and bent it. That was ny denon. Wen | twisted it toward me, the blade wasn't there
any nore. Wen | twisted it away fromne, | had one."

"l doubt, sir—

"Don't be too sure, ny son. That may have been based on sonethi ng supposedly true that I'd heard.
O | may have been imtating sone other boy who'd gotten hold of

a useful fact. | nean a fact that would be useful to ne now"

The roughened stemof the T was the grip, obviously, and the crossbar was there to prevent the
user's hand fromcontacting the blade. Silk tried to revolve the gemin the pomrel, but its
setting kept it securely in place.

The bent-nail denmon of his toy sword had been one of those that had held the crosspiece; he felt
certain of that. There was an unfacetted crinson gem (he vaguely renmenbered having heard a simlar
gemcall ed a bl oodstone) in the grip, just behind one of the snooth, tapering arns of the guard.
It was too flat and nmuch too highly polished to turn. He gripped the azoth as he had his wooden
sword and pressed the crinson gemwi th his thunb.

Real ity separated. Sonething el se appeared between the halves, as a current divides a quiet pool
Plaster fromthe wall across the roomfell snoking onto the carpet, revealing |aths that
t hensel ves expl oded hi a shower of splinters with the next novenent of his arm

Involuntarily, he released the denon, and the azoth's bl ade vani shed.

"Pl ease be nore careful with that, sir.

"I will." Silk pushed the azoth into the coiled rope about his wai st

"If it should be activated by chance, sir, the result mght well be disastrous for you as well as
ot hers. "

"You have to press the denon below the level of the grip, | think," Silk said. "It should be
difficult for that to happen accidentally."

"I profoundly hope so, sir.

"You don't know where your m stress got such a weapon?"

"I did not even know she possessed it, sir.
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"It nmust be worth as rmuch as this whole villa. Mre, perhaps. | doubt that there are ten of them
inthe city." Silk
154 Gene Wl fe
NI GHTSI DE THE LONG SUN
155
turned toward the wardrobe and sel ected a blue winter gown of soft wool.
"They have left the suite they were searching earlier, sir. They are proceeding to the next."
"Thank you. WIIl you |l eave when |I tell you to go?"
"Certainly, sir."

"l ought to destroy your glass." For a second, Silk stared at the nonitor. "I'mtenpted to do it.
But if a god really visited it when | arrived . . ." He shrugged. "So I'mgoing to tell you to go
i nstead, and cover your glass with a gown. Perhaps they won't notice it. Did they question the

gl asses in the other suites?"

"Yes, sir. Qur steward sunmoned ne to each glass. He is directing the searchers in person, sir."
"While you were here talking to ne? | didn't know you could do that."

"I can, sir. One strives to best utilize lulls in the conversation, pauses, and the like. It is
|largely a matter of allocation, sir."

"But you didn't tell themwhere | was. You can't have. Wy not?"

"He did not inquire, sir. As they entered each suite, he asked whether there was a stranger
present.”

"And you told themthere wasn't?"

"No, sir. | was forced to explain that | could not be certain, since | amnot perpetually
present."”

"Bl ood's steward—s that the young nan call ed Musk?"
"Yes, sir. His instructions take precedence over all others, except nmy nmaster's own."

"l see. Musk doesn't understand you much better than | do, apparently."”

"Less wel |, perhaps, sir.

Silk nodded to hinself. "I may remain in this suite after you' ve gone. On the other hand, | may
| eave, too, as soon

as you're no longer here to watch what |'m doing. Do you understand what |'ve just told you?"

"Yes, sir," the nonitor said. "Your future whereabouts will be problenmatical."

"CGood. Now vanish at once. Go wherever it is that you go." Silk draped the glass, covering it
conpletely in a way that he hoped would seem nerely carel ess, and opened the door to his right.

For the space of a heartbeat, he thought the spacious, twilit bedchanber unoccupied; a faint noan
fromthe enornous bed at its center reveal ed his m stake.

The worman in the bed withed and keened al oud fromthe depths of her need. As he bent over her,
sonmet hing within himreached out to her; and though he had not touched her, he felt the thrill of
touch. Her hair was as black as the night chough's w ngs, and as glossy. Her features, as well as
he could judge in the uncertain glow, exquisite. She groaned softly, as though she knew he was
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| ooki ng down on her, and rolling her head upon her pillow, Kkissed it w thout waking.
Beyond t he boudoir, the draw ng room door opened.

He tore off his black robe and straw hat, ducked out of his torn tunic, kicked all three far under
the big bed, and scranbled in, shoes and all. He was drawi ng up the gol d-enbroi dered oversheet
when he heard the door through which he had entered the boudoir open

Someone said distinctly, "Nothing in here.”

By then his thunb had found the safety catch. He sat up, leveling the needier, as the searchers
ent er ed.

"Stop!" he shouted, and fired. By the greatest good |luck, the needle shattered a tall vase to the
right of the door. The report brought the bedchanber's lights to their brightest. The first
arnored guard halted, his slug gun not quite pointing at Silk; and the bl ack-haired worman sat up
abruptly, her slightly tilted eyes wi de.
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Wthout |ooking at her, Silk grated, "Go back to sleep, Hyacinth. This doesn't concern you."
Faintly perfuned, her breath caressed his bare shoul der, deliciously warm

"Sorry, Conm ssioner," the guard began, uncertainly. "I nean Patera—

Too late, Silk realized that he was still wearing the old, blue-trimred calotte that had once been
Patera Pike's, He snatched it off. "This is unforgivable. Unforgivable! | shall informBlood. Get
out!"™ H's voice was far too high, and nounting toward hysteria; surely the guard nmust sense how
frightened he was. In desperation, he brandi shed the tiny needier.

"We didn't know— The guard | owered his slug gun and took a step backward, bunping into the
del i cat e-|1 ooki ng Musk, who had stepped through the boudoir behind him "W thought everybody
had—el |, just about everybody's al ready gone."

Silk cut himoff. "Qut! You' ve never seen ne." It had been (as he deci ded as soon as he had said
it) the worst thing he could possibly have said, since Musk had certainly seen himonly a few
hours earlier. For an instant he felt certain that Musk woul d pounce upon it

Musk did not. Silencing the sputtering guard with a shove, Misk said, "The outside door should ve
been | ocked. Take your tine." He turned on his heel, and the guard shut the boudoir door quietly
behi nd t hem

Trenbling, Silk waited until he heard die corridor door close as well before he kicked away the
| uxurious coverings and got out of the bed. His mouth was parched, and his knees wi t hout strength.

"What about nme?" the woman asked. As she spoke, she pushed aside the oversheet and the red silk
sheet, revealing remarkably rounded breasts and a snmall wai st.

Sil k caught his breath and | ooked away. "All right, what about you? Do you want ne to shoot you?"
N GHTS| DE THE LONG SUN
157

She smled and threw her arms wide. "If it's the only thing you can do, why, yes." Wen Silk did
not reply, she added, "1'll keep ny eyes open, if that's all right with you. | like to see it
com ng." The smle became a grin. "Make it fast, but nake it last. And make it good."

Bot h had spoken softly, and the Iights were no longer glaring; Silk kicked the bed to re-energize
them "You have been given a philtre of sone sort, | think. You'll feel very differently in the
nmor ni ng. " Pushing up the safety catch, he dropped her needi er back into his pocket.
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"I was given nothing." The woman in the bed licked her lips, watching for his reaction. "I took
what you're calling a philtre before the first ones got here."

"Rust?" Silk was on his knees beside the bed, groping for the clothing he had kicked beneath it.
Fear was draining fromhim and he felt immensely grateful for it. Lion-hearted Sphigx stil
favored hi maot hing could be nore certain.

"No." She was scornful. "Rust doesn't do this. Don't you know anything? On rust |1'd have itched to
kill themall, and | mght've done it, too. Beggar's root's what they call it, and it turns a
terrible bore into a real pleasure.™

"I see." Wncing, Silk pulled out his ruined tunic and his second-best robe.

"WAnt ne to give you some? |'ve got a lot nore, and it only takes a pinch." She swung anmazingly
long | egs over the side of the bed. "It's a ot nore expensive than rust, and a |ot harder to
find, but I"'min a generous nood. | usually am~you'll see." She favored Silk with a sidelong smle
that made his heart |eap.

He stood up and backed away.

"They call it beggar's root because it nmakes you beg. |I'm begging now, just listen to nme. Cone on.
You'll like it."

Si |l k shook his head.

"Cone sit next to ne." She patted the runpl ed sheet.
158 Gene Wl fe
"That's all 1'm asking for—ight now, anyway. You were here in bed with ne a m nute ago."

He tried to puli his tunic over his head and failed, discovering in the process that even the
slightest novenent of his right armwas pai nful

"You're the one that they were |l ooking for, aren't you? Aren't you glad that | didn't teli them
anyt hing? You really ought to be, Miusk can be awfully nean. Don't you want me to help you with
t hat ?"

"Don't try." He retreated another step

Sliding off the bed, she picked up his robe. She was conpl etely naked; he closed his eyes and
turned away.

She @i ggl ed, and he was suddenly rem nded of Micor, the nmad girl. "You really are an augur. He
called you Patera—+'d forgotten. Do you want your little hat back? | stuck it under ny pillow"

The uses to which Patera Pike's calotte mght be put if it remained with her flashed through
Silk's mnd. "Yes," he said. "Please, may | have it back?"

"Sure, I'll trade you."

He shook his head.

"Didn't you cone here to see me? You don't act like it, but you knew ny nane."
“No. | canme to find Blood."

"You won't |ike him Patera.
Nobody does."

Hyacinth grinned again. "Even Miusk doesn't like him not really.

"He has ny synpathy." Silk tried to raise the tunic again, and was deterred by a flash of pain.
"I'"ve come to show himhow he can be better |iked, and even |oved."

"Well, Patera, |I'mHyacinth, just like you said. And |I'm fanous. Everybody |ikes nme, except you."
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"I do like you," Silk told her. "That is one of the reasons | won't do what you want. It's a
rat her m nor one, actually, but a real reason nonethel ess."
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"You stole ny azoth, though, didn't you, Patera? | can see the end of it poking out of that rope.”

Silk nodded. "I intend to return it. But you're quite right, | took it w thout your perm ssion,
and that's theft. I'msorry, but | felt I'd better have it. Wiat |'mdoing is extrenely
inmportant." He paused and waited for renonstrances that did not cone. "I'Il see that it's returned
to you, and your needier as well, if |I get hone safely."

"You were afraid of the guards, weren't you? There in nmy bed. You were afraid of that one with
Musk. Afraid that he'd kill you."

"Yes," Silk admtted. "I was terrified, if you want the truth; and now I'mjust as terrified of
you, afraid that 1'll give in to you, disgrace ny calling, and | ose the favor of the imorta
gods. "

She | aughed.

"You're right." Silk tried to put on his tunic again, but his right forearm burned and throbbed.
"I"'mcertainly not brave. But at least |I'm brave enough to admt it."

"WAit just a minute," she said. "Wait right here. 1'mgoing to get you something."

He glinpsed the bal neumthrough the door she opened. As she closed it behind her, it occurred to
himthat Patera Pike's calotte was still in the bed, under her pillow, noved by that weak inpul se
which turns back travelers to retrieve trifles, he rescued it and put it on

She enmerged fromthe bal neum naked still, holding out a gold cup scarcely larger than a thinble,
half filled with brick-col ored powder. "Here, Patera. You put it into your lip."

"No. | realize that you mean well, but 1'd rather be afraid."”

She shrugged and pulled forward her own lower |ip. For a nonent it nade her ugly, and Silk felt a
surge of relief. After enptying the little cup into the holl ow between Up
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and gum she grinned at him "This is the best noney can buy, and it works fast. Sure you don't
want some? |'ve got a lot"

"No," he repeated. "I should go. | should have gone before now, in fact"
"Al'l right." She was |ooking at the gemin the hilt of the azoth again. "It's mne, you know. A
very inportant man gave it to me. If you're going to steal it, | ought to at |east get to help

you. Are you sure you're a real augur?"

Silk sighed. "It seens that | may not be nuch longer. If you're serious about wanting to help me,
Hyacinth, tell nme where you think Blood is likely to be at this hour. WIIl he have retired for the
ni ght ?"

She shook her head, her eyes flashing. "He's probably downstairs sayi ng good-bye to the | ast of

them They' ve been coming all night, comm ssioners and comi ssioners' flunkies. Every once in a
while he sends a really inportant one up here for ne. | |ost count, but there nust have been six
or seven of them"

"I know." Silk tried to push the hilt of the azoth nore deeply into the coil of rope. "I've lain
bet ween your sheets."
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"You think |I ought to change then? |I didn't think nmen cared."
Silk knelt to fish his broad-bri med straw hat from beneath the bed. "I doubt that those nmen do."
"l can call a servant."

"They're busy looking for nme, | imagine." Silk tossed the hat onto the bed and readi ed hinself for
one last try at his tunic.

"Not the maids." She took his tunic fromhim "You know, your eyes want to | ook at me. You ought
to let themdo it."

"Hundreds of nmen nust have told you how beautiful you are. Wuld you di spl ease the gods to hear it
once nore?
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wouldn't. I'mstill young, and | hope to see a god before | die." He was tenpted to add that he
m ght well have missed one by a second or |ess when he entered her chanbers, but he did not.

"You' ve never had a wonan, have you?"
Sil k shook his head, unwilling to speak

"Well, let ne help you get this on, anyway." She held his tunic as high as she could stretch while
he worked both arnms into the sleeves, then snatched her azoth fromthe rope coiled around his
wai st and sprang toward the bed.

He gaped at her, stunned. Her thunmb was upon the denon, the blade slot pointed at his heart.
Backi ng away, he raised both hands in the gesture of surrender.

She posed like a duelist. "They say the girls fight like troopers in Trivigaunte.'
awkwardly twi ce, and skewered and sl ashed an i magi nary opponent.

She parried

By that tine he had recovered at least a fraction of his conmposure. "Aren't you going to call the
guar ds?"

"Don't think so." She lunged and recovered. "Wuldn't | nake a fine swordsnan, Patera? Look at
these legs."

"No, | don't think so."
She pouted "Wiy not ?"

"Because one nust study swordsnanship, and practice day after day. There is a great deal to |earn,
or so I've been told. To speak frankly, |I'd back a shorter, less attractive wonman agai nst you,
assuning that she was |l ess attracted to admiration and those bottles in your bal neum too."

Hyaci nth gave no sign of having heard. "If you really can't do what | want—f you won't, |
mean—oul dn't you use this azoth instead? And kiss ne, and pretend? 1'd show you where | want you
to put the big jewel, and after a while you m ght change your mnd."

"Isn't there an antidote?" To prevent her fromseeing his expression, he crossed the roomto the
wi ndow and parted the drapes. There was no one around the dead bird on the
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terrace now. "You have all those herbs. Surely you nmust have the antidote, if there is one.”

"l don't want the antidote, Patera. | want you." Her hand was on his shoul der; her lips brushed
his ear. "And if you go out there like you're thinking, the cats'|| tear you to pieces."

The bl ade of the azoth shot past his ear, fifty cubits down to the terrace to slice the dead bird
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in tw and |l eave a |long, snoking scar across the flagstones. Silk flinched fromit. "For Pas's
| ove be careful!"

Hyacinth whirled off |ike a dancer as she pressed the denpbn again. Shimering through the
bedchanmber |ike sumer heat, the azoth's illinited discontinuity humed of death, parting the
uni verse, slitting the drapes like a razor and dropping a |ong section slabbed fromwall and
wi ndow frame at Silk's feet.

"Now you have to," she told him and canme at himwith a sweeping cut that scarred half the room
"Say you will, and I'Il give it back."

As he dove through the wi ndow, the azoth's hunmi ng bl ade divided the stone sill behind hin but
all the fear he ought to have felt was drowned in the know edge that he was | eaving her

Had he struck the flagstones head first, he would have been spared a great deal of pain. As it
was, he turned head over heels in mdair. There was only a nonment of darkness, |ike that a bruiser
knows when he is knocked to his knees. For what m ght have been seconds or ninutes, he |ay near
the divided body of the white-headed one, hearing her voice call to himfromthe w ndow wi thout
conpr ehendi ng anything it said.

When at |last he tried to stand, he found that he could not. He had dragged hinmself to within ten
paces of the wall, and shot two of the horned cats Micor called |ynxes,
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when a guard in silvered arnor took the needier fromhis hand.

After what seemed a very long tine, unarnored servants joined him these carried torches with
whi ch they kept the snarling | ynxes at bay. Supervised by a fussy little man with a pointed, iron-
gray beard, they rolled Silk onto a blanket and carried himback to the villa.

Chapter 7
THE BARGAI N
"I't isn't nmuch,"” the fussy little man said, "but it's mne for as long as he lets ne have it."

"I't" was a nmoderately large and very cluttered roomin the north wing of Blood' s villa, and the
fussy little nman was rummaging in a drawer as he spoke. He snapped a flask under the barrel of a
clumsy-1 ooki ng gun, pushed its nuzzle through one of the rents in Silk's tunic, and fired.

Silk felt a sharp pain, as though he had been stung by a bee.

"This stuff kills a |lot of people," the fussy little man informed him "so that's to see if you're
one of them If you don't die in a mnute or two, I'Il give you sone nore. Having any trouble
br eat hi ng?"

Clenching his teeth against the pain in his ankle, Silk drew a deep breath and shook his head.

"Good. Actually, that was a minimal dose. It won't kill you even if you're sensitive to it, but
it'll take care of those deep scratches and nake you sick enough to tell me | nustn't give you any
more." The fussy little man bent to Stare into Silk's eyes. "Take another deep breath and let it
out"

Silk did so. "What's your nane, Doctor?" - "W don't use them nuch here. You're fine. Hold out
that arm"
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Silk raised it, and the bee stung again.

"Stops pain and fights infection." The fussy little man squatted, pushed up Silk's trousers |eg,
and put the muzzle of his odd-looking gun against Silk's calf.

"It didn't operate that tine," Silk told him
"Yes, it did. You didn't feel it, that's all. Now we can take that shoe off."
"My owmn nanme is Patera Silk."

The fussy little man glanced up at him "Doctor Crane, Silk. Have a good |augh. You're really an
augur? Musk said you were."

Si | k nodded.

"And you junped out of that second-fl oor window? Don't do that again." Doctor Crane untied the
| aces and renoved the shoe. "My nother hoped |I'd be tall, you see. She was tall herself, and she
liked tall nmen. My father was short."

Silk said, "I understand."

"l doubt it." Doctor Crane bent over Silk's foot, his pinkish scalp visible through his gray hair.
"I"'mgoing to cut away this stocking. If | pull it off, it nmight do nore damage." He produced
shiny scissors exactly like those Silk had found in Hyacinth's bal neum "She's dead now, and so's
he, so | guess it doesn't matter." The ruined stocking fell away. "Want to see what he | ooked

li ke?"

The absence of pain was intoxicating; Silk felt giddy with happiness. "I'd love to." He nmanaged to
add, "If you care to show ne."

"I can't help it. You' re seeing himnow, since | |ook exactly Iike him It's our genes, not our

nanes, that make us whatever we are."

"It's the will of the gods." Silk's eyes told himthat the little physician was probing his
swol I en right ankle with his fingers, but he could feel nothing. "Your nother was tall

and if you were tall as well, you would say that it was because she had been."
"I'"'mnot hurting you?"

Sil k shook his head. "I don't resenmble my own nother in the | east; she was small and dark. | have
no i dea what my father |ooked like, but | know that | amthe man that a certain god w shed nme to
be before I was born."

"She's dead?"
Silk nodded. "She left us for Mainframe a nmonth before | was designated."”

"You' ve got blue eyes. You're only the second—no, the third person |I've ever seen with them It's
a shanme you don't know who your father was. 1'd like to have a look at him See if you can stand

up. "
Silk could and did.

"Fine. Let ne take your arm | want you up there on that table. It's a nice clean break, or anyway
that's what it |looks like, and |'"'mgoing to pin it and put a cast onit."

They were not planning to kill him Silk savored the thought They were not planning to kill him
and so there mght still be a chance to save the manteion

Bl ood was slightly drunk. Silk envied himthat alnost as nuch as his possession of the manteion
As though Bl ood had read his thoughts, he said, "Hasn't anybody brought you anything, Patera?
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Musk, get sonebody to bring hima dwk."
The handsome young nman nodded and slipped out of the room at which Silk felt somewhat better.
"We've got other stuff, Patera. | don't suppose you use then?"

Silk said, "Your physician's already given ne a drug to ease the pain. | doubt that it would be
wise to mx it with something else." He was very conscious of that pain, which
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was returning; but he had no intention of letting Bl ood see that.

"Right you are."” Blood | eaned forward in his big red | eather chair, and for a nonment Silk thought
that he mght actually fall out of it. "The light touch with everything—that's ny notto. Al ways
has been. Even with that enlightennent of yours, a light touch's best."

Sil k shook his head. "In spite of what has happened to ne, | cannot agree."

"What's this!" Ginning broadly, Blood pretended to be outraged. "Did enlightenment tell you to
come out here and break into nmy house? No, no, Patera. Don't try to tell me that. That was greed,
the sane as you'd slang ne for. Your tin sibyl told you I'd bought your place-which I have, and
everything conpletely | egal —so you figured |I'd have things worth taking. Don't tell me. I'man old
hand nysel f."

"I canme here to steal our mantei on back fromyou,"” Silk said. "That's worth taking, certainly. You
took it legally, and | intended to take it fromyou, if | could, in any way | could."

Bl ood spat, |ooked around for his drink, and finding the tunbler enpty dropped it on the carpet.
"What did you think you could do, nick the shaggy deed out of my papers? It wouldn't nean a shaggy
thing. Musk's the buyer of record, and all he'd have to do is pay a couple of cards for a new

copy."

"l was going to make you sign it over to me," Silk told him "I intended to hide in your bedroom
until you cane, and threaten to kill you unless you did exacdy as | ordered."

The door opened. Musk entered, followed by a liveried footman with a tray. The footman set the
tray on an inlaid table at Silk's eibow. "WII that be all, sir?"

Silk took the squat, water-white drink fromthe tray and sipped. "Yes, thank you. Thank you very
much, Misk."

The servant departed; Misk smiled bitterly.

"This's getting interesting." Blood | eaned forward, his wide, red face redder than ever. "Wul d
you really have killed nme, Patera?"

Silk, who woul d not have, felt certain he would not be believed. "I hoped that it wouldn't be
necessary."
"l see. | see. And it never crossed your mnd that 1'd yell for sone friends in the Gty CGuard the

m nute you left? That | wouldn't even have had to use ny own people on you, because the Guard
woul d do their work instead?" Blood | aughed, and Miusk conceal ed his smle behind his hand.

Sil k sipped again, wondering briefly whether the drink was drugged. If they wanted to drug him he
reflected, they would have no need of subterfuge. Whatever it was, the drink was very strong,
certainly. Drugged or undrugged, it mght dull the pain in his ankle. He ventured a cautious
swal | ow. He had drunk brandy al ready tonight, the brandy G b had given him it seened a very | ong
time ago. Surely Blood would nmake no charge for this drink, whatever else be m ght do. (Not once
in anmnth did Silk drink anything stronger than water.)
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"Well, didn't you?" Blood snorted in disgust. "You know, |'ve got a few people working for me that
don't think any better than you do, Patera."

Silk returned his drink to the tray. "I was going to make you sign a confession. It was the only
thing I could think of, so it was what | planned."

"Me? Confess to what?"

"It didn't matter." Fatigue had enfolded Silk Iike a cloak. He had never known that a chair could
be as confortable as this one, a chair in which he could sleep for days. "A conspiracy to
overt hrow the Ayuntam ento, perhaps.
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Sonething like that." Recalling certain classroom enbarrassnents, he forced hinself to breathe
deeply so that he would not yawn; the faint throbbing in his foot seened very far away, driven
beyond the fringes of the npbst renote Vironese | ands by the kindly sorcery of the squat tunbler.

"I would have given it to one of my—to another augur, one | know well. | was going to seal it, and
make him pronmise to deliver it to the Juzgado if anything happened to ne. Something like that."

"Not too bad." Blood took Hyacinth's little needier fromhis wai stband, thunbed off its safety
catch, and ainmed it carefully at Silk's chest.

Musk frowned and touched Blood's arm

Bi ood chuckled. "Ch, don't worry. | only wanted to see how he'd behave in ny place. It doesn't
seemto bother himmuch." The needler's tiny, nalevolent eye twitched to the right and spat, and
the squat tunbl er exploded, showering Silk with shards and pungent |iquor

He brushed hinself with his fingers. "Wat would you like me to sign over to you? I'Il be happy to
oblige. Gve nme the paper."”

"l don't know." Blood dropped Hyacinth's gol d-plated needier on the stand that had held his drink
"What have you got, Patera?"

"Two drawers of clothing and three books. No, two; | sold ny personal copy of the Witings. MWy
beads—+' ve got those here, and I'll give themto you nowif you like. My old pen case, but it's
still in my robe up in that wonan's room You coul d have somebody bring it, and I'Il confess to

climbing onto your roof and entering your house wi thout your perm ssion, and give you the pen
case, too."

Bl ood shook his head. "I don't need your confession, Patera. | have you."

"As you like." Silk visualized his bedroom over the kitchen in the manse. "Pas's gamuadi on
That's steel, of

course, but the chain's silver and should be worth something. | also have an ol d portable shrine
that belonged to Patera Pike. |'ve set it up on ny dresser, so | suppose you could say it's mne
now. There's a rather attractive triptych, a snmall polychrone |anp, an offertory cloth, and so on,
with a teak case to carry themin. Do you want that? | had hoped—foolishly no doubt—+to pass it on
to ny successor."

Bl ood waved the triptych aside. "How d you get through the gate?"

"I didn"t. | cut alinmb in the forest and tied it to this rope." Silk pointed to his waist. "I
threw the linb over the spikes on your wall and clinbed the rope."
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"We'll have to do sonething about that." Biood glanced significantly at Musk. "You say you were up
on the roof, so it was you that killed Hierax."

Silk sat up straight, feeling as if he had been wakened from sl eep. "You gave himthe nane of the
god?"

"Musk did. Why not ?"

Musk said softly, "He was a griffon vulture, a mountain bird. Beautiful. | thought | night be able
to teach himto kill for hinself."

"But it was no go,’
t he nmews out back."

Bl ood continued. "Misk got angry with himand was going to knife him Misk has

Sil k nodded politely. Patera Pike had once remarked to himthat you could never tell froma man's
appearance what mght give himpleasure; studying Misk, Silk decided that he had never accorded
Patera Pike's sagacity as nuch respect as it had deserved.

"So | said that if he didn't want him he could give himto ne,
up there on the roof for a pet."

Bl ood continued, "and | put him

"l see." Silk paused. "You clipped his wngs."

"l had one of Musk's helpers do it,"
anyhow. "

Bl ood explained, "so he wouldn't fly off. He wouldn't hunt
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Si |l k nodded, nostly to hinself. "But he attacked ne, | suppose because | picked up that scrap of
hi de. W were next to the battlenent, and in the excitenent of the noment he—+ will not call him
Hi erax, Hierax is a sacred name—forgot that he could no longer fly."

Bl ood reached for the needier. "You're saying | killed him That's a shaggy He! You did it."

Sil k nodded. "He died by m sadventure while fighting with me; but you nmay say that | killed himif
you like. | was certainly trying to."

"And you stole this needier from Hyacinth before she drove you through the wi ndow with her
azot h—aust be about a thirty-cubit drop. Wiy didn't you shoot her?"

"Wul d you have," Silk inquired, "if you had been in ny place?"

Bl ood chuckled. "And fed her to Musk's birds."

"What | have done to you already is surely nuch worse than anything that Hyacinth did to nme; | say
not hing of what | intended to do to you. Are you going to shoot ne?" If he lunged, Silk decided,
he m ght be able to westle the little needier fromBlood in spite of his injured leg; and with
the nmuzzle to Blood' s head, he might be able to force themto |let himgo. He readied hinself,

cal culating the distance as he edged forward in his chair.

"I might. | nmight at that, Patera." Blood toyed with the needier, palnming it, flipping it over,
and weighing it in his hand; he seened nearly sober now. "You understand—er | hope you do,
anyway—that we haven't commtted any kind of a crine, not a one of us. Not me, not Musk here, not
any of mny people.”

Silk started to speak, then decided against it.

"You think you know about something? Al right, I'll guess. Tell nme if I'mwong. You' ve been
talking with Hy, and so you think she's a whore. One of our guests tonight gave her that azoth.
Quite a little present, plenty good
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enough for a councillor. Maybe she bragged on sone of her other presents, too. Have | hit the
target?"

Si | k nodded guardedly, his eyes on the needier. "She'd had several . . . Visitors."

Bl ood chuckl ed. "He's blushing, Miusk. Take a | ook at him Yes, Patera, | know. Only they didn't
pay, and that's what matters to the law. They were ny guests, and Hy's one of mny houseguests. So
if she wants to show sonebody a good time, that's her business and m ne, but none of yours. You
came out here to get back your manteion, you tell me. Well, we didn't take it away fromyou."

Bl ood enphasi zed his point with the needier, jabbing at Silk's face. "If we're going to talk about
what's not legal, we've got to talk about what's legal, too. And legally you never did own it. It
bel onged to the Chapter, according to the deed |I've got. Isn't that right?"

Si | k nodded.

"And the city took it fromthe Chapter for taxes owed. Not from you, because you never had it.
Back | ast week that was, | think. Everything was done properly, |'msure. The Chapter was notified
and so on. They didn't tell you?

"No." Silk sighed, and forced hinself to relax. "I knewthat it might happen, and in fact | warned
the Chapter about it. | was never inforned that it had happened."”

"Then they ought to tell you they're sorry, Patera, and | hope they will. But that's got nothing
to do with Musk and ne. Miusk bought your manteion fromthe city, and there was nothing irregul ar
about it. He was acting for me, with ny noney, but there's nothing illegal about that either, it's

just a business matter between himand ne. Thirteen thousand cards we paid, plus the fees. W
didn't steal anything, did we? And we haven't hurt you—er anybody—have we?"

"I't will hurt the entire quarter, several thousand poor famlies, if you close the nmanteion."
"They can go somewhere else if they want to, and that's
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up to the Chapter anyhow, |'d say." Blood gestured toward the welts on Silk's chest with the
needi er. "You got hurt sonme, and nobody's arguing about that. But you got banged up fighting ny
pet bird and junping out a window. Hy was just defending herself widi that azoth, sonething she's
got every right in the whorl to do. You aren't planning to peep about her, are you?"

" Peep?"
"Go crying to the froggies."
"l see. No, of course not."

"That's good. |'m happy to hear you being reasonable. Just look at it You broke into ny house
hopi ng to take ny property—+t's Miusk's, but you didn't know that. You' ve admtted that to Musk and
me, and we're ready to swear to it in front of a judge if we have to."

Silk smled; it seemed to hima very long tinme since he had last smled. "You aren't really going
to have ne killed, are you, Blood? You're not willing to take the risk."

Bl ood's finger found the trigger of the needier. "Keep on talking like that and | might, Patera.”

"l don't believe so. You' d have soneone else do it, probably Misk. You're not even going to do
that, however. You're trying to frighten me before you let nme go."

Bl ood gl anced at Musk, who nodded and circled behind Silk's chair. Silk felt the tips of Misk's
fingers brush his

ears.
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"If you go on talking to ne |ike you have been, Patera, you're going to get hurt. It won't |eave
any marks, but you won't like it at all. Miusk has done it before. He's good at it."

"Not to an augur. Those who harm an augur in any way suffer the displeasure of all the gods."

The pain was as sudden as a blow, and so sharp it left Silk breathless, an explosion of agony; he
felt as though his head had been crushed.
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"There's places behind your ears," Blood explained. "Musk pushes themin with his knuckles."

Gasping for air, his hands to his mastoids, Silk could not even nod.

"W can do that again and again if we have to," Blood continued. "And if we finally give up and go
to bed, we can start over in the norning."

Ared nist had blotted out Silk's vision, but it was clearing. He nanaged, "You don't have to
explain ny situation to ne."

"Maybe not. 1'll do it whenever | want to, just the same. So to get on with this—you're right,
we'd just as soon not kill you if we don't have to. There's three or four diffei”~nt reasons for
that, all of thempretty good. You' re an augur, to start with. If the gods ever paid any attention
to Viron, they quit a long tine ago. Myself, | don't think there was ever anything in it except a
way for people like you to get everything they wanted w thout working. But the Chapter |ooks after
you, and if it ever got out that we did for you—+ nean just talk, because they'd never be able to
prove anythi ng—+t woul d get people stirred up and be bad for business."

Silk said, "Then I would not have died for nothing," and felt Miusk's fingers behind his ears
agai n.

Bl ood shook his head, and the contingent agony halted, poised at the edge of possibility. "Then
too, we just bought your place so that mi ght nake sonme people think of us. Did you tell anybody
you were com ng?"

Here it was. Silk was prepared to lie if he nust, but preferred to dodge if he could. He said,
"You mean one of our sibyls? No, nothing |ike that”

Bl ood nodded, and the danger was past. "It could get sonebody's attention anyway, and | can't be
sure who's seen you. Hy has, and tal ked with you and so on. Probably even knows your nane."
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Silk could not renenber, but he said, "Yes, she does. Can't you trust her? She's your wife."
Musk tittered behind him Blood roared, his free hand sl apping his thigh

Sil k shrugged. "One of your servants referred to her as his mistress. He thought that | was one of
your guests, of course.”

Bl ood wi ped his eyes. "I like her, Patera, and she's the best-1|ooking whore in Viron, which nakes

her a valuable comodity. But as for that— Bl ood waved the topic aside. "Wiat | was going to say
is |I'd rather have you as a friend." Seeing Silk's expression, he | aughed again.

Silk strove to sound casual. "My friendship's easily gained." This was the conversation he had
i magi ned when he had spied on the villa fromthe top of the wall; frantically he searched for the
snoot h phrases he had rehearsed. "Return nmy manteion to the Chapter, and I'Il bless you for the

rest of my life." A drop of sweat trickled fromhis forehead into his eyes. Fearing that Misk
m ght think he was reaching for a weapon if he got out his handkerchief, he w ped his face on his
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"That wouldn't be what 1'd call easy for me, Patera. Thirteen thousand |'ve laid out for your

pl ace, and |I'd never see a card of it again. But |'ve thought of a way we can be friends that wll
put noney in my pocket, and | always like that. You're a conmon thief. You ve admtted it. Well,
so aml." Blood rose fromhis chair, stretched, and seenmed to adnire the rich furnishings of the
room "Wy should we, two of a kind, circle around like a couple of tontats, trying to knife each
ot her ?"

Musk stroked Silk's hair; it nmade himfeel unclean, and he said, "Stop that!"
Musk di d.

"You're a brave man, Patera, as well as a resourceful one." Blood strode across the roomto study
a gray and
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gol d painting of Pas condeming the |lost spirits, one head livid with rage while the other
pronounced their doom "If | had been sitting where you are, | wouldn't have tried that w th Misk,
but you tried it and got away with it. You're young, you're strong, and you've got a couple of
advant ages besides that the rest of us haven't. Nobody ever suspects an augur, and you' ve had a
pretty fair educati on—a better education than mne, | don't deny that. Tell me now, as one thief
to another, didn't you know down in the cracks of your guts that it was wong to try to steal ny
property?"

"Yes, of course.” Silk paused to gather his thoughts. "There are tinmes, however, when one nust
choose anpbng evils. You're a wealthy man; stripped of ny mantei on, you would be a wealthy nman
still. Wthout my mantei on, hundreds of families in our quarter—people who are already very

poor —woul d be a great deal poorer. | found that a conpelling argunent.” He waited for the crushing
pai n of Musk's knuckles. Wen it did not cone he added, "You suggested that we speak as one thief
to another, and | assumed that you intended for us to speak freely. To speak frankly, | find it
just as conpelling now "

Bl ood turned to face himagain. "Sure you do, Patera. |'msurprised you couldn't cone up with just
as good a reason for shooting Hy. These gods of yours did worse pretty often, didn't they?"

Sil k nodded. "Wrse superficially, yes. But the gods are our superiors and nay act toward us as

they see fit, just as you could clip your pet's wings without guilt. I amnot Hyacinth's
superior."

Bl ood chuckl ed. "You're the only man alive who doesn't think so, Patera. Well, I'Il leave norality
to you. That's your business after all. Business is mine, and what we have here is a very sinple

little business problem | paid the city thirteen thousand for your mantei on. Wat do you think
it's really worth?"
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Silk recalled the fresh young faces of the children in the palaestra, and the tired, happy sniles
of their nothers; the sweet snoke of sacrifice rising fromthe altar through the god-gate in the
roof. "In noney? It is beyond price."

"Exactly." Blood glanced at the needier he still held and dropped it into the pocket of his

enbroi dered trousers. "That's how you feel, and that's why you canme out here, even though you nust
have known there was a good chance you'd get killed. You're not the first who's tried to break in
here, by the way, but you're the first who got inside the house."

"That is sonme consol ation."
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"So | admire you, and | think we mght be able to do a little business. On the open narket,
Patera, your place is worth exactly thirteen thousand cards, and not one m serable cardbit nore or
| ess. W know that, because it was on the market just a few days ago, and thirteen thousand' s what
it brought. So that's the businessman's price. You understand what I'mtelling you?" Silk nodded.

"I'"ve got plans for it, sure. Profitable plans. But it's not the only possible site, so here's ny
proposition. You say it's priceless. That's a |ot of noney, priceless." Blood licked his lips, his

eyes narrowed, their gaze fixed on Silk's face. "So as a man that takes a lily profit wherever he
can find one but never gouges anybody, | say we split the difference. You pay me tw ce what |
paid, and I'll sell it to you."

Silk started to speak, but Blood raised a hand. "Let's pin it down |ike a couple of dinber thieves
ought to. I'Il sell it to you for twenty-six thousand flat, and I'll pay all costs. No tricks, and
no splitting up the property. You'll get everything that | got."

Sil k's hopes, which had nounted higher with every word, collapsed. Did Blood really inmagine that
he was rich? There were | aynmen, he knew, who thought all augurs rich. He
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said, "lI've told you what | have; altogether, it wouldn't bring two hundred cards. My nother's
entire estate ampunted to a great deal |ess than twenty-six thousand cards, and it went to the
Chapter irrevocably when |I took ny vows."

Bl ood smiled. "I'mflash, Patera. Maybe you'd |ike another drink?"

Sil k shook his head.

"Well, | would."

When Musk had gone, Blood resumed his seat. "I know you haven't got twenty-six thousand, or
anything close to it. Not that |I'm swallow ng everything you told ne, but if you had even a few
thousand you wouldn't be there on Sun Street. Well, who says that just because you're poor you've

got to stay poor? You wouldn't think so to ook at me, but | was poor once nyself."
"l believe you," Silk said.
Bl ood's snile vani shed. "And you | ook down on ne for it Maybe that made it easier."

"No," Silk told him "It nmade it a great deal harder. You never cone to the sacrifices at our
mant ei on—quite a few thieves do, actually—but | was setting out to rob one of our own, and in mny
heart of hearts | knew that and hated it."

Bl ood' s chuckl e prom sed neither hunor nor friendship. "You did it just the sane."
"As you've seen."”

"l see nmore than you think, Patera. | see a |lot nore than you do. | see that you were willing to
rob ne, and that you nearly brought it off. A mnute ago you told me how rich you think I am so
rich I wouldn't mss four old buildings on Sun Street. Do you think I'mthe richest man in Viron?"

“No," Silk said.
"No what ?"

Sil k shrugged. "Even when we spoke in the street, | never supposed that you were the wealthiest
man in the city,
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al t hough | have no idea who the wealthiest might be. I only thought that you were wealthy, as you
obviously are.”

"Well, I"'mnot the richest,” Blood declared, "and |'m not the crookedest either. There are richer
men than | am and crookeder nmen than | am lots of them And, Patera, npbst of themaren't
anywhere near as close to the Ayun-tamiento as | am That's sonmething to keep in mnd, whether you
think so or not."

Silk did not reply, or even indicate by any alteration of his expression that he had heard.

"So if you want your manteion back, why shouldn't you get it fromthen? The price is twenty-six
thousand, like |I told you. That's all it nmeans to ne, so they've got it just as much as | have,
and they' |l be easier, nmost of them Are you listening to ne, Patera?" Reluctantly, Silk nodded.

Musk opened the door as he had before and preceded the footrman into the room This tine there were
two tunblers on the footnman's tray.

Bl ood accepted one, and the footman bowed to Silk. "Patera Silk?"

Everyone in the househol d nust know of his capture by now, Silk reflected; apparently everyone
knew who he was as well. "Yes," he said; it would be pointless to deny it.

Wth sonething in his expression Silk could not fathom the footnman bowed deeply and held out his

tray. "I took the liberty, Patera. Musk said | might. If you would accept it as a favor to ne .
on
Silk took the drink, smiled, and said, "Thank you, ny son. That was extremely kind of you." For an
i nstant the footman | ooked radi ant.
"If you're grabbed,"” Blood continued when the footman had gone, "I don't know you. |'ve never laid

eyes on you, and |'d never suggest anything like this to anybody. That's the way it's got to be."

"Of course. But now, tonight, you' re suggesting that | steal enough noney to buy nmy manteion from

you. That |, an augur, enter these other nen's houses to steal, as | entered yours."
Bl ood sipped his drink. "lI'msaying that if you want your manteion back, 1'll sell it to you, and
that's all 1'm saying. How you get the nobney is up to you. You think the city asked where | got

the price?"
"It is a workable solution,” Silk admtted, "and it's the only one that has been proposed so far."

Musk grinned at him

"Your resident physician tells me that nmy right ankle is broken," Silk continued. "It will be
quite sonme tinme, |I'"'mafraid, before it heals."

Bl ood | ooked up fromhis drink. "I can't allow you a whole lot of tinme, Patera. Alittle tine,
enough for a few jobs. But that's all."

"I see." Silk stroked his cheek. "But you'll allow me sone—you'll have to. During the tine you

will allow, what will becone of ny mantei on?"

"It's ny nanteion, Patera. You run it just |like you did before, hows that? Only you tell anybody
that wants to know that | own the property. It's nmine, and you tell them SO "

"l could say you've paid our taxes," Silk suggested, "as you have. And that you're letting us
continue to serve the gods as an act of piety." It was a |lie he hoped m ght eventually becone the
truth.

"That's good. But anything you take in over expenses is mne, and anytine | want to see the books,
you've got to bring themout here. O herwise it's no deal. How nuch tinme do you want?"
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, Silk considered, uncertain that he could bring hinmself to conduct the robberies Bl ood was
demandi ng. "A year," he . A great deal could happen in a year
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"Very funny. | bet they roar when you've got a ramfor Scyl sday. Three weeks—eh, shag, nmake it a
month. That's the top, though. WII your ankle be all right in a nonth?" "I don't know " Silk
tried to nove his foot and found as he had before that the cast immbilized it. "I wouldn't think

it very likely."

Bl ood snorted. "Musk, get Crane in here." As the door closed behind Miusk, Silk inquired, "Do you
al ways have a physician on the prenises?"

"I try to." Blood set aside his tunbler. "I had a man for a year who didn't work out, then a brain
surgeon who only stayed a couple of nmonths. After that | had to | ook around quite a while before
found Crane. He's been with me ..." Blood paused, calculating, "pretty close to four years now. He
| ooks after ny people here, naturally, and goes into the city three tines a week to see about the
girls there. It's handier, and saves a little noney."

Silk said, "I"'msurprised that a skillful physician— "Wuld work for ne, taking care of ny
whor es?" Bl ood yawned. "Suppose you'd seen a doctor in the city for that ankle, Patera. Wuld you
have paid hinP" "As soon as | could, yes."

"Whi ch woul d have been never, nost |ikely. Wirking for me, he gets a regular salary. He doesn't
have to take charity cases, and sonetinmes the girls'l! tip himif they're flush." The fussy little
man arrived a nmonent |ater, ushered in by Misk. Silk had seen a picture of a bird of the crane

ki nd not |ong before, and though he could not recall where it had been, he remenbered it now, and
with it Crane's self-nockery. The dimnutive doctor no nore resenbled the tall bird than he
himsel f did the shimering fabric fromwhich his nmother had taken his nane.

Bl ood gestured toward Silk. "You fixed himup. How |l ong before he's well?"
The little physician stroked his beard. "Wat do you

mean by well, sir? Wll enough to wal k without crutches?"

Bl ood considered. "Let's say well enough to run fast. How |l ong for that?"

"It's difficult to say. It depends a good deal on his heredity—+ doubt that he knows anyt hi ng

useful about that—and on his physical condition. He's young at least, so it could be worse."

Doctor Crane turned to Silk. "Sit up straight for a nonent, young man. | want to listen to you
again, now that you've had a chance to cal mdown."

He lifted Silk's torn tunic, put his ear against Silk's chest, and thunped his back. Wth the
third thunmp, Silk felt sonmething hard and cold slide into his wai stband beneath the horsehair
r ope.

"Shoul d' ve brought ny instruments. Cough, please."

Already frantic with curiosity, Silk coughed and was rewarded w th another thunp.
"Good. Again, please, and deeper this tine. Make it go deep."

Si | k coughed as deeply as he coul d.

"Excellent." Doctor Crane straightened up, letting Silk's tunic fall back into place. "Truly
excellent. You're a fine specinen, young man, a credit to Viron." The tinbre of his voice altered
al nost i nperceptibly. "Sonmebody up there likes you." He pointed jocularly toward the el aborately
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figured ceiling, where a painted Ml pe vied with Phaea at bagatelle. "Sone infatuated goddess, |
shoul d i magi ne. "

Silk | eaned back in his chair, although the hard object behind his spine made actual confort
i mpossible. "If that means | get less time fromyour enployer, | would hardly call it evidence of
favor, ny son."

Doctor Crane smiled. "In that case, perhaps not."

"How | ong?" Bl ood banged his tunbler down on the stand beside his chair. "How | ong before it's as
good as it was before he broke it?"

"Five to seven weeks, 1'd say. He could run a litde sooner
184 Gene Wl fe

than that, with his ankle correctly taped. Al this assunes proper rest and nedical treatnent in
the interimsonic stinulation of the broken bone and so forth."

Silk cleared his throat. "I cannot afford el aborate treatnment, Doctor. Al |'lIl be able to do is
hobbl e about and pray that it heals.”

"Well, you can't cone here," Blood told himangrily. "Was that what you were hinting at?"
Doctor Crane began, "Possibly, sir, you might retain a specialist in the city—

Bl ood sniffed. "W shoul d' ve shot himand gotten it over with. By Phaea's sow, | wish the fall had
killed him No specialist. You'll see hinmself whenever you're in that part of the city. Wen is
it? Sphigxday and Hi eraxday?"

"That's right, and tonorrow s Sphigxday." Doctor Crane glanced toward an ornate clock on the

opposite side of the room "I should be in bed already."

"You'll see himthen," Blood said. "Now get out of

here. "

Silk told Crane, "I sincerely regret the inconvenience, Doctor. If your enployer will only give ne

a bit nore tinme, it wouldn't be necessary,"
At the door Crane turned and appeared, alnost, to w nk.

Bl ood said, "W'Il conprom se, Patera. Pay attention, because it's as far as |'mw lling to go.
Aren't you going to drink that?"

Feel i ng Musk's knuckl es behind his ears, Silk took a
dutiful sip.

"In a nonth—ene nmonth fromtoday—you'll bring nme a substantial sum You hear that? I'll decide
when | see it whether it's substantial enough. If it is, Til apply it to the twenty-six thousand,
and | et you know how | ong you' ve got to come up with the rest. But if it isn't, you and that tin
sibyl will have to clear out." Blood paused, his mouth ugly,
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swirling his drink in his hand. "Have you got anybody else living there? Maybe anot her augur?"

"There are two nore sibyls,” Silk told him "Maytera Rose and Maytera M nt. You' ve net Maytera
Marble, | believe. | amour only augur."

Bl ood grunted. "Your sibyls will want to conme out here and lecture nme. Tell themthey won't get
past the gate."
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Piowill

"They're healthy? Crane could have a | ook at them when he comes to see you, if they need
doctoring."

Silk warnmed to the man. "That's exceedingly kind of you." There was al ways sone good to be found
in everyone, he rem nded hinself, the unnoted yet unfailing gift of ever-generous Pas. "Muytera
Mnt's quite well, as far as | know. Maytera Rose is as well as could be expected, and is largely
prosthetic nowin any case, |I'mafraid."

"Digital arms and | egs? That son of thing?" Blood | eaned forward, interested. "There aren't too
many of those around any nore."

"She got them sonme years ago; before | was bom really. There was sonme di sease requiring
anputations." It occurred to Silk that he should know nmore about Maytera Rose's history—about the
histories of all three sibyls—than he did. "They were stil! easily found then, from what she
says."

"How ol d is she?"

"I'"'mnot sure." Silk berated hinself nentally again; this was sonething he should know. "I suppose
it's in our records. | could look it up for you, and | would be happy to do so."

"Just being polite,” Blood told him "She rmust be—eh, ninety, if she's got a lot of tin parts. How
old woul d you say | am Patera?"

"d der than you |l ook, | suppose," Silk ventured. What guess would flatter Blood? It would not do
to say sonmething ridiculous. "Forty-five, possibly?"
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"I"'mforty-nine." Blood raised his tunbler in a nock toast. "Nearly fifty." Misk's fingers had
twi tched as Bl ood spoke, and Silk knew with an absolute certainty he could not have defended that
Bl ood was |lying: that he was at | east five years older. "And not a part in nmy body that isn't ny
own, except for a couple teeth."

"You don't look it."

"Listen, Patera, | could tell you— Blood waved the topic aside. "Never nind. It's |late. How much
did | say? In a nonth? Five thousand?"

"You said a substantial sum" Silk rem nded him "I was to bring you as much as | could acquire,
and you woul d deci de whether it was enough. Am| to bring it here?"

"That's right. Tell the eye at ny gate who you are, and sonebody will go out and get you. Misk
have a driver cone around out front."

"For nme?" Silk asked. "Thank you. | was afraid |I'd have to wal k—that is, | couldn't have wal ked,
with ny leg like this. | would have had to beg rides on farmcarts, |I'm

afraid.”

Bl ood grinned. "You're a thirteen thousand card profit to nme, Patera. |'ve got to see you're taken
care of. Listen now. You know how | said those sibyls of yours weren't to cone out here and bot her
me? Well, that still goes, but tell that one—the old one, what's her nanme?"

"Maytera Rose," Silk supplied.

"Her. You tell Maytera Rose that if she's interested in getting another |eg or something, and can

raise the gelt, I mght be able to help her out. O if she's got sonething |like that she'd like to
sell, maybe to help you out. She won't get a better price anywhere."
"My thanks are becom ng nonotonous, |I'mafraid," Silk said. "But | nust thank you again, on
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"Forget it. There's getting to be quite a market for those
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parts now, even the used ones, and |'ve got a man who knows how to recondition them"
Musk' s sl eek head appeared in the doorway. "Floater's ready."

Bl ood stood, swaying slightly. "Can you wal k, Patera? No, naturally you can't, not good. Misk,
fetch himone of ny sticks, will you? Not one of the high-priced ones. Grab on, Patera."

Bl ood was offering his hand. Silk took it, finding it soft and surprisingly cold, and struggled to
his feet, acutely conscious of the object Crane had put into his waistband and of the fact diat he
was accepting help fromthe man he had set out to rob. "Thank you yet again," he said, and
clenched his teeth against a sharp flash of pain.

As his host, Blood would want to show himout; and if Blood were in back of him Blood nm ght well
see the object under his tunic. Wshing mghtily for the robe he had | eft behind in Hyacinth's
bedchanber, half incapacitated by guilt and pain, Silk nmanaged, "May | |ean on your arn® |

shoul dn't have had so nuch to drink."

Si de by side they staggered into the reception hall. Its w de double doors still let in the night;
but it was a night (or so Silk fancied) soon to be gray with shadeup. A floater waited on the
grassway, its canopy open, a liveried driver at its controls. The nost eventful night of his life
was nearly over.

Musk rattled the cast on Silk's ankle widi a battered wal king stick, smled at his w nce, and put
the stick into his free hand. Silk discovered that he still detested Miusk, though he had cone,
alnost, to like Musk's master

floater' || take you back there, Patera," Blood was saying. "If you tell anyone about our
little agreenent, it's cancelled, and don't you forget it. A high stack next nonth, and | don't
mean a few hundred. "

The liveried driver had left the floater to help. In a
188 Gene Wl fe

monent nore, Silk was safely settled on the broad, cushioned seat behind the driver's, with Doctor
Crane's chilly, angular nystery again gouging at his back. "Thank you," he repeated to Bl ood.
"Thank you both." (He hoped that Bl ood would take his phrase to include Misk as well as Bl ood

hi nsel f, though he actually intended Blood and the driver.) "I do appreciate it very much. You
menti oned our agreenment however. And—and | woul d be exceedi ngly grateful " Tentatively, he
put out his hand, pal mup

"What is it now, for Phaea's sake?"

"My needier, please. | hate to ask, after all you've done, but it's in your pocket. If you' re not
still afraid | mght shoot you, may | have it back?"

Bl ood stared at him

"You want me to bring you several thousand cards—+ presune that's what you nmean when you speak of
a substantial sum Several thousand cards, when | can scarcely wal k. The | east you can do is
return ny weapon, so that |'ve sonething to work with."

Bl ood gi ggl ed, coughed, then | aughed | oudly. Perhaps only because Silk heard it in the open air
for the first tine that night, Blood s |laughter seemed to himal nost the sound that sometines
rose, on quiet evenings, fromthe pits of the Alanbrera. He was forced to rem nd hinself again
that this man, too, was |oved by Pas.
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"What a buck! He might do it, Musk. | really think he mght do it." Blood funbled Hyacinth's
little needier out of his pocket and pushed its release; a score of silver needles |eaped fromits
breach to shower like rain upon the closely cropped grass.

Musk | eaned toward Bl ood, and Silk heard hi m whisper, "Lanp Street."

Bl ood' s eyebrows shot up. "Excellent. You're right. You always are." He tossed the gol den needier
into Silk's lap. "Here you go, Patera. Use it in good health—yours, |
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mean. WW're going to make a slight charge for it, though. Meet us about one o'clock at the yellow
house on Lanmp Street. WIIl you do that?"

"I must, | suppose,” Silk said. "Yes, of course, if you wish ne to."

"It's called Ochid s."” Blood | eaned over the door of the floater. "And it's across fromthe
pastry cook's. You know exorcisn? Know how it's done?"

Silk ventured a guarded nod.

"Good. Bring whatever you'll need. There've been, ah, problens there all sumer. An enlightened
augur may be just what we need. W'll see you there tonorrow "

"Good- bye," Silk said.

The canopy slid soundlessly out of the floater's sides as Blood and Musk backed away. Wen it
| atched, there was a nuffled roar fromthe engine.

It felt, Silk thought, as if they were indeed floating; as if a flood had rushed invisibly to lift
them and bear them off along the greenway, as if they were always about to spin away in the
current, although they never actually spun

Trees and hedges and brilliant flower beds reeled past. Here cane Blood' s magnificent fountain,
with Soaking Scylla reveling anong the crystal jets; at once it was gone and the nmain gate before
them the gate rising as the long, shining arns of the talus shrank. A dip and a wiggle and the
floater was through, bl own down the highway |like a sere leaf, sailing through an eerie ni ghtscape
turned to liquid, leaving behind it a proud plune of swirling, yellowgray dust.

The skyl ands still shone overhead, cut in two by the black bow of the shade. Far above even the
skyl ands, hi dden but present nonethel ess, shone the nyriad pinpricks of fire the Qutsider had
reveal ed; they, too, held | ands unknowabl e in sonme inconprehensible fashion. Silk found hinself
nmore consci ous of them now than he had been since that lifetine
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outside tinme in the ball court—eol ored spheres of flane, infinitely far

The ball was still in his pocket, the only ball they had. He nust renenber not to |eave it here in
Bl ood's floater, or the boys would have no ball tonorrow. No, not tonobrrow, tonorrow was

Sphi gxday. No pal aestra. The day to prepare for the big sacrifice on Scylsday, if there was
anything to sacrifice.

He sl apped his pockets until he found Blood's two cards hi the one that held the ball. He took
themout to | ook at, then replaced them They had been bel ow the ball when he had been searched,
and the ball had saved them For what?

Hyacinth's needier had fallen to the floater's carpeted floor. He retrieved it and put it into his
pocket with the cards, then sat squeezing the ball between his fingers. It was said to strengthen
the hands. Mnute lights he could not see burned on, burning beyond the skyl ands, burning beneath
his feet, unwi nking and renote, illum nating sonething bigger than the whorl
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Doctor Crane's nystery gouged his back. He | eaned forward. "Wat time is it, driver?"
"Quarter past three, Patera."”

He had done what the Qutsider had wanted. O at |east he had tried—perhaps he had failed. As
though a hand had drawn aside a veil, he realized that his mantei on would |ive for another nonth
now—a nonth at |east, because anything m ght happen in a nonth. Was it possible that he had in
fact acconplished what the Qutsider had desired? Hs mind filled with a rollicking joy.

The floater leaned to the left as it rounded a bend in the road. Here were farns and fields and
houses, all liquid, all swirling past as they breasted the phantomcurrent. A hill rose in a
great, brown-green wave, already breaking into a skylit froth of fence rails and fruit trees. The
fl oater plunged down the other side and shot across a ford.
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Musk adjusted the shutter of his dark lantern until the eight-sided spot of |ight remaining was
smaller than its wick and oddly m sshapen. H's key turned softly in the well-oiled padl ock; the
door opened with a nearly inaudible creak

The tiercel nearest the door stirred upon its perch, turning its hooded head to | ook at the
intruder it could not see. On the farther side of a partition of cotton netting, the nerlin that
had been Musk's first hawk, unhooded, blinked and roused. There was a tinkle of tiny bells—gold
bells that Blood had gi ven Musk to mark sone now forgotten occasion three years ago. Beyond the
merlin, the gray-blue peregrine mght have been a painted carving.

The end of the mews was walled off with netting. The big bird sat its rowel ed perch there,
i mobile as the falcon, still immture but showing in every line a stength that nade the fal con
seem a toy.

Musk untied the netting and stepped in. He could not have said how he knew that the big bird was
awake, and yet he did. Softly he said, "Ha, hawk."

The big bird lifted its hooded head, its grotesque crown of scarlet plunes swaying with the
not i on.

"Ha, hawk," Mist repeated as he stroked it with a turkey feather
Chapter 8
THE BOARDER ON THE LARDER

As they sped across a field of stubble the driver inquired, "Ever ridden in one of these before,
Pat er a?"

Drowsily, Silk shook his head before he realized that the driver could not see him He yawned and
attenpted to stretch, brought up sharply by pain fromhis right armand the gouged flesh of his
chest and belly. "No, never. But | rode in a boat once. Qut on the | ake, you know, fishing all day
with a friend and his father. This reminds me of that This machine of yours is about as w de as
the boat was, and only a little bit shorter.”

"I like it better—boats rock too nmuch for nme. Where are we going, Patera?"

"You nean . . .?" The road (or perhaps another road) had appeared again. Seeming to gather its
strength like a horse, the floater soared over the wall of dry-laid stones that had barred them
fromit.

"Where should |I drop you? Miusk said to take you back to the city."
Silk edged forward on the seat, knowi ng hinself stupid with fatigue and struggling against it.

"They didn't tell you?"
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"No, Patera."”
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Wiere was it he wanted to go? He recalled his nmother's house, and the w de, deep wi ndows of his
bedroom with borage grow ng just beyond the sills. "At ny nmanteion, please. On Sun Street. Do you
know where it is?"

"l know where Sun Street is, Patera. I'll find it."

Here was a cartload of firewood bound for the market. The floater dipped and swerved, and it was
behind them The man on the cart would be first at the market, Silk thought; but what was the
point of being first at the narket with a | oad of firewood? Surely there would be wood there

al ready, wood that had not sold the day before. Perhaps the man on the cart wanted to do a little
buyi ng of his own when he had di sposed of his cargo.

"Going to be another hot one, Patera.”

That was it, of course. The man on the cart—Silk turned to | ook back at him but he was gone

al ready; there was only a boy leading a nule, a | aden mule and a snmall boy whom he had never
noticed at all. The man on the cart had wanted to avoid the heat. He would sell what he had
brought and sit drinking till twilight in the Cock or soneplace like it. In the coolest tavern he
could find, no doubt, and spend nost of the noney his wood had brought him sleep on the seat of
his cart as it made its slow way home. What if he, Silk, slept now on this capaci ous seat, which
was so tantalizingly soft? Wuld not the driver, would not this old hal f-magical floater take him
where he wanted to go in any event? Wuld the driver rob himwhile he slept, find Blood s two

cards, Hyacinth's gol den needier, and the thing that he still did not dare to | ook at, the
thing—he felt he had guessed its identity while he still sat in that jewel box of a roomto one
side of Blood' s reception hall. Wuld he not be robbed? Had the man upstairs, the nman asleep in

the chair near the stair ever gotten honme, and had he gotten hone safel y? Many nen nust have sl ept
inthis floater, nen who had drunk too heavily.
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Silk felt that he hinself had drunk too heavily; he had sipped from both drinks.

Bl ood was certainly a thief; he had admtted as nuch hinself. But would Blood enploy a driver who
woul d rob his guests? It seened unlikely. He, Silk, could sleep here—sleep nowin safety, if he
wi shed. But he was very hungry.

"Al'l right," he said.
" Pat er a?"
"Go to Sun Street. I'lIl direct you fromthere. | know the way."

The driver glanced over his shoulder, a burly young man whose beard was begi nning to show. "Were
it crosses Trade. WII that be all right, Patera?"

"Yes." Silk felt his own chin, rough as the driver's |ooked. "Fine." He settled back in the soft
seat, al nost oblivious of the object beneath his tunic but deternmined not to sleep until he had
washed, eaten, and wrung any advantage that m ght be gained fromhis present position. The driver
had not been told he was Blood' s prisoner; that was clear fromeverything he said, and it
presented an opportunity that m ght not come again.

But in point of fact he was a prisoner no |longer. He had been freed, though no fuss had been made
about it, when Blood and Musk had taken himto this floater. Now, whether he liked it or not, he
was a sort of factor of Bl ood s—an agent through whom Bl ood woul d obtain noney. Silk weighed the
termin his mnd and decided it was the correct one. He had given hinself wholly to the gods, with
a holy oath; now his allegiance was i nescapably divided, whether he liked it or not. He would give
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the twenty-si x thousand cards he got (if indeed he got then) not to the gods but to Bl ood, though
he woul d be acting in the gods' behalf. Certainly he would be Blood's factor in the eyes of the
Chapter and the whorl, should either the Chapter or the whorl |earn of whatever he woul d do.
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Bl ood had nmade himhis factor, creating this situation for his own profit. (Thoughtfully, Silk
stroked his cheek, feeling the roughness of his newly grown beard again.) For Blood s own persona
profit, as was only to be expected; but their relationship bound them both, |ike al

rel ati onships. He was Blood's factor whether he liked it or not, but also Blood' s factor whether
Blood liked it or not. He had nade good use of the relationship already when he had denanded the
return of Hyacinth's needier. Indeed, Bl ood had acknow edged it still earlier when he had told
Doctor Crane to look in at the manteion

Furt her use might be nade of it as well.

A factor, but not a trusted factor to be sure; Blood night conceivably plan to kill himonce he
had turned over the entire twenty-six thousand, if he could find no further use for him thus it
woul d be wise to enploy this tenporary relationship to gain some sort of hold on Bl ood before it
was ended. That was something nmore to keep in mnd.

And the driver, who no doubt knew so nany things that m ght be of value, did not know that.

"Driver," Silk called, "are you famliar with a certain house on Lamp Street? It's yellow, |
believe, and there's a pastry cook's across the street."

"Sure am Patera."
"Could we go past it, please? | don't think it will be very nuch out of our way."

The floater slowed for a trader with a string of pack mules. "I can't wait, Patera, if you're
going to be inside very long."

"I"'mnot even going to get out," Silk assured him "I merely wish to see it."

Still watching the broadening road, the driver nodded his satisfaction. "Then I'I| be happy to
oblige you, Patera. No trouble."

The countryside seened to flow past. No wonder, Silk
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t hought, that the nch rode in floaters when distances were too great for their litters. Wy, on
donkeys this had taken hours!

"Have a good time, Patera? You stayed awfully late.'

"No," Silk said, then reconsidered. "In a way | did, | suppose. It was certainly very different
fromeverything |I'maccustoned to."

The driver chuckled politely.

"l did have a good time, in a sense," Silk decided. "I enjoyed certain parts of my visit
enornously, and | ought to be honest enough to admit it."

The driver nodded again. "Only not everything. Yeah, | know just what you nean."

"My viewis colored, no doubt, by the fact that | fell and injured nmy ankle. It was really quite
painful, and it's still something of a disconfort. A Doctor Crane very kindly set the bone for ne
and applied this cast, free of charge. | inmagine you nust know him Your nmaster told ne that
Doctor Crane has been with himfor the past four years."
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"Do I! The old pill-pounder and ne have fl oated over a whorl of ground together. Don't nake nuch
sense sonetinmes, but he'll talk you deaf if you don't watch out, and ask nore questions than the
hoppi es. "

Si | k nodded, conscious again of the object Crane had slipped into his waistband. "I found him
friendly."

"l bet you did. You didn't ride out with me, did you, Patera?"

Bl ood had several floaters, obviously, just as he had inplied. Silk said, "No, not with you. |
came with another man, but he |left before | did."

"I didn't think so. See, | tell them about Doc Crane on the way out. Sonetimes they get worried
about the girls and boys. Know what | nean, Patera?"

"l think so."

"So | tell themforget it. W got a doctor right there to

198 Gene Wl fe

check everybody over, and if they got sone kind of tittle problemof their own ... I'mtalking
about the ol der bucks, Patera, you know? Wiy, nmaybe he could help themout. It's good for Doc,
because sonetinmes they give himsonmething. And it's good for nme, too. 1've had quite a few of them

thank ne for telling them after the party."

"I fear | have nothing to give you, nmy son," Silk said stiffly. It was perfectly true, he assured
hinself; the two cards in his pocket were already spent, or as good as spent. They woul d buy a
fine victimfor Scylsday, |ess than two days off.

"That's all right, Patera. | didn't figure you did. It's a gift to the Chapter. That's how | | ook
at it."

"l can give you ny blessing, however, when we separate. And | wll."

"That's all right, Patera," the driver said. "I'mnot nuch for sacrifice and all that."

"Al'l the nore reason you may require it, my son," Silk told him and could not keep fromsniling
at the sepulchral tones of his own voice. It was a good thing the driver could not see him Wth
Bl ood's villa far behind them the burglar was fading and the augur returning; he had sounded
exactly like Patera Pike.

Wi ch was he, really? He pushed aside the thought
"Now this here, this feels just |like a boat, and no nistake. Don't it, Patera?"

Their floater was rolling like a barrel as it dodged pedestrians and rattling, nule-drawn wagons.
The road had becone a street in which narrow houses vied for space.

Silk found it necessary to grasp the |eather-covered bar on the back of the driver's seat, a
contrivance he had previously assunmed was intended only to facilitate boardi ng and departure. "How
high will these go?" he asked. "I've al ways wondered."

"Four cubits enpty, Patera. O that's what this one'll do,
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anyhow. That's how you test them+un themup as high as they' |l go and nmeasure. The higher she
floats, the better shape everything's in."

Silk nodded to hinself. "You couldn't go over one of these wagons, then, instead of around it?"
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"No, Patera. W got to have ground underneath to push agai nst, see? And we'd be getting too far
away fromit. You remenber that wall we cleared when | took the shortcut?"

"Certainly." Silk tightened his grip on the bar. "It nust have been three cubits at |east."

"Not quite, Patera. It's a little |lower than that at the place where | went over. But what | was
going to say was we couldn't have done it if we'd been full of passengers |ike we were com ng out.
We'd have had to stay on the road then."

"l understand. O at any rate, | think | do."

"But | ook up ahead, Patera." The floater slowed. "See himlying in the road?"

Silk sat up straight to peer over the driver's liveried shoulder. "I do now By Phaea's fair face,
I hope he's not dead."

"Drunk nmore likely. Watch now, and we'll float right across him You won't even feel him Patera.
Not no nore than he'll feel you."

Silk clenched his teeth, but as promi sed felt nothing. Wien the prostrate man was behind them he
said, "l've seen floaters go over childen like that. Children playing in the street. Once a child
was hit in the forehead by the cowing, right in front of our pal aestra."”

"1'd never do that, Patera,
and get it in the blowers."

" the driver assured Silk virtuously. "A child mght hold up his arm

Silk hardly heard him He attenpted to stand, bunped his head painfully against the floater's
transparent canopy, and conpromni sed on a crouch. "Wait! Not so fast, please.
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Do you see that man with the two donkeys? Stop for a nonent and let ne out. | want a word with
him™"

"Il just put down the canopy, Patera. That'll be a little safer."

Auk gl anced sourly at the floater when it settled onto the roadway beside him H's eyes w dened
when he saw Sil k.

"May every god bl ess you tonight,"’
tavern."

Silk began. "I want to rem nd you of what you promised in the

Auk opened his nmouth to speak, but thought better of it.

"You gave me your word that you'd come to mantei on next Scyl sday, renmenmber? | want to nmake certain
you'll keep that promi se, not only for your sake but for mine. |I rmust talk to you again."

"Yeah. Sure." Auk nodded. "Maybe tonorrow if I'mnot too busy. Scylsday for sure. Did you . . .?"

"I't went precisely as you had predicted,"” Silk told him "However, our manteion's safe for the
time being, | believe. Good night, and Phaea bl ess you. Knock at the manse if you don't find ne in
the manteion.”

Auk said sonething nore; but the driver had overheard Silk's farewell, and the transparent dome of
the canopy had risen between them it |atched, and Auk's voice was drowned by the roar of the
bl owers.

"You better watch your step, talking to characters like that, Patera," the driver remarked with a
shake of his head. "That sword's just for show, and there's a needi er underneath that dirty tunic.
Want to bet?"

"You would win such a bet, I"'mcertain," Silk admtted, "but no needier can turn a good nman to
evil. Not even devils can do that."
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"That why you want to see Orchid' s place, Patera? |I kind of wondered."

"I"'mafraid | don't understand you." Crane's nystery had just given Silk a particularly painfu
job. He wiggled it into a new position as he spoke. Deciding that it would be
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harm ess to reveal plans Blood knew of already, he added, "I'mto nmeet your master there tonorrow
afternoon, and | want to be certain | go to the correct house. That's the yellow house, isn't it?
Ochid s? | believe he nentioned a womran naned Orchid."

"That's right, Patera. She owns it. Only he owns it, really, or naybe he owns her. You know what |
mean?"

"I think so. Yes, of course." Silk recalled that it was Miusk, not Bl ood, whose name appeared on
the deed to his nanteion. "Possibly Blood holds a nortgage upon this house, which is in arrears."
Clearly Blood would have to protect his interest in sone fashion against the death of the owner of
record

"l guess so, Patera. Anyhow, you tal ked about devils, so | thought maybe that was it."

The hair at the back of Silk's neck prickled. It was ridiculous (as if | were a dog, he said to
hinself later) but there it was; he tried to smooth it with one hand. "It m ght be useful if you
woul d tell ne whatever you know about this business, ny son—dseful to your nmaster, as well as to
me." How sternly his instructors at the schola had enjoined him and all the acol ytes, never to
| augh when sonmeone nentioned ghosts (he had anticipated the usual w de-eyed accounts of phantom
f oot steps and shrouded figures after Blood' s nention of exorcisn) or devils. Perhaps it was only
because he was so very tired, but he discovered that there was not the | east danger of his

| aughi ng now.

"l never seen anything nyself,’
that. Know what | mean, Patera?"

the driver admitted. "I hardly ever been inside. You hear this and

"OF course."

"Things get nmessed up. Like, a girl will go to get her best dress, only the sleeves are torn off

and it's all ripped down the front. Sonetinmes people just, like, go crazy. You know? Then it goes
away. "
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"Intermttent possession,"” Silk said. "I guess so, Patera, Anyhow, you'll get to see it in a

mnute. We're al nost there."

"Fine. Thank you, nmy son." Silk studied the back of the driver's head. Since the driver thought he
had been a guest at Blood's, it would probably do no harmif he saw the object Crane had conveyed
to him but there was a chance, if only a slight one, that someone woul d question the driver when
he returned to Blood's villa. Satisfied that he was too busy working the floater through the

thi ckening stream of nen and wagons to glance behind him Silk took it out.

As he had suspected, it was an azoth. He whistled on a snmall footlight he had noticed earlier,
hol di ng the azoth | ow enough to keep the driver fromseeing it, should he | ook over his shoul der

The denon was an unfacetted red gem so it was probably safe to assunme it was the azoth he had
taken from Hyacinth's drawer and she had snatched out of the coiled rope around his waist It
occurred to Silk as he exam ned the azoth that its denon shoul d have been a blue gem a hyacinth.
Clearly the azoth had not been enbellished in a style intended to flatter Hyacinth, as the needier
in his pocket had been. It was even possible that it was not actually hers.

Rocki ng al nost inperceptibly, the floater slowed, then settled onto the roadway. "Here's Ochid's
pl ace, Patera." "On the right there? Thank you, ny son." Silk slid the azoth into the top of the
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stocking on his good foot and pulled his trousers |l eg down over it; it was a considerable relief
to be able to | ean back confortably.

"Quite a place, they tell me, Patera. Like | said, |I've only been inside a couple tines."
Silk murnmured, "I very nuch appreciate your going out of your way for ne."

Orchid' s house seened typical of the older, larger city
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houses, a hul ki ng cube of shiprock with a painted facade, its canary arches and fluted pillars the
phant asnagori a of sone dead artist's brush. There would be a courtyard, very likely with a dry
fishpond at its center, ringed by shady galleries.

"It's only one story in back, Patera. You can get in that way, too, off of Misic Street. That
m ght be closer for you."

"No," Silk said absently. It would not do to arrive at the rear entrance |like a tradesnan.

He was studying the house and the street, visualizing themas they woul d appear by day. That shop
with the white shutters would be the pastry cook's, presumably. In an hour or two there would be
chairs and tables for customers who wi shed to consunme their purchases on the spot, the ningled
smells of mate and strong coffee, and cakes and nuffins in the windows. A shutter swung back as
Si | k wat ched.

"In there," the driver jerked his thunb at the yell ow house, "they'll be getting set to turn in
now. They'll sleep till noon, nost likely." He stretched, yawning. "So will I, if I can."

Si | k nodded weary agreenent. "What is it they do in there?"
"At Orchid s?" The driver turned to | ook back at him "Everybody knows about Orchid's, Patera."
"I don't, my son. That was why | asked."

"It's a—you know, Patera. There's thirty girls, | guess, or about that. They put on shows, you
know, and like that, and they have a lot of parties. Have them for other people, | nean. The
people pay themto do it."

Silk sighed. "I suppose it's a pleasant life."
"It could be worse, Patera. Only—=

Soneone screaned inside the yell ow house. The screamwas foll owed at once by the crash of breaking
gl ass.

The engine sprang to life, shaking the whole floater as a
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dog shakes a rat. Before Silk could protest, the floater shot into the air and sped up Lanp
Street, scattering nmen and wonen on foot and grazing a donkey cart with a clang so loud that Silk
thought for a nonent it had been w ecked.

"Wai t!" he call ed.

The floater turned al nost upon its side as they rounded a corner, |losing so much height that its
cow i ng plowed the

dust .

"That m ght be a—whatever the trouble is." Silk was holding on desperately w th both hands, pain
and t he damage the white-headed one had done to his armforgotten. "Go back and let ne out."
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Wagons bl ocked the street. The floater slowed, then forced its way between the wall of a tailor
shop and a pair of plunging horses.

"Patera, they can take care of it. It's happened there

before, like | told you."

Sil k began, "I'm supposed—

The driver cut himoff. "You got a real bad leg and a bad arm Besides, what if sonebody saw you
going in there—a place |like that—at night? Tonorrow afternoon will be bad

enough. "

Silk released the | eather-covered bar. "Did you really float away so quickly out concern for ny
reputation? I find that difficult to believe."

"I"mnot going to go back there, Patera,'’
wal k back if you tried. Wich way fromhere? To get to your nmanteion, | mean
hover ed.

the driver said stubbornly, "and I don't think you could
" The floater slowed,

This was Sun Street; it could not have been half an hour since they had floated past the talus and
out Blood's gate. Silk tried to fix the Guard post and soiled statue of Councillor Tarsier in his
menory. "Left," he said absently. And then, "I should have Horn—he's quite artistic—and sone
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of the older students paint the front of our manteion. No, the palaestra first, then the
mant ei on. "

"What's that, Patera?"

"I"'mafraid | was talking to nyself, ny son." They had al nost certainly been painted originally;
it mght even be possible to find a record of the original designs among the clutter of papers in
the attic of the manse. If noney could be found for paint and brushes as well|l —

"I's it far, Patera?"
"Anot her six bl ocks perhaps."

He woul d be getting out in a nonent. When he had |l eft Blood' s reception hall, he had i nagi ned that
the night was already gray with the com ng of shadeup. |magi nation was no | onger required; the
night was virtually over, and he had not been to bed. He would be getting out of the floater
soon—per haps he shoul d have napped upon this soft seat after all, when he had the opportunity.
Perhaps there was time for two or three hours sleep in the manse, though no nore than two or three
hour s.

A man hauling bricks in a handcart shouted sonething at themand fell to his knees, but whatever
he had shouted could not be heard. It rem nded Silk that he had prom sed to bless the driver when
they parted. Should he leave this walking stick in the floater? It was Blood's stick, after all.
Bl ood had intended for himto keep it, but did he want to keep anything that bel onged to Bl ood?
Yes, the nanteion, but only because the nmanteion was really his, not Blood's, no matter what the
|l aw, or even the Chapter, m ght say. Patera Pike had owned the nmanteion, norally at |east, and
Patera Pike had left himin charge of it, had made himresponsible for it until he, too, died.

The floater was slowi ng again as the driver studied the buildings they passed.

Sil k deci ded that he would keep the nmanteion and the stick, too—at |east until he got the manteion
back. "Up
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there, driver, with the shingled roof. See it?" He gripped the stick and nade sure its tip would
not slide on the floor of the floater; it was alnost time to go. The floater hovered, "Here,
Patera?" "No. One, two, three doors farther." "Are you the augur everybody's talking about,

Pat era? The one that got enlightened? That's what sonebody told me back at the estate.”

Si | k nodded. "I suppose so, unless there were two of us."” "You're going to bring back the
cal de—that's what they say. | didn't want to ask you about it, you know? | hoped it would sort of
come up by itself. Are you?"

"Am | going to restore the calde? |Is that what you're asking? No, that wasn't in ny instructions
at all."

"Instructions froma god." The floater settled to the roadway and its canopy parted and slid into
its sides. Silk struggled to his feet. "Yes."

The driver got out, to open the door for him "I never thought there were any gods, Patera. Not
really."

"They believe in you, however." Aided by the driver, Silk stepped painfully onto the first worn
shiprock step in front of the street entrance to the nanteion. He was hone. "You believe in
devils, it seens, but you do not believe in the imortal gods. That's very foolish, ny son.
Indeed, it is the height of folly."

Suddenly the driver was on his knees. Leaning on his stick, Silk pronounced the shortest bl essing
in common use and traced the sign of addition over the driver's head.

The driver rose. "I could help you, Patera. You' ve got a—a house or sonething here, don't you?
could give you a hand that far."

"Il be all right," Silk told him "You had better go back and get to bed."

Courteously, the driver waited for Silk to | eave before restarting his blowers. Silk found that
his injured | eg was
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stiff as he linped to the narrow garden gate and let hinmself in, |ocking the gate behind him By
the time he reached the arbor, he was wondering whether it had not been foolish to refuse the
driver's offer of help. He wanted very badly to rest, to rest for only a mnute or so, on one of
the cozy benches beneath the vines, where he had sat alnost every day to talk with Maytera Marbl e.

Hunger urged himforward; food and sl eep were so near. Blood, he thought, m ght have shown him
better hospitality by giving himsonmething to eat. A strong drink was not the best welcone to
offer a man with an enpty stonach.

Hi s head pounded, and he told hinself that a little food woul d make himfeel better. Then he woul d
go up to bed and sleep. Sleep until—-why, until sonmeone woke him That was the truth: until someone
woke him There was no power but in truth.

The fam liar, nusty snmell of the manse was |ike a kiss. He dropped into a chair, pulled the azoth
fromhis stocking, and pressed it to his lips, then stared at it. He had seen it in her hand, and
if the doctor was to be believed, it was her parting gift. How preposterous that he should have
such a thing, so lovely, so precious, and so lethal! So charged with the forgotten know edge of
the earlier world. It would have to be hidden, and hidden well, before he slept; he was by no
means sure that he could clinb the steep and crooked stair to the upper floor, |less sure that he
could descend it again to prepare food without falling, but utterly certain that he would not be
able to sleep at all unless the azoth was at hand—dnl ess he coul d assure hinsel f, whenever he was
assail ed by doubts, that it had not been stolen

Wth a grunt and a nuttered prayer to Sphigx (it was certainly Sphigxday by now, Silk had deci ded,
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and Sphi gx was the goddess of courage in the face of pain in any event), he made his way slowy up
the stair, got die rusty and utterly barren cash box that was supposed to secure
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the manteion's surplus funds from beneath his bed, |ocked the azoth in it, and returned the key to
its hiding place under the water jug on his nighlstand.

Descendi ng proved rather easier than he had expected. By putting nost of his weight on the stick
and the railing, and advancing his sound foot one step at a tinme, he was able to progress quite
well with a mninumof pain.

G ddy with success he went into the kitchen, leaned the stick in a corner, and after a brief |abor
at the punp washed his hands. Shadeup was peeping in through every wi ndow, and although he al ways
rose early it was an earlier and thus a fresher norning than he had seen in sone tine. He really
was not, he discovered with delight, so very tired after all, or so very sl eepy.

After a second session with the punp, he splashed water over his face and hair and felt better
still. He was tired, yes; and he was ravenously hungry. Still, he could face this new day. It
m ght even be a mistake to go to bed after he had eaten

Hi s green tomatoes waited on the windowsill, but surely there had been four? Perpl exed, he
searched his nmenory. There were only three there now. M ght sonmeone have entered the garden,
intent upon the theft of a single unripe tomato? Maytera Marbl e cooked for the sibyls. Briefly
Silk visualized her bent above a snoking pan, stirring his tomato into a fine hash of bacon and
onions. H's nouth watered, but nothing could possibly be less |like Maytera Marbl e than any such
bor r owi ng.

Wncing with every step and anused by his own grinaces, he linped to the wi ndow and | ooked nore
closely. The remmins of the fourth tomato were there, a dozen seeds and fl ecks of skin.
Furthernore, a hol e had been eaten—bored, al nmost—n the third.

Rats, of course, although this did not really look like the work of a rat. He pared away the
damaged portion, sliced

the remai nder and the renmaining pair, then belatedly realized that cooking would require a fire in
t he stove.

The ashes of the last were |ifeless gray dust without a single gleam as it seened to Silk they
al ways were. Others spoke of starting a new fire fromthe enbers of the previous one; his own
fires never seened to | eave those runored, long-lived enbers. He laid a few scraps of hoarded
wast e- paper on top of the cold ashes and added kindling fromthe box beside the stove. Showers of
whi te-hot sparks fromthe igniter soon produced a fine bl aze.

As he started out to the woodpile, he sensed a furtive novement, stopped, and turned as quickly as
he coul d manage to | ook behind him Something black had noved swiftly and furtively at the top of

the larder. Too vividly he recalled the white-headed one, perched at the top of a chimmey; but it

was only a rat. There had been rats hi the manse ever since he had come here fromthe schola, and

no doubt since Patera Pike had |eft the schol a.

The crackling tinder would not wait, rats or no rats. Silk chose a few likely-1ooking splits,
carried them (once nearly falling) inside, and positioned themcarefully. No doubt the rat was
gone by now, but he fetched Blood' s stick fromits place in the corner anyway, pausing by the
Silver Street windowto study the indistinct, battered head at the end of the sharply angl ed
handle. It seened to be a dog's, or perhaps

He rotated the stick, holding it higher to catch the grayish daylight.

O perhaps, just possibly, a lioness's. After a brief uncertainty, he decided to consider it the
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head of a |ioness; |ionesses synbolized Sphigx, this was her day, and the idea pleased him

Li ons were big cats, and big cats were needed for rats, vermn too |large and strong themnsel ves for
cats of ordinary size to deal with. Wthout real hope of success, he rattled
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the stick along the top of the larder. There was a flutter, and a sound he did not at once
identify as a squawk. Another rattle, and a single black feather floated down.

It occured to Silk then that a rat might have carried the dead bird there to eat. Possibly there
was a rat hole in the wainscotting up there, but the bird had been too |l arge to be dragged through
it.

He paused, |listening. The sound he had heard had not been made by a rat, surely. After a nonent he
| ooked in the waste bin; the bird was no | onger there.

If his ankle had been well, he would have clinbed up on the stool; as things (and he hinself)
stood, that was out of the question. "Are you up there, bird?" he called. "Answer ne!"

There was no reply. Blindly, he rattled Blood's stick across the top of the high |arder again; and
this time there was a quite unm stakabl e squawk. "Get down here,"” Silk said firmy.

The bird's hoarse voice replied, "No, no!" "I thought you were dead." Silence fromthe top of the
|arder. "You stole ny tomato, didn't you? And now you think I'Il hurt you for that. | won't, |
prom se. | forgive you the theft." Silk tried to renenber what ni ght choughs were supposed to eat

in the wild. Seeds? No, the bird had | eft the seeds. Carrion, no doubt.

"Cut nme," the bird suggested throatily. "Sacrifice you? I won't, | swear. The Witings warned ne
the sacrifice would be ineffectual, and | shouldn't have tried one after that. |'ve been puni shed
very severely by one of your kind for it, believe me. I'mnot such a fool as to try the same

sacrifice again."

Silk waited notionless, listening. After a second or two, he felt certain that he could hear the
bird s stealthy nove-

ments above the crack of whips and runble of cartwheels that drifted through the w ndow from
Silver Street.

"Conme down," he repeat ed.

The bird did not answer, and Silk turned away. The fire in the stove was burning well now, yellow
flanme | eaping fromthe cook hole. He rescued his frying pan fromthe sink, wiped it out, poured
the remaining oil into it—shaking the last lingering drop fromthe neck of the cruet—and put the
pan on the stove.

Hi s tomat oes would be greasy if he put theminto the oil while it was still cold, unpleasantly
flavored if he let the oil get too hot Leaning Blood's stick against the door of the |arder, he
gathered up the stiff green slices, |linped over to the stove with them and distributed themwth

care over the surface of the pan, rewarded by a cloud of hissing, fragrant steam
There was a soft cluck fromthe top of the |arder

"I can kill you whenever | want, just by banging around up there with my stick," Silk told the
bird. "Show yourself, or I'lIl doit."

For a nmonent a long crinson bill and one bright black eye were visible at the top of the | arder
"Me," the night chough said succinctly, and vani shed at once.
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"Good." The garden wi ndow was open already; Silk drew the heavy bolt of the Silver Street w ndow

and opened it as well. "It's shadeup now, and it will be rmuch brighter soon. Your kind prefers the
dark, | believe. You'd better |eave at once."

"No fly."

"Yes, fly. I won't try to hurt you. You're free to go."

Sil k watched for a nmoment, then decided that the bird was probably hoping that he would | ay aside
Bl ood's stick. He tossed it into a corner, got out a fork, and began turning the tomato slices;
they sputtered and snoked, and he added a pinch of salt.
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There was a knock at the garden door. Hurriedly, he snatched the pan fromthe fire. "Haifa
m nute." Someone was dying, surely, and before death came desired to receive the Pardon of Pas.

The door opened before he could hobble over to it, and Maytera Rose | ooked in. "You' re up very
early, Patera. |Is anything wong?" Her gaze darted about the kitchen, her eyes not quite tracking.
One was pupilless, and as far as Silk knew, blind; the other a prosthetic creation of crystal and

fire.

"Good norning Maytera." Awkwardly, the fork and the snoking pan remained in Silk's hands; there
was no place to put themdown. "I suffered a little mshap last night, I"'mafraid. | fell. It's
still somewhat painful, and | haven't been able to sleep." He congratul ated hinsel f—+t was al
perfectly true.

"So you're nmaking breakfast already. W haven't eaten yet, over in the cenoby." Maytera Rose
sniffed hungrily, a dry, mechanical inhalation, "Marble's still fooling around in the kitchen. The
littlest thing takes that girl forever."

"I"'mquite certain Maytera Marbl e does the best she can," Silk said stiffly.

Maytera Rose ignored it. "If you want to give me that, 1'll take it over to her. She can see to it
for you till you cone back."

"I'"'msure that's not necessary." Sensing that he nust eat his tomatoes now if he was to eat them
at all, Silk cut the thinnest slice in tw with his fork. "Miust | leave this instant, Maytera?
can hardly wal k. "

"Her name's Teasel, and she's one of Marble's bunch." Maytera Rose sniffed again. "That's what her
father says. | don't know her."

Silk (who did) froze, the half slice of tomato halfway to his nouth. "Teasel ?"

"Her father cane pounding on the door before we got
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up. The nother's sitting with her, he said. He knocked over here first, but you didn't answer."
"You shoul d have cone at once, Maytera."

"What woul d have been the use when he couldn't wake you up? | waited till | could see you were out
of bed." Maytera Rose's good eye was upon the half slice. She licked her lips and w ped her nouth
on her sleeve. "Know where she |ives?"

Sil k nodded m serably, and then with a sudden surge of wholly deplorable greed thrust the hot half
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slice into his mouth, chewed, and swall owed. He had never tasted anything quite so good. "It's not
far. | suppose | can walk it if | nust."

"l could send Marble after Patera Pard when she's done cooking. She could show himwhere to go."
Si | k shook his head.

"You're going to go after all, are you?" A nonent too |ate, Maytera Rose added, "Patera."

Si | k nodded.

"Want ne to take those?"

"No, thank you," Silk said, miserably aware that he was being selfish. "I'll have to get on a
robe, a collar and so forth. You' d better get back to the cenoby, Mytera, before you niss
breakfast." He scooped up one of the smaller slices with his fork

"What happened to your tunic?"

"And a clean tunic. Thank you. You're right, Maytera. You're quite right." Silk closed the door,
virtually in her face, shot the bolt, and popped the whole sizzling slice into his nmouth. Maytera
Rose woul d never forgive himfor what he had just done, but he had previously done at |east a
hundred other things for which Maytera Rose would never forgive himeither. The stain of evi

m ght soil his spirit throughout al! eternity, for which he was deeply and sin-
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cerely sorry; but as a practical matter it would make little difference

He swal |l owed a good deal of the slice and chewed the rest energetically.

"Wtch," croaked a nuffled voice

"Go," Silk nmunbled. He swall owed again. "Fly hone to the nountains. You're free."

He turned the rest of the slices, cooked themhalf a minute nore, and ate them quickly (relishing
their sonewhat oily flavor alnbst as nuch as he had hoped), scraped the nmold fromthe renaining
bread and fried the bread in the leftover liquid, and ate that as he once nore clinbed the stair
to his bedroom

Behi nd and below him the bird called, "Good-bye!" And then, "Bye! Bye!" fromthe top of the
| arder.

Chapter 9
OREB AND OTHERS

Teasel |ay upon her back, with her nouth open and her eyes closed. Her black hair, spread over the
pill ow, accentuated the pallor of her face. Bent above her as he prayed, Silk was acutely

consci ous of the bones underlying her face, of her protrudi ng cheekbones, her eye sockets, and her
hi gh and oddly square frontal. Despite the nounting heat of the day, her nother had covered her to
the chin with a thick red wool blanket that glowed |ike a stove in the sun-bright room her

f orehead was beaded with sweat, and it was only that sweat, which soon reappeared each tine her
mot her sponged it away, that convinced himthat Teasel was still alive.

When he had swung his beads and chanted the | ast of the prescribed prayers, her nother said, "I
heard her cry out, Patera, as if she'd pricked her finger. It was the m ddle of the night, so

t hought she was having a nightnmare. | got out of bed and went in to see about her. The ot her
children were all asleep, and she was still sleeping, too. | shook her shoul der, and she woke up a
little bit and said she was thirsty. | ought to've told her to go get a drink herself."

Silk said, "No."
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"Only I didn't, Patera. | went to the crock and got a cup of water, and she drank it and cl osed
her eyes." After a
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monent Teasel 's not her added, "The doctor won't conme. Marten tried to get him™"
Silk nodded. "I'll do what | can.”
"If you'd talk to himagain, Patera
"He wouldn't let me in last tine, but I'Il try."

Teasel 's not her sighed as she | ooked at her daughter. "There was bl ood on her pillow, Patera. Not
much. | didn't see it till shadeup. | thought it night have cone out of her ear, but it didn't.
She felt so cold.”

Teasel 's eyes opened, surprising themboth. Wakly, she said, "The terrible old man."
Her nother | eaned forward. "Wat's that?"

"Thirsty."

"Get her nore water," Silk said, and Teasel's nother bustled out. "The old man hurt you?"

"Wngs." Teasel's eyes rolled toward the w ndow before
cl osi ng.

They were four flights up, as Silk, who had clinbed all four despite his painful right ankle, was
very much aware. He rose, hobbled to the wi ndow, and | ooked out. There was a dirty little
courtyard far below, a garret floor above them The tapering walls were of unadorned, yellow sh,
sunbaked bri ck.

Legend had it that it was unlucky to converse with devils; Silk asked, "Did he speak to you,
Teasel ? Or you to hinP"

She did not reply.

Her nother returned with the water. Silk hel ped her to raise Teasel to a half-sitting position; he
had expected sone difficulty in getting her to drink, but she drank thirstily, draining the clay
cup as soon as it was put to her I|ips.

"Bring her nore," he said, and as soon as Teasel's nother had gone, he rolled the unresisting girl
onto her side.

When Teasel had drunk again, her nother asked, "Was it a devil, Patera?"
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Silk settled hinself once nore on the stool she had provided for him "I think so." He shook his
head. "W have too much real disease already. It seens terrible ..." He left the thought

i nconpl ete.

"What can we do?"

"Nurse her and feed her. See she gets as much water as she'll drink. She's |ost blood, |I believe."
Silk took the voided cross fromthe chain around his neck and fingered its sharp steel edges.
"Patera Pike told nme about this sort of devil. That was— Silk shut his eyes, reckoning. "About a
month before he died. | didn't believe him but | listened anyway, out of politeness. |I'm gl ad,

now, that | did."
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Teasel 's not her nodded eagerly. "Did he tell you howto drive it away?"

"It's away now," Silk told her absently. "The problemis to prevent it fromreturning. | can do
what Patera Pike did. | don't know how he |earned it, or whether it had any real efficacy; but he
said that the child wasn't troubled a second tine."

Assisted by Blood's stick, Silk linped to the wi ndow, seated hinself on the sill, and | eaned out,
hol ding the side of the weathered old window franme with his free hand. The wi ndow was small, and
he found he could reach the crunbling bricks above it easily. Wth the pointed corner of the one
of the four gammadi ons that nmade up the cross, he scratched the sign of addition on the bricks.

"Il hold you, Patera."

Teasel's father was gripping his | egs above the knees. Silk said, "Thankyou." He scratched Patera
Pike's name to the left of the tilted X. Patera Pi ke had signed his work; so he had said.

"l brought the cart for you, Patera. | told ny jefe about you, and he said it would be all right."

After a nonment's indecision, Silk added his own nane on the other side of the X "Thank you
again." He ducked
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back into the room "I want you both to pray to Phaea. Healing is hers, and it woul d appear that

what ever happened to your daughter happened at the end of her day."
Teasel ' s parents nodded toget her.

"Al so to Sphigx, because today's hers, and to Surging Scylla, not only because our city is hers,
but because your daughter called for water. Lastly, | want you to pray with great devotion to the
Qutsider."

Teasel ' s not her asked, "Wy, Patera?"

"Because | told you to," Silk replied testily. "I don't suppose you'll know any of the prescribed
prayers to him and there really aren't that many anyway. But nake up your own. They'l| be
acceptable to himas long as they're sincere.”

As he descended the stairs to the street, one steep and painful step at a tine, Micor spoke behind
him "That was interesting. What are you going to do next?"

He turned as quickly as he could. As if in a dream he glinpsed the nad girl's death's-head grin,
and eyes that had never belonged to Teasel's stooped, hard-handed father. She vani shed as he

| ooked, and the man who had been followi ng himdown the stairs shook hinself. "Are you well,
Marten?" Silk asked. "I went all queer there, Patera. Don't know what cone

over ne."
Si | k nodded, traced the sign of addition, and nurnured
a bl essing.

"1'm good enough now, or think | am Wrryin' too nmuch about Sel, naybe. Rabbit shit on my grave."

In the past, Silk had carried a basin of water up the stairs to his bedroom and washed hinself in
decent privacy; that was out of the question now After closing and | ocking both, he covered the
Silver Street window w th the dishrag and a dish towel, and the garden w ndow (whi ch | ooked
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toward the cenoby) with a heavy gray bl anket he had stored on the highest shelf of the sellaria
cl oset against the return of wnter

Retreating to the darkest corner of the kitchen, alnost to the stair, he renoved all his clothing

and gave hinself the cold bath he had been longing for, |athering his whole body fromthe crown of
his head to the top of his cast, then sponging the suds away with clean, cool water fresh fromthe
wel | .

Dri ppi ng and sonewhat refreshed, yet so fatigued that he seriously considered stretching hinself
on the kitchen floor, he exam ned his discarded clothing. The trousers, he decided, were stil

sal vageable: with a bit of nending, they m ght be worn again, as he had worn them before, while he
pat ched the manteion's roof or perforned simlar chores. He enptied their pockets, dropping his
prayer beads, Blood's two cards, and the rest on the scarred old kitchen table. The tunic was

rui ned, but would supply useful rags after a good |laundering; he tossed it into the wash basket on
top of his trousers and undershorts, dried those parts of hinself that had not been dried already
by the baking heat of the kitchen with a clean dish towel, and nade his way up to bed. If it had
not been for the pain in his ankle, he would have been half asleep before he passed the bedroom
door.

H s donkey was lost in the yellow house. Shards of the tumbler Blood broke with Hyacinth's gol den
needi er cracked under the donkey's hooves, and a horned oW as big as a Flier circled overhead
awai ting the noment to pounce. Seeing the double punctures the oW had left half concealed in the
hair at the back of Teasel's neck, he shuddered.

The donkey fastened its teeth in his ankle |ike a dog. Though he flailed at it with Sphigx's
wal ki ng stick, it would not let go.
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Mot her was riding Auk's big gray donkey sidesaddl e-he saw her across the skylit rooftops, but he
could not cry out. Wen he reached the place, her old wooden bust of the calde |ay anong the
fallen |l eaves; he picked it up, and it became the ball. He thrust it into his pocket and woke.

Hi s bedroomwas hot and filled with sunlight, his naked body drenched with sweat Sitting up, he
drank deeply fromthe tepid water jug. The rusty cash-box key was still in its place and was of
great inportance. As he |lay down again, he renenbered that it was Hyaci nth whom he had | ocked
awnay.

A bl ack-clad inp with a bl ood-red sword stood upon his chest to study him its head cocked to one
side. He stirred and it fled, fluttering like alittle flag.

Hard dry rain blew through the wi ndow and rolled across the floor, bringing with it neither w nd
nor respite fromthe heat. Silk groaned and buried his perspiring face in the pillow

It was Maytera Marble who woke himat last, calling his name through the open wi ndow. Hi s mind
still sluggish with sleep, he tried to guess how | ong he had slept, concluding only that it had
not been | ong enough

He staggered to his feet. The busy little clock beside his triptych declared that it was after

el even, nearly noon. He struggled to recall the positions of its hands when he had pernmitted
hinself to fall into bed. Eight, or after eight, or possibly eight-thirty. Teasel, poor little
Teasel, had been bitten by an owm —er by a devil. A devil with wings, if it had come in through her
wi ndow, and thus a devil tw ce inpossible. Silk blinked and yawned and rubbed his eyes. "Patera?
Are you up there?"

She m ght see himif he went near the wi ndow. Funbling in a drawer for clean underclothes, he
called, "What is it, Muytera?"

"A doctor! He says he's conme to treat you! Are you hurt, Patera?"
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"Wait a nmoment." Silk pulled on his best trousers, the only pair that renmained, and crossed the
roomto the wi ndow, tw ce stepping painfully on pebbles.

Maytera Marble waited in the little path, her upturned face flashing in the hot sunshine. Doctor
Crane stood beside her, a shabby brown nedi cal bag in one hand.

"May every god favor you both this norning," Silk called down politely.

Crane waved his free hand in response. "Sphigxday and Hi eraxday, renenber? That's when I'min this
part of town! Today's Sphigxday. Let nme in!"

"As soon as | get dressed," Silk proni sed.

Wth the help of Blood' s |ioness-headed wal ki ng stick, he hobbled downstairs. Hi s arm and ankl e
seenmed nore painful than ever; he told himself firmy that it was only because the palliating
effects of the drug Crane had given himthe night before—and of the potent drinks he had

i mprudently sanpl ed—had worn of f.

Li npi ng and wincing, he hurried into the kitchen. The heterogeneous collection of items he had
left on the table there was rapidly transferred to his clean trousers, with only nmonentary
hesitati on over Hyacinth's gl eam ng needier.

"Patera f"

Hi s bl anket still covered the garden wi ndow, resisting the tenptation to pull it down, he |urched
painfully into the sellaria, flung open the door, and began introductions. "Maytera, this is
Doctor Crane—

Mayt era Marbl e nodded demurely, and the physician said, "W've already nmet. | was tossing gravel
t hrough your wi ndow+ was pretty sure it was yours, since | could hear you snoring up there—when
Mar bl e di scovered nme and introduced herself."
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Mayt era Marbl e asked, "Did you send for him Patera? He nust be new to our quarter.”

"I don't live here," Crane explained. "I only make a few calls here, two days a week. My other
patients are all late sleepers,” he winked at Silk, "but | hoped that Silk would

be up."

Silk | ooked rueful. "I was a late sleeper nyself, I'm

afraid, today at least."

"Sorry | had to wake you, but | thought | might give you a ride when we're dirough—+t's not good
for you to walk too nuch on that ankle." By a gesture Crane indicated the sellaria. "lI'd like to
have you sitting down. Can we go inside?"

Maytera Marble ventured, "If | mght watch you, Patera? Through the doorway . . ?"

"Yes," Silk said. There should be anple opportunity to speak with Crane in private on the way to
the yell ow house. "Certainly, Maytera, if you w sh."

"l hadn't known. Maytera Rose told Maytera M nt and ne at breakfast, though she didn't seemto
know a | ot about it. You—you were testy with her, | think."

"Yes, very nmuch so." Silk nodded sadly as he retreated into the sellaria, guilt overlaying the
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pain fromhis ankle. Maytera Rose had been hungry, beyond question, and he had turned her away.
She had been inquisitive too, of course; but she could not help that. No doubt her intentions had
been good—er at | east no doubt she had told herself they were, and had believed it. How selflessly
she had served the manteion for sixty years! Yet only this norning he had refused her.

He dropped into the nearest of the stiff old chairs, then stood again and shifted it two cubits so
that Maytera Marble could watch from the doorway.

"All right if I put nmy bag on this little table here?" Crane stepped to his left, away fromthe
doorway. There was no

table there, but he opened his bag, held up a shapel ess dark bundle so that Silk could see it
(though Maytera Marble could not), dropped it on the floor, and set his bag beside it "Now then,
Silk. The armfirst, | think."

Sil k pushed up his sleeve and held out his injured arm

Bright scissors Silk recalled fromthe previous night snipped away the bandages. "You probably
think your ankle's worse, and in a way it is. But there's an excellent chance of bl ood-poisoning
here, and that's no joke. Your ankle's not going to kill you—not unless we're playing in the worst
sort of luck, anyway." Crane scrutinized the wounds under a tiny, brilliant light, muttered to

hi nsel f, and bent to sniff them "All right so far, but I'mgoing to give you a booster."

To keep his mind fromthe anpule, Silk said, "lI'"'mvery sorry | mssed our prayers this norning.
What tinme is it, Maytera?"

"Nearly noon. Mytera Rose said you had to—+s that a bird, Patera?"

Crane snapped, "Don't jerk like that!"

"I was thinking of—f the bird that did this," Silk finished weakly.

"You coul d have broken off the needle. How d you like me fishing around in your armfor that?"

"It is a bird!" Maytera Marble pointed. "It hopped back that way. Into your kitchen, | suppose,
Patera."

"That's the stairwell, actually,” Silk told her. "I"msurprised it's still here."

"I't was a big black bird, and |I think one of its wi ngs nust be broken. It wasn't exactly dragging
it but it wasn't holding it right either, if you know what | nmean. Is that the bird—? The one
t hat —="

"Just sit quietly," Crane said. He was putting a fresh bandage on Silk's arm
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Silk said, "No wonder it didn't fly," and Maytera Marbl e | ooked at himinquiringly.

"It's the one that I'd intended to sacrifice, Maytera. It had only fainted or something—-had a fit,
or whatever birds do. | opened the kitchen wi ndow for it this morning so it could fly away, but |
suppose | must have broken its w ng when | was poking around on top of the larder with ny wal ki ng
stick."

He held it up to show her. It rem nded hi mof Blood, and Bl ood rem nded himthat he was going to
have to explain to Maytera Marble—and if he was not extrenely |lucky, to Maytera Rose and Maytera
M nt as wel |l —exactly how he had received his injuries.
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"On top of the larder, Patera?"

"Yes. The bird was up there then." Still thinking of the explanation the sibyls would expect, he
added, "It had flown up there, | suppose.”

Crane pulled a footstool into place and sat on it. "Up with your tunic now. Good. Shove your
wai st band down

just a bit."

Mayt era Marbl e turned her head delicately away.

Silk asked, "If I'mable to catch that bird, will you set its wing for nme?"

"I don't know nmuch horse-physic, but | can try. I've seen to Misk's hawks once or tw ce."

Silk cleared his throat, resolved to deceive Maytera Marble as little as possi bl e without
revealing the nature of his visit to the villa. "You see, Maytera, after | sawsaw Maytera Mnt's
friend, you know who |I mean, | thought it mght be wise to call on Blood. Do you renenber Bl ood?
You showed hi m around yesterday afternoon,”

Mayt era Marbl e nodded. "OF course, Patera. How could | forget?"

"And you had spoken afterward, when we tal ked under the arbor, about our buildings being torn
down—er per-

haps not torn down, but our having to leave. So | thought it mght be wise for me to have a heart-
to-heart talk with the new owner. He lives in the country, so it took me a good deal |onger than I
had anticipated, |'mafraid.”

Crane said, "Lean back a little nore." He was swabbing Silk's chest and abdonen with a bl ue
sol uti on.

Mayt era Marbl e nodded dubiously. "That was very good of you, Patera. Wonderful, really, though I
didn't get the inpression that he—

Silk | eaned back as nuch as he coul d, pushing his hips forward. "But he did, Miytera. He's going
to give ne—to give us, | ought to say—another nonth here at least. And it's possible that we may
never have to go."

"Ch, Pateral" Maytera Marble forgot herself so far as to | ook at him

Silk hurried on. "But what | wanted to explain is that a nan who works for Bl ood keeps several
| arge birds as pets. | suppose there are several, at least, fromthe way that he and Bl ood tal ked
about them™

Crane nodded absently.

"And he'd given this one to Blood," Silk continued. "It was dark, of course, and |'mafraid | got
too close. Blood very graciously suggested that Doctor Crane cone by today to see to ny injuries.”

"Why, Patera, how wonderful of him" Muytera Marble's eyes positively shone with admration for
Silk's diplomatic skills, and he felt hinself blush.

"All part of ny job," Crane said nodestly, replacing the stopper in the blue bottle.

Silk swall oned and took a deep breath, hoping that this was the proper nonment. "Before we | eave,
Doctor, there's sonething | nust bring up. A nonent ago you said you would treat that injured bird
if | was able to catch it. You were gracious about it, in fact."
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Crane nodded warily as he rose. "Excuse nme. Have to get ny cutter."”

"This norning," Silk continued, "I was called to bring the forgiveness of the gods to a little
girl named Teasel ."

Maytera Marbl e stiffened.

"She's close to death, but | believe—+ dare to hope dial she nmay recover, provided she receives
the nmost basic medical attention. Her parents are poor and have many ot her

children.”

"Hol d your leg out" Crane sat down on the footstool again and took Silk's foot hi his lap. The
cutter buzzed.

"They can't possibly pay you," Silk continued doggedly. "Neither can |, except with prayers. But
wi t hout your help, Teasel may die. Her parents actually expect her to di e—otherw se her fadier
woul dn't have cone here before shadeup | ooking for me. There are only two doctors in this quarter,
and neither will treat anyone unless he's paid in advance. | pronised Teasel's nother |'d do what
I could to get her a doctor, and you're the only real hope |I have."

Crane | ooked up. There was sonething in his eyes, a gleamof calculation and distant specul ation,
that Silk did not understand. "You were there this norning?"

Si |l k nodded. "That was why | got to bed so late. Her father had conme to the cenoby before
returned fromny talk with Bl ood, and when Maytera Rose saw that | had come honme, she cane and
told me. | went at once." The menory of green tomatoes stung like a hornet. "O al nbst at once,"
he added weakly.

Maytera Marble said, "You nust see her, Doctor. Really you nrnst"

Crane ignored her, fingering his beard. "And you told themyou'd try to get a doctor for
what sher name?"

Hope bl ossomed in Silk, "Yes, | did. 1'd be in your debt till Pas ends the whorl, and I'd be
delighted to show you where she lives. W could stop there on the way."

Mayt era Marbl e gasped. "Patera! Al those steps!"”

Crane bent over the cast again; his cutter whined and half of it fell away. "You're not going to
climb a lot of stairs if | have anything to say about it. Not with this ankle. Marble here can
show me—~

"Ch, yes!" Maytera Marbl e was dancing with inpatience. "I've got to see her. She's one of mne."

"Or you can just give ne the address,” Crane finished. "My bearers will know where it is. I'll see
to her and cone back here for you." He renoved the rest of the cast. "This hurt you nuch?"

"Not nearly as much as worrying about Teasel did," Silk told him "But you've taken care of that,
or at |east taken care of the worst aspect of it. I'll never be able to thank you enough."

"I don't want your thanks," Crane said. He rose again, dusting particles of the cast fromhis
trousers legs. "What | want is for you to follow ny instructions. I'mgoing to give you a renedi al
wrapping. It's valuable and reusable, so | want it back when your ankle's healed. And | want you
to use it exactly as | tell you."

Silk nodded. "I will, | promse."

"As for you, Marble," Crane turned to | ook at her, "you mght as well ride along with ne. I1t'l|
save you the walk. | want you to tell this girl's parents that |'mnot doing this out of the
goodness of ny heart, because | don't want to be pestered night and day by beggars. It's a favor
to Silk—Patera Silk, is that what you call hin? And it's a one-tine thing."
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Mayt era Marbl e nodded hunbly.

The little physician went to his bag again and produced what | ooked like a wide strip of thin
yel | ow chanmpbis. "Ever see one of these?"

Si | k shook his head.

"You kick them" Crane punted the w appi ng, which
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fl ew against the wall on the other side of the room "O you can just throwit a couple of tines,
or beat sonething snooth, like that footstool." He retrieved the wapping, juggling it. "Wen you
do, they get hot. You woke it up by banging it around. You follow ne? Here, feel."

Silk did. The wapping was al nost too hot to touch, and seened to tingle.

"The heat'll make your ankle feel better, and the sonic—you can't hear it, but it's there—wll
get the healing process going. Wiat's nore, it'll sense the break in your nedial malleolus and
tighten itself enough to keep it fromshifting." Crane hesitated. "You can't get them any nore,
but I've got this one. Usually | don't tell people about it."

"I''"l'l take good care of it," Silk prom sed, "and return it whenever you ask."
Mayt era Marbl e ventured, "Shouldn't we be going?"

"In a mnute. Wap *it around your ankle Patera. Get it fairly tight. You don't have to tie it or
anything—+t'll hold on as long as it senses the broken bone."

The wrapping seened alnbst to coil itself about Silk's leg, its heat intense but pleasant. The
pain in his ankle

f aded.

"You'll know when it's stopped working. As soon as it does, | want you to take it off and throw it
against the wall like |I showed you, or beat a carpet with it." The physician tugged at his beard.
"Let's see. Today's Sphigxday. |I'll conme back on H eraxday, and we'll see. Regardl ess, you ought
to be wal king alnost normally a week fromnow. If |I don't take it Hieraxday, |I'Il pick it up then
But until | do, | want you to stay off that ankle as much as you can. Get a crutch if you need

one. And absolutely no running and no junping. You hear ne?"

Si | k nodded. "Yes, of course. But you told Blood it would

be five—=

"It's not as bad as | figured, that's all. A sinple msdiag-

nosis. Your head augur . . . Wat do they call him the Prolocutor? Haven't you noticed that when
he gets sick I"'mnot the one he sends for? Wll, that's why. Now and then | nmake a m stake. The

sort of doctors he has in never do. Just ask them™
Maytera Marble inquired, "How does it feel, Patera?"

"Marvel ous! I'mtenpted to say as though my ankle had never been injured, but it's actually better
than that As if 1'd been given a new ankle, a lot better than the one | broke."

"l could give you dozens of things that would nmake you feel better,” Crane told nun, "starting
with a shot of pure and a sniff of rust. This will really nake you better, and that's a | ot
harder. Now, what about this bird of yours? If I"mgoing to have to doctor it, I'd like to do it
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before we go. What kind of bird is it?"
"A night chough,” Silk told him

“Can it tal k?"

Si | k nodded.

"Then maybe | can catch it nyself. Maytera, would you tell ny bearers to come around to Sun
Street? They're on Silver. Tell themyou' |l be coming with ne, and we'll leave in a mnute or
two."

Maytera Marble trotted away.
The physician shook his finger at Silk. "You sit easy, young man. I'Il find him"

He vanished into the stairwell. Soon, Silk heard his voice fromthe kitchen, though he coul d not
make out what was being said. Silk called, "You told Blood that it would take to long to heal so
that I'd get nore time, didn't you? Thank you, Doctor."

There was no response. The wrapping was still hot, and oddly conforting. Under his breath Silk
began the afternoon prayer to Sphigx the Brave. A fat, blue-backed fly
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sizzl ed through the open doorway, |ooked around for food, and bunped the gl ass of the nearer Sun
Street w ndow.

Crane called fromthe kitchen, "You want to cone here a mnute, Silk?"

"All right." Silk stood and wal ked al nost normally to the kitchen door, his nght foot bare and the
wr appi ng heavy about his ankle.

"He's hiding up there." Crane pointed to the top of the larder. "I got himto talk a little, but
he won't come down and |l et nme see his wing unless you prom se he won't be hurt

again.”

"Real | y?" Silk asked.

The ni ght chough croaked fromthe top of the |arder, and Crane nodded and w nked.

"Then | promise. May Great Pas judge me if | harmhimor pernit others to do so."

“No cut?" croaked the bird. "No stick?"

"Correct," Silk declared. "I will not sacrifice you, or hurt you in any other fashion whatsoever."
"Pet bird?"

"Until your wing is well enough for you to fly. Then you

may go free." "No cage?" Crane nudged Silk's armto get his attention, and shook

hi s head.

"Correct. No cage." Silk took the cage fromthe table and raised it over his head, high enough for
the bird to see it. "Now watch this." Wth both hands, he dashed it to the floor, and sl ender

twi gs snapped |ike squibs. He stepped on it with his good foot, then picked up the ruined remant
and tossed it into the kindling box.
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Crane shook his head. "You're going to regret that, | imagine. It's bound to be inconvenient at
tinmes."

Wth its sound wing flapping furiously, the black bird fluttered fromthe top of the larder to the
tabl e.

"Good bird!" Crane told it. He sat down on the kitchen stool. "I'mgoing to pick you up, and
want you to hold still for a mnute. I"'mnot going to hurt you any nore than | have to."

"I was a prisoner nyself for a while last night," Silk remarked, nmore than half to hinmself. "Even
t hough there was no actual cage, | didn't like it."

Crane caught the unresisting bird expertly, his hands gentle yet firm "Get my bag for me, wll
you?"

Sil k nodded and returned to the sellaria. He closed the garden door, then picked up the dark
bundl e that Crane had displayed to him As he had guessed, it was his second-best robe, with his
old pen case still in its pocket; it had been wapped around his m ssing shoe. Al though he had no
stocking for his right foot, he put on both, shut the brown nedical bag, and carried it into the
ki t chen.

The bird squawked and fluttered as Crane stretched out its injured wing. "Di slocated,"” he said
"Exactly like a dislocated el bow on you. |'ve pushed it back into place, but | want to splint it
so he won't pop it out again before it heals. Meanwhile he'd better stay inside, or a cat will get
him ™"

"Then he nust stay in on his own," Silk said.

"Stay in," the bird repeated.

"Your cage is broken," Silk continued severely, "and | certainly don't intend to bake in here with
all the windows shut, nerely to keep you fromgetting out."

"No out," the bird assured him Crane was rummgi ng in his bag.

"l hope not.'
bl anket .

Silk pulled the blanket fromthe garden wi ndow, threw it open, and refol ded the

"What time are you supposed to neet Blood at the yell ow house?"

"One o' clock, sharp." Silk carried the blanket into the aellaria; when he returned, he added, "I'm
going to be late,
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I imagine; | doubt that he'll do anything worse than conplain about it.

"That's the spirit. He'll be late himself, if I know him He |likes to have everybody on hand when
he shows up. | doubt if that'll be before two."

Stepping across to the Silver Street window, Silk took down the dishrag and the dish towel and
opened it as well. It was barred against thieves, and it occurred to himthat he was caged in
literal fact, here in this old, four-room nmanse he had taught hinself to call hone. He pushed away
the thought. If Crane's litter had been on Silver Street, it was gone now, no doubt Maytera Marble
had perforned her errand and it was waiting on Sun Street.

"This should do it." Crane was fiddling with a snmall slip of sonme stiff blue synthetic. "You'll be
ready to go when |
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get back?"
Sil k nodded, then felt his jaw. "I'lIl have to shave. |I'I| be

ready then."

"Good. I'll be running late, and the girls get cranky if they can't go out and shop." Crane
applied a final strip of alnost invisible tape to keep the little splint in place. "This will fal
right off after a few days. Wen it does, let himfly if he wants to. If he's |ike the hawks,
you'll find that he's a pretty good judge of what he can and can't do."

"No fly," the bird announced.

"Not now, that's for sure. If | were you, | wouldn't even nove that wing any nore today."

Silk's mnd was el sewhere. "It's diabolic possession, isn't it? At the yell ow house?"

Crane turned to face him "I don't know. Watever it is, | hope you have better luck with it than
|"ve had."

"What' s been happening there? My driver and | heard a scream | ast night, but we didn't go inside."

The little physician laid a finger to his nose. "There are a thousand reasons why a girl m ght
scream especially one

of those girls. Mght have been a stain on her favorite gown, a bad dream or a spider."

A tiny needle of pain penetrated the protection of the wapping; Silk opened the cabinet that
closed the kitchen's pointed north corner and got out the stool Patera Pike had used at neals. "I
doubt that Blood wants nme to exorcise his wonen's dreans."

Crane snapped his nedi cal bag shut. "No one except <the woman herself is really occupying the
consci ousness of i what people like you choose to call a 'possessed’ woman, Silk. Consciousness
itself is a nere abstracti on—a convenient fiction, actually. When | say that a man's uncon-'

acious, | mean no nore than that certain nmental processes ''rliave been suspended. Wen | say that
he's regai ned con-|jpciousness, | nean that they' ve resumed. You can't occupy “MD abstraction as
if it were a conquered city." 4-f "A monment ago you said the woman herself occupied ijit,” Silk

poi nted out.

$ Wth a last look at the injured bird, Crane rose. "So they - really do teach you people
sonet hing besides all that gar-

*& Silk nodded. "It's called logic."

"So it is." Crane smled, and Silk discovered to his own J»Brprise that he liked him "Well, if
I"mgoing to look in on ilfais sick girl of yours, |I'd better scoot. What's the matter i*fth her?
Fever ?"

J "Her skin felt cold to ne, but you're a better judge of diseases than I."

"l shoul d hope so." Crane picked up his bag. "Let's Jce—through the front roomthere for Sun
Street, isn't it? Ilaybe we can talk a little nore on our way to Orchid' s telace." », "Look at
the back of her neck," Silk said.

Crane paused in the doorway, shot hima questioning ice, then hurried out
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Murmuring a prayer for Teasel under his breath, Silk went into the sellaria and shut and bolted
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the Sun Street door, which Crane had | eft standing open. As he passed a w ndow, he caught sight of
Crane's litter. Maytera Marble reclined beside the bearded physician, her intent netal face

strai ning ahead as though she al one were urging the litter forward by sheer force of thought.
Wiile Silk watched, its bearers broke into a trot and it vani shed behind the w ndow frane.

He tried to recall whether there was a rule prohibiting a sibyl fromriding in a man's litter, it
seened likely that there was, but he could not bring a particular stricture to mnd; as a
practical matter, he could see little reason to object as long as the curtains were up

The |ioness-headed wal king stick |ay beside the chair in which he had sat for Crane's exam nation
Absently, he picked it up and flourished it For as long as the wrapping functi oned he woul d not
need it, or at least would need it very little. He decided that he would keep it near at hand
anyway; it mght be useful, particularly when the wapping required restoration. He |eaned it

agai nst the Sun Street door, so that he could not forget it when he and Crane left for the yellow
house.

A few experinmental steps denonstrated once again that with Crane's wapping in place he could wal k
al nost as well as ever. There seened to be no good reason for himnot to carry a basin of warm
wat er upstairs and shave as he usually did. He re-entered the kitchen

Still on the table, the night chough cocked its head at himinquiringly. "Pet hungry," it said.
"So aml," he told it. "But | won't eat again until after m dday."
"Noon now. "

"l suppose it is," Silk lifted a stove lid and peered into the firebox; for once a few enbers
still glowed there. He

breat hed upon diemgently and added a handful of broken twigs fromthe ruined cage, reflecting
that the night chough was clearly nore intelligent than he had i magi ned.

"Bird hungry."

Fl ames were flickering above the twigs. He debated the need for real firewdod and deci ded agai nst
it. "Do you |like cheese?"

"l'i ke cheese. "

Silk found his washbasin and put it under the nozzle of the punp. "It's hard, | warn you. If
you' re expecting nice, soft cheese, you're going to be disappointed.”

"Li ke cheese!"

"A'l right, you can have it." A great nany vi gorous strokes of the punp handl e were required
before the first trickle of water appeared; but Silk half filled his basin and set it on the
stove, and as an afterthought repl enished the night chough's cup

"Cheese now?" the night chough inquired. "Fish heads?"

"No fish heads—+ haven't got any." He got out the cheese, which was nostly rind, and set it next
to the cup. "You' d better watch out for rats while I'm away. They |ike cheese too."

"Like rats."” The night chough clacked its crinson beak and pecked experinmentally at the cheese.

"Then you won't be lonely." The water on the stove was scarcely warm the twi gs beneath it nearly
out. Silk picked up the basin and started for the stair.

"Where rats?"
He paused and turned to | ook back at the night chough. "Do you nean you like themto eat?"

"Yes, yes!"
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"l see. | suppose you might kill arat at that, if it wasn't too big. Wat's your nanme?"
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"No nane." The night chough returned its attention to the cheese.

"That was supposed to be ny lunch, you know. Now |I'Il have to find | unch somewhere or go hungry."
"You Sil k?"

"Yes, that's ny nanme. You heard Doctor Crane use it, | suppose. But we need a nane for you." He
considered the matter. "I believe I'lIl call you Oreb—that's a raven in the Witings, and you seem

to be sonme sort of raven. How do you like that nane?"
"Oreb."

"That's right. Musk naned his bird after a god, which was very wong of him but | don't believe
that there could be any objection to a nanme fromthe Witings if it weren't a divine naneg,
particularly when it's a bird's nanme there. So Oeb it is."

At his washstand upstairs, he stropped the big, bone-handl ed razor that had waited hi his nmother's
bureau until he was ol d enough to shave, | athered his face, and scraped away his reddi sh-bl ond
beard. As he wi ped the blade clean, it occurred to him as it did at |east once a week, that the
razor had alnost certainly been his father's. As he had so nmany tinmes before, he carried it to the
wi ndow to | ook for sone trace of ownership. There was no owner's nanme and no nonogram not even a
maker's mark.

As often in this weather, Muytera Rose and Maytera M nt were enjoying their lunch at a table
carried fromthe cenoby and set in the shade of the fig tree. Wien he had dried his face, Silk
carried the basin back to the kitchen, poured out his shaving water, and joined the two sibyls in
t he garden.

By a gesture, Maytera Rose offered himthe chair that would normally have been Maytera Marble's.
"Wn't you join us, Patera? W' ve nore than enough here for three."
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It stung, as she had no doubt intended. Silk said, "No, but | ought to speak with you for a
nmonent . "

"And | with you, Patera. | with you." Maytera Rose began el aborate preparations for rising.
He sat down hurriedly. "Wat is it, Muytera?"
"l had hoped to tell you about it last night, Patera, but you were gone."

A napki n-draped basket at Silk's el bow exuded the very perfunme of Mi nframe. Maytera Marbl e had
clearly baked that morning, leaving the fruit of her labor in the cenoby's oven for Maytera M nt
to renove after she herself had left with Crane. Silk swallowed his saliva, nuttered, "Yes," and
left it at that

"And this nmorning it had quite escaped ny mind. Al that | could think of was that awful man, the
little girl's father. I will be sending Horn to you this afternoon for correction, Patera. | have
puni shed hi m al ready, you may be sure. Now he nust acknow edge his fault to you—that is the fina
penalty of his punishment." Maytera Rose paused to render her closing words nore effective, her
head cocked like the night chough's as she fixed Silk with her good eye. "And if you shoul d deci de
to punish himfurther, I will not object. That m ght have a salutary effect"”

"What did he do?"
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The synthetic part of Maytera Rose's mouth bent sharply downward in disgust; as he had on severa
simlar occasions, Silk wondered whether the aged, disease-ridden woman who had once been Maytera
Rose was still conscious. "He nmade fun of you, Patera, imtating your voice and gestures, and
tal ki ng foolishness."

"Is that all?"

Mayt era Rose sniffed as she extracted a fresh roll fromthe basket. "I would say it was nore than
enough. "

Maytera M nt began, "If Patera hinsel f—

"Before Patera was born, | endeavored to inculcate a
238
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decent respect for the holy calling of augur, a calling—+tike that of we sibyls—established by Cur

Sacred Scylla herself. | continue that effort to this day. |I try, as | have always tried, to teach
every student entrusted to ny care to respect the cloth, regardl ess of the man or woman who wears

it."

"Alesson to us all." Silk sighed. "Very well, I'll talk to himwhen | can. But I'mleaving in a
few minutes, and I may not be back until late. That was what | wanted to tell you—to tell Maytera
M nt particularly.”

She | ook up, a question in her nelting brown eyes. "I'|Il be engaged, and | can't say how long it
may take. You renmenber Auk, Maytera. You nust. You taught him and you told Maytera Marbl e about
hi m yesterday, | know. " "Ch, Patera, | do indeed." Maytera Mnt's small, not unconely face gl owed.

Mayt era Rose sniffed, and Maytera M nt dropped her eyes again.
"l spoke to himlast night, Maytera, very late." "You did, Patera?"

Silk nodded. "But |I'mforgetting sonmething | should tell you. 1'd seen himearlier that evening,
and shriven him He's trying, quite sincerely | believe, to anend his life."

Maytera M nt | ooked up again, her glance bright with praise. "That's truly wonderful, Patera!"”

"It is indeed; and it's far nore your doing, and Patera Pike's, than it is mne. Wat | wanted to
say, Maytera, is that when | |last spoke with him he indicated that he m ght cone here today. If
he does, I'msure he'll want to pay his respects to you."

He waited for her to confirmit She did not, sitting with folded hands and downcast eyes.

"Please tell himthat |I'manxious to see him Ask himto wait, if he can. | doubt that he'll cone
before supper. If | haven't returned, tell himthat 1'll be back as soon as possible."

NIGHTSIDE THE LONG  SUN
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Spreading rich yellow butter on another golden roll, Muytera Rose said, "Last night you had gone
al ready by the tine Horn had finished working for his father. 1'll tell himthat he'll have to
wait, too."

"I"'mcertain you will, Maytera. Thank you both." Silk stood up, w ncing when he put too nuch

wei ght on his injured ankle. For a formal exorcismhe would need the Chrasnologic Witings from
the mantei on, and i nages of die gods—ef Pas and Scylla particularly. And of Sphigx the patroness
of the day. The thought rem nded himthat he had never conpleted her prayers; hardly the way to
gain favor.

He woul d take the triptych his nother had given him her prayers mght followit As he tranped
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upstairs again, nore conscious of his ankle than he had been since before Crane's visit, he
reflected that he had been trained only in dealing with devils who did not exist He recall ed how
startl ed he had been when he had realized that Patera Pike credited them and even spoke with
gruff pride of personal efforts to frustrate di em

Bef ore he reached the top of the stair, he regretted | eaving Blood' s wal king stick in the
sellaria. Sitting on his bed, he unwound the wapping; it was distinctly cool to the touch. He
dashed it against the wall as violently as he could and replaced it, then renoved his shoe and put
on a cl ean stocking.

Bl ood woul d nmeet himat the yell ow house on Lanp Street Misk, or soneone as bad as Miusk, night
come with Blood. Silk folded up the triptych, laid it in its baize-lined teak case, buckled the
straps, and pulled out its folding handle. This and the Witings, which he woul d have to get
before he left; Pas's gammadi on was about his neck already, his beads in his pocket It m ght be
prudent to take a holy lanp, oil, and other things as well. After considering
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and rejecting half a dozen possibilities, he got the key frombeneath his water jug.

Wth the young eagle on his gauntleted left arm Misk stood on the spattered white pavenent by
Scylla's fountain and | ooked about him his head as proudly poised, and his back as straight, as
any GQuardsman's. They were watching fromthe deep shade of the portico: Blood, Councillor Lenur
and his cousin Councillor Loris, Conmissioner Sinuliid, and half a dozen others. Mentally, Misk
shook the dice cup.

The eagl e had been trained to wist and to the lure. It knew his voice and had | earned to
associate it with food. Wen he renoved its hood, it would see the fountain, flowng water in a
countryside hi which water of any kind was now a rarity. The tinme had cone for it to leamto
fly—and he could not teach it that. It would return for the lure and the hackboard. O it would
not Time to throw the dice.

Bl ood's voice cane to himfaintly through the plashing of the fountain. "Don't rush him"

Soneone had asked what he was waiting for. He sighed, knowi ng he could not delay nuch | onger. To
hold on to this nonent, in which the bird that he m ght never see again was still his.

The sky was enpty or seened so, the skylands invisible behind the endl ess, straight glare of the
sun. Fliers, if there were any, were invisible too. Above the tops of the trees on the other side
of the wall, distant fields curved upward, vanishing in a blue haze as they nounted the air. Lake
Li ma seened a fragnment of mirror set into the whorl, like a gaud into a cheap picture frane.

Time to throw
As though it knew what was about to happen, the young
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eagle stirred. Musk nodded to hinself. "Come back to ne," he whispered. "Come back to ne."

And then, as if sonebody else (an interfering god or Blood' s nad daughter) controlled it, his
right armwent up. Self-willed, his hand grasped the scarlet-pluned hood and snatched it away.

The young eagle lifted its wings as though to fly, then folded them again. He should have worn a
mask, perhaps. If the eagle struck at his face now, he would be scarred for life if he was not
killed; but his pride had not permtted it.

"Away, Hawk!" He lifted his arm tilting it to tip the bird into the air. For a split second he
thought it was not going to fly at all

The great w ngs seened to blow himback. Slowy and clunmsily it flew, its wingtips actually
brushing the lush grass at every downstroke—eut to the wall and left, past the gate and | eft again
up the grassway. For a nonent he thought it was returning to him
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Into the portico, scattering the watchers there like quail. If it turned right at the end of the
Wi ng, nistook the cat pen for the nmews—

H gher now, as high as the top of the wall, and left again. Left until it passed overhead, its
wi ngs a distant thunder. H gher now, and higher still, still circling and clinbing, riding the
updraft fromthe baking |lawn and the scorching roofs. H gher the young eagle rose and hi gher,
bl ack against the glare, until it, like the fields, was lost in the vastness of the sky.

When the rest had gone Miusk remmi ned, shading his eyes against the pitiless sun. After a |ong
whi | e, Hare brought him binoculars. He used them but saw not hi ng.

Chapter 10
THE CAT WTH THE RED- HOT TAIL

Lanp Street was fam liar and safe once nore, stripped of the nystery of night Silk, who had wal ked
it often, found that he recogni zed several shops, and even the broad and freshly varni shed door of
the yel |l ow house.

The corpul ent woman who opened it in response to Crane's knock seened surprised by his presence.
"It's awmfully early, Patera. Just got up nyself.'' She yawned as if to prove it, only tardily
conceal i ng her mouth. Her pink peignoir gaped hi synpathy, its vibrant heat |eaving the bul ging
flesh between its parted lips a deathly white.

The air of the place poured past her, hot and freighted with a hundred stal e perfunes and the
vi negar reek of wasted wine. "I was to neet Blood here at one o' clock,” Silk told her. "Wat tine
isit?"

Crane slipped past theminto the recepti on room beyond.

The woman ignored him "Blood' s always late," she said vaguely. She led Silk through a | ow archway
curtained with clattering woden beads and into a snall office. A door and a w ndow opened onto
the courtyard he had i magi ned the ni ght before, and both stood open; despite them the office
seenmed hotter even than the street outside.
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"We've had exorcists before." The corpul ent wonman took the only confortabl e-1ooking chair, |eaving
Silk an arn ess one of varni shed wood. He accepted it gratefully, dropping his bag to the floor,

| aying the cased triptych across his thighs, and holding Blood s |ioness-headed stick between his
knees.

"I'"l'l have sonmebody fetch you a pillow, Patera. This is where | talk to ny girls, and a hard
chair's better. It keeps them awake, and the narrow seat makes themthink that they' re getting
fat, which is generally the case."

The nenory of his fried tomatoes brought Silk a fresh pang of guilt, well salted with hunger
Could it be that sonme god spoke through this bl owsy wonan? "Leave it as it is," he told her. "I,
too, need to learn to love ny belly less, and ny bed."

"You want to talk to all the girls together? One of the others did. Or | can just tell you."

Sil k waved the question aside. "Wat these particular devils may have done here is no concern of
m ne, and paying attention to their malicious tricks would risk encouraging them They are devils,
and unwel cone in this house; that is all | know, and if you and—and everyone else living here are
willing to cooperate with nme, it is all | need to know "

"Al'l right." The corpul ent woman adjusted her own chair's anple cushions and | eaned back. "You
believe in them huh?"

Here it was. "Yes," Silk told her firmy. "One of the others didn't. He said |lots of prayers and
had the parade and all the rest of it anyway, but he thought we were crazy. He was about your
age."
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"Doctor Crane thinks the same," Silk told her, "and his beard is gray. He doesn't phrase it quite
as rudely as that, but that's what he thinks. He thinks that |'mcrazy too, of

cour se.
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The corpul ent woman smiled bitterly. "Uh-huh, | can guess. I'm Orchid, by the way." She offered
her hand as though she expected himto kiss it.

He clasped it. "Patera Silk, fromthe manteion on Sun Street."
"That old place? Is it still open?"

"Yes, very much so.'
not to nention that.

The question rem nded Silk that it soon m ght not be, although it was better

"We're not now," Ochid told him "Not until nine, so you've got plenty of tinme. But tonight's our
bi ggest night, usually, so |I'd appreciate it if you were finished by then." At last noticing his
averted eyes, she tugged ineffectually at the edges of the pink peignoir.

"I't should take nme no nore than two hours to performthe initial rites and the cerenony proper,
provided | have everyone's cooperation. But it may be best to wait until Blood arrives. He told ne
| ast night that he would neet nme here, and | feel sure that he will wish to take part."

O chid was eyeing himnarrowWy. "He's paying you?"

"No. I'mperformng this exorcismas a favor to him+ owe himmnuch nore, really. Did he pay the
ot her exorcists you spoke of ?"

"He did or | did, depending."

Silk relaxed a little. "In diat case, it's not to be wondered at that their exorcisns were
ineffectual. Exorcismis a sacred cerenony, and no such ceremony can be bought or sold." Seeing
that she did not understand, he added. "They cannot be sol d—y statenent is true in the nost
literal sense of its words—because once sold the cerenony loses all its sacred character. What is
sold is then no nore than a profane munmery. That is not what we will carry out here today."

"But Blood could give you sonething, couldn't he?"

"Yes, if he wished. No gift affects the nature of the
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cerenony. A gift is given freely-M one is given at all. The point upon which the efficacy of the
cerenony turns is that there nmust be no bargain between us; and there is none. | would have no

right to conplaint if a promised gift were not forthcoming. Am| making this clear?"
O chid nodded reluctantly.

"In point of fact, | expect no gift at all fromBlood. | owe himseveral favors, as | said. Wen
he asked me to do this, | was—as | remai n—eager to oblige."

O chid | eaned toward him the peignoir yawni ng worse than ever. "Suppose this tine it works,
Patera. | could give you sonething, couldn't |?"

"Of course, if you choose. However, you will owe me nothing."

"Al'l right." She hesitated, considering. "Sphigxday's our big night, like |I said—that's why Bl ood
comes around, usually, today. To check up on us before we open up. W' re closed Hi eraxday, so not
then either. But cone in any other day and I'll give you a pass. How s that?"
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Sil k was stunned.

"You know what | nean, right, Patera? Not me. | nean with any of the girls, whoever you want. If
you'd like to give her a little sonething for herself, that's all right. But you don't have to,
and there won't be anything to the house.” Ochid considered again. "Well, a card in a cart, huh?
Al right, that's a lay a nonth for a year." Seeing his expression she added, "Or | can get you a
boy if you'd rather have that, but let me know in advance."

Si | k shook his head.
"Because if you do, you don't get to see the gods? Isn't that what they say?"

"Yes." Silk nodded. "Echidna forbids it. One may see the gods when they appear in our Sacred
W ndows. O one may be bl essed by children of the body. But not both." "Nobody's talking about
sprats, Patera."

Nl GHTSI DE THE LONG SuN
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"I know what we're tal king about."

"The gods don't conme any nore anyhow. Not to Viron, so why not? That |ast tinme was when
was—wasn't even born yet."

Silk nodded. "Nor |[."
"Then what do you care? You're never going to see one anyway."
Silk smiled ruefully. "We're getting very far fromthe subject, aren't we?"

"I don't know. " Orchid scratched her head and exam ned her nails. "Maybe. O maybe not. Did you
know that this place used to be a mantei on?"

Stunned again, Silk shook his head.

"It did. O anyhow, sone of it did, the back part on Music Street. Only the gods didn't cone

around very nmuch any nore, even if they still did it once in a while back then. So they closed it
down, and the ones that owned this house then bought it and tore down the back wall and joined the
two together. Maybe that's why, huh? I'll get Orpine to show you around. Sonme of the old stuffs
still back there, and you can have it if there's anything you want."

"That's very kind of you," Silk said.

"I"'ma nice person. Ask anybody." O chid whistled shrilly. "Orpine' 11 be along in a mnute.
Anyt hi ng you want to know, just ask her."

"Thank you, | will. May | leave ny sacra here until | require then?" The prospect of separation
fromhis triptych made Silk uneasy. "WII they be safe?"

"Your sack? Better than the fisc. You could |l eave that box thing, too. Only |I've been wondering,
you know about the old manteion in back. W call it the playhouse. Could that be why it's
happeni ng?"

"l don't know. "

"l asked one of the others and he said not. But | kind of
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wonder. Maybe the gods don't |ike sone of the stuff we do here.”

"They do not," Silk told her
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"You haven't even seen anything, Patera. We're not as bad as you think."

Sil k shook his head. "I don't think you bad at all, Ochid, and neither do the gods. If they
t hought you bad, nothing that you could do woul d di smay them They detest all the evil that you
do—and all that | do—because they see in us the potential to do good."

"Well, 1've been U inking maybe they sent this devil to get even with us." Ochid whistled again.
"What's keeping that girl!"

"The gods do not send us devils," Silk told her, "and indeed, they destroy them wherever they neet
them deleting themfrom Mainframe. That, at least, is the legend. It's in the Witings, and
have them here in ny bag. Wwuld you like ne to read the passage?" He reached for his gl asses.

"No. Just tell nme so | can understand it."

"All right." Silk squared his shoulders. "Pas nmade the whorl, as you know. Wen it was conplete,
he invited his queen, their five daughters and their two sons, and a few friends to share it with
hi m However —=

Fromthe other side of the sun-bright doorway, soneone screanmed in terror

O chid lunged out of her chair with prai seworthy speed. Linping a little and repeating to hinself
Crane's injunction against running, Silk trailed after her, wal king as quickly as he coul d.

The courtyard was lined with doorways on both floors. As he searched for the source of the
di sturbance, it seened to himthat whol e conpanies of young wonmen in every possible stage of
undress were popping in and out of them though he paid themlittle attention
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The dead woman lay hal fway up a flight of rickety steps thrown down |like a | adder by the sagging
gal l ery above; she was naked, and the fingers of her left hand curled about the hilt of a dagger
jutting fromher ribs below her | eft breast. Her head was angled so sharply in Silk's direction
that it al nost appeared that her neck was broken. He found her oddly contorted face at once
horrible and fanmiliar.

Against all his training, he covered that face with his handkerchi ef before beginning to swing his
beads.

It quieted the wonmen sonewhat, although the dagger, the wound it had made, and the blood that had
so briefly spurted fromthat wound were still visible.

Orchid shouted, "Who did this? W stabbed her?" and a puffy-eyed brunette, nearly as naked as the
worman sprawl ed on the steps, drawl ed, "She did, Ochid-she killed herself. Use your head. O if
you won't, use your eyes."

Kneeling on a bl ood-spattered step just bel ow the dead wonman's head, Silk swung his beads, first

f orwar d- and- back, then side-to-side, thus describing the sign of addition. "I convey to you, ny
daughter, the forgiveness of all die gods. Recall now the words of Pas, who said, 'Do nmy will,
live in peace, nultiply, and do not disturb ny seal. Thus you shall escape ny wath. Go willingly,
and any wong that you have ever done shall be forgiven.' O ny daughter, know that this Pas and
all the |l esser gods have enpowered ne to forgive you in their nanes. And | do forgive you
remtting every crinme and wong. They are expunged." Wth his beads, Silk traced the sign of
subtraction. "You are bl essed." Bobbing his head nine tines, as die ritual denanded, he traced the
sign of addition.

A femal e voice breathed curses somewhere to his right, blaspheny follow ng obscenity. "Hornbuss
Pas shag you Pas whoremaster Pas hornswal |l ow ' Chidna sick-licker Pas ..." It sounded to Silk as
t hough the speaker did not know
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what she was saying, and might well be unaware that she was speaking at all

"I pray you to forgive us, the living," he continued, and once again formed the sign of addition
with his beads above the dead wonan's handkerchi ef -shrouded head. "I and many anot her have w onged
you often, ny daughter, commtting terrible crinmes and nunerous of fences agai nst you. Do not hold
themin your heart, but begin the |life that follows life in innocence, all these wongs forgiven."
He made the sign of subtraction again.

A statuesque girl spat; her tightly curled hair was the color of ripe raspberries. "Wat are you
doing that for? Can't you see she's stiff? She's dead, and she can't hear a shaggy word you're
saying." At die final phrase her voice cracked, and Silk realized that it was she whom he had
heard sweari ng

He gripped his beads nore tightly and bent |ower as he reached die effectual point in the liturgy
of pardon. The sun beating down upon his neck night have been the burning iron hand of Tw ce-
Headed Pas hinself, crushing himto earth while ceasel essly demandi ng that he perfectly enunciate

each hall owed word and execute every sacred rubric faultlessly. "In the nane of all the gods, you
are forgiven forever, ny daughter. | speak here for Great Pas, for Divine Echidna, for Scal ding
Scylla . . ." Here it was allowable to halt and take a fresh breath, and Silk did so. "For

Mar vel ous Mol pe, for Tenebrous Tartaros, for H ghest H erax, for Thoughtful Thel xiepeia, for

Fi erce Phaea, and for Strong Sphigx. Also for all |esser gods."

Briefly and inexplicably, die glaring sun night al nbst have been the swi nging, snoking |anpion in
the Cock, Silk whispered, "The CQutsider |ikew se forgives you, ny daughter, for | speak here for
him too."

After tracing one final sign of addition, he stood and turned toward the statuesque young wonan
with the rasp-
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berry hair, to his considerable relief, she was clothed. "Bring ne sonething to cover her with,
pl ease. Her tine in this place is over."

O chid was questioning the puffy-eyed brunette. "lIs this her knife?"

"You ought to know." Fearlessly, the brunette reached beneath the railing to pull the |ong dagger
fromthe wound. "I don't think so. She'd have showed it to ne, nost likely, and |'ve never seen it
before. "

Crane canme down the steps, stooped over the dead wonan, and pressed his fingers to her wist.
After a second or two, he squatted and laid an auscul ator to her side.

(W acknow edge this state we call death with so nuch reluctance, Silk thought, not for the first
time. Surely it can't be natural to us.)

Wt hdraw ng the dagger had increased the seepage fromthe wound; under all the shrill hubbub, Silk
could hear the dead wonan's bl ood dripping fromthe steps to the crunbling brick pavenment of the
courtyard, like the unsteady ticking of a broken clock

Orchid was peering nearsightedly at the dagger. "It's a man's. A man called Cat." Turning to face

the courtyard, die shouted, "Shut up, all of you! Listen to ne! Do any of you know a cull naned
Cat ?"

A small, dark girl in a torn chenise edged closer. "I do. He cones here sonetines."
"Was he here last night? How | ong since you've seen hinP"
The girl shook her head. "I'mnot sure, Ochid. A nonth, maybe."

The corpul ent woman waddl ed toward her, hol ding out die dagger, the younger wonen parting before
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Crane stood up, glanced at Silk and shook his head, and put away his auscul ator

Bl ood' s bell ow surprised themall. "Wat's going on here?" Thick-bodied and a full head taller
than nmost of the wonen, he strode into the courtyard with sonething of the air of a general com ng
onto a battlefield.

When Orchid did not answer, the raspberry-haired girl said wearily, "Opine's dead. She just
killed herself." She had a clean sheet under her arm neatly fol ded.

"What for?" Bl ood denanded.

No one replied. The raspberry-haired girl shook out her sheet and passed a comer up to Crane.
Toget her, they spread the sheet over the dead wonan.

Silk put away his beads and went down the steps to the courtyard. Half to hinself he nuttered,
"She didn't—not forever. Not even as long as |."

O chid turned to |l ook at him "No, she didn't. Now shut up."

Musk had taken the dagger fromher. After scrutinizing it hinself, he held it out for Blood s
i nspection. Orchid explained, "A cully they call Cat comes here sometines. He nmust've given it to
her, or left it behind in her room"

Bl ood sneered. "Or she stole it fromhim?"

"My girls don't steal!" As a tower |ong subverted by a hidden spring collapses, Ochid burst into
tears; there was sonething terrible, Silk felt, in seeing that fat, indurated face contorted like
a heartsick child s. Blood slapped her twi ce, forehand and backhand, wi thout effect, though both
bl ows echoed fromthe walls of the courtyard.

"Don't do that again," Silk told him "It won't help her, and it may harm you."

Ignoring him Blood pointed to die still formbeneath the sheet. "Sonebody get that out of sight.
You there. Chenille. You're plenty big enough. Pick her up and carry her to her room"

The raspberry-haired woman backed away, trenbling, the roughed spots on each hi gh cheekbone
glaring and unreal .

"May | see that, please?" Deftly, Silk took the dagger from Miusk. Its hilt was bl eached bone;
burned into the bone with a needl e and hand-dyed, a scarlet cat strutted with a tiny bl ack nouse
inits jaws. The cat's fiery tail circled the hilt. Follow ng the puffy-eyed brunette's exanple,
Silk | eached under the railing and retrieved his handkerchi ef from beneath the sheet. The sl ender,
tapering bl ade was hi ghly polished, but not engraved. "Nearly new, " he nuttered. "Not terribly
expensi ve, but not cheap either."

Musk said, "Any fool can see that," and took back the dagger

"Patera." Blood cleared his throat. "You were here. Probably you saw her do it"
Silk's mnd was still on the dagger. "Do what?" he asked.
~->" "Kill herself. Let's get out of this sun.” Wth a hand on
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i Silk's el bow, Blood guided himinto the spotted shade of

, the gallery, displacing a chattering circle of nearly naked

worren.

"No, | didn't see it," Silk said slowy. "I was inside, talking to Ochid."

"That's too bad. Maybe you want to think about it a litde nore. Maybe you saw it after all
through a wi ndow or sonething."

Si |l k shook his head.

"You agree that this was a suicide, though, don't you, Patera? Even if you didn't see it
yoursel f?" Bl ood's tone (Bade his threat obvious.

Sil k | eaned back agai nst the spalled shiprock, sparing his broken ankle. "Her hand was still on
the knife when | first ~Sawher body."

Blood smled. "I like that. In that case, Patera, you agree 1 > 1tiat there's no reason to report
this."
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"I certainly wouldn't want to if | were in your place."” To hinself, Silk reluctantly adm tted that
he felt sure the dead woman had been no suicide, that the law required that her death by viol ence
be reported to the authorities (though he had no illusions about the effort they woul d expend upon
the death of such a woman), and that if he were sonehow to find hinself in Blood s place he woul d
|l eave it as rapidly as possi bl e—though neither honor nor norality required himto say any of these
things, since saying themwould be futile and woul d unquesti onably endanger the manteion. It was
all perfectly reasonable and nicely reasoned; but as he surveyed it, he felt a surge of self-

cont enpt.

"I think we understand each other, Patera. There are three or four witnesses | could produce if |
needed t hem—peopl e who saw her do it But you know how that is."

SUk forced himself to nod his agreenent; he had never realized that even passive assent to crime
required so nuch resolution. "I believe so. Three or four of these unhappy young wonen, you mean
Their testinmony would not carry nmuch wei ght, however, and they would be apt to presume upon your
obligation afterward."”

Under Musk's direction, a burly man with |l ess hair even than Bl ood had picked up the dead wonman's
body, wapping it in the sheet. Silk saw himcarry it to the door beyond the entrance to Ochid's
of fice, which Miusk opened for him

"That's right. | couldn't have put it better nyself." Blood | owered his voice. "W've been having
way too much trouble here as it is. The CGuards have been in here three tines in the past nonth,
and they're starting to talk about closing us down. Tonight I'Il have to come up with sonme way to

get rid of it."

"To di spose of that poor wonman's body, you nean. You know, |'ve been terribly slow about this, |
suppose because diese aren't the sort of people |I'm accustonmed to. She was

O pine, wasn't she? One of these wonen nentioned it She nust have had the roomnext to Ochid's
of fice. Musk and anot her nan have taken her body there, at any rate."

"Yeah, that was Orpine. She used to help out Orchid now and then, running the place." Blood turned
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away.

Sil k watched himstride across the courtyard. Blood had called hinself a thief the night before;

it struck Silk now that he had been wrong—had been lying, in fact, in order to romanticize what he
really did, though he would steal, no doubt, if given an opportunity to do so wthout risk; he was
the sort of person who would consider theft clever, and would be inclined to boast of it.

But the fact was that Blood was sinply a tradesnan—a tradesman whose trades happened to be
forbi dden by |aw, and were inescapably colored by that. That he hinself, Patera Silk, did not |ike
such nen probably neant only that be did not understand themas well as his own vocation required.

He strove to reorder his thoughts, shifting Blood (and hinself as well) out of the crinina
category. Blood was a tradesman, or a nerchant of sorts; and one of his enpl oy-ees had been
killed, alnmost certainly not by himor even tinder his direction. Silk recalled the pictured cat
on the dagger, it reninded himof the engraving on the little needier, and he took it out to re-
exam ne. There were gol den hyaci nths on each ivory grip because it had been nmade for a woman
cal l ed Hyaci nth.

He dropped it back into his pocket.

Blood's nane ... |If the dagger had been nade for him the picture on its hilt would have shown

bl ood, presumably: a bl oody dagger of the sane design, perhaps, or sonmething of that sort The cat
had held a nmouse in its Jaws, and mice thus caught by cats bled, of course; but he tSQuld recal
no blood in the picture, and the captive nobuse been quite small. He was no artist but after
putting
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hinself in the place of the one who had drawn and tinted that picture, he decided that the nouse
had been included nostly to indicate that the cat was in fact a cat, and not some other cat-Ilike
animal, a panther for exanple. The nobuse had been a kind of badge, in other words.

The cat itself had been scarlet, but hardly with blood; even a | arge nouse woul d not have bl ed as
much as that, and the cat had presumably been tinted to indicate that it was sonehow burning. Its
upright tail had actually been tipped with fire.

He took a step away fromthe wall and was puni shed by a flash of pain. On one knee, he pulled down
hi s stocki ng and unwound Crane's w apping, then flogged the guiltless wall he had just deserted.

When t he wrappi ng was back in place, he went into the roomnext to Orchid' s cranped office. It was
| arger than he had expected, and its furnishings were by no nmeans devoid of taste. After gl ancing
at a shattered hand mrror and a blue dressing gown he picked up fromthe fl oor, he uncovered the
dead woman's face.

He found Blood in a private supper roomw th Musk and the burly man who had carried O pine's body,
di scussing the advisability of keeping the yell ow house cl osed that night

Uninvited, Silk pulled up a chair and sat down. "May | interrupt? | have a question and a
suggestion. Neither one should take | ong."

Musk gave himan icy stare.
Bl ood said, "They'd better not."

"The question first. What's beconme of Doctor Crane? He was out there with us a noment ago, but
when | | ooked for himafter you left | couldn't find him"

When Bl ood did not answer, die burly nman said, "He's
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checking out the girls so diey don't give anybody anything he hasn't got already. You know what |
mean, Patera?"
Silk nodded. "I do indeed. But where does he do it? Is there sone sort of infirmary—

"He goes to their roonms. They got to undress and wait in their roons until he gets there. Wen
he's through with them they can go out if they want to."

"I see." Silk stroked his cheek, his eyes thoughtful
"If you're looking for him he's probably upstairs. He al ways does the upstairs first."

"Fine," Blood said inpatiently. "Crane's gone back to 1 work. Wy shoul dn't he? You'd better do
the sane, Patera. | still want this place exorcised, and in fact it needs it now nore than ever
Get busy."

"I am about nmy work," Silk told him "This is it, you see,

e« or at least it's a part of it, and | believe that | can help you. You spoke of disposing of that
poor girl's—ef O pine s—, body. | suggest that we bury it."

Bl ood shrugged. "1'll see about doi ng sonethi ng—she won't be found, and she won't be missed. Don't
worry about it."

"I mean that we should inter it as other wonen's bodies are interred,” Silk explained patiently.
"There must be a nenorial sacrifice for her at ny manteion first, of course

- Tonorrow s Scyl sday, and | can conbine the nmenoria
service with our weekly Scyl sday sacrifice. We've a man in

t he nei ghbor hood who has a decent wagon. W' ve used
" himbefore. If none of these wonen are willing to wash and
dress their friend' s body, | can provide one who will take
">care of that as well."

Ginning, Blood thunped Silk on the arm "And if sone

', shaggy hoppy sticks his nose in, why we didn't do anything
irregular. W had an augur and a funeral, and buried the
ev|K>or girl in respectable fashion—he's intruding on our
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grief. You're a real help, Patera. When can you get your man here?"

"As soon as | return to ny manteion, | suppose, which will be as soon as |'ve exorcised this
house. "
Bl ood shook his head. "I want to get her out of here. What about that sibyl | talked to yesterday?

Coul dn't she get hinP"

Si | k nodded.
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"Good." Blood turned to the handsome young nan beside him "Misk, go down to the mantei on on Sun
Street and ask for Maytera Marbl e—=

Silk interrupted. "She'll probably be in the cenoby. The front door's on Silver Street, or you
could go through the garden and knock at the back."

"And tell her there's going to be a funeral tonorrow. Have her get this man with the wagon for
you. What's his nane, Patera?"

"Loach."

"Get Loach and his wagon, or if he's not avail able, get sonebody el se. You don't know what
happened to Orpine. A doctor's |ooked at her, and she's dead, and Patera here is going to take
care of the funeral for us, and that's all you know. Get the woman, too. | don't think any of
these sluts could face up to it."

"Moorgrass,"” Silk put in.

"Get her. You and die woman ride in the wagon so you can show diis cully Loach where it is. If the
worman has to have anything to work with, see that she brings it with her. Now get going."

Musk nodded and hurried away.
"Meantime you can get back to your exorcism Patera. Have you started yet?"

"No. 1'd hardly arrived when this happened, and | want to find out a great deal nore about the
mani f est ati ons they have experienced here." Silk paused, stroking his cheek. "I

said that 1'd just arrived, and that is true; but I've had tine enough to nake one ni st ake
already. | told Orchid that | didn't care what the devils—er perhaps | should say the devil,
because she spoke as though tiiere were only one—had been up to. | said it because it was what
they taught us to say in the schola, but | believe it may be an error in this case. | shoul d speak
with Orchid again.”

The burly man grunted. "I can tell you. Mstly it's brea-idn* mirrors."
"Real ly?" Silk | eaned forward. "I would never have guessed it Wat el se?"
"Rippinl up the girls' clothes."

The burly man | ooked toward Bl ood, who said, "Sonetinmes they're not as friendly as we'd |ike them
to be to the .bucks. The girls aren't, | nean. A couple times one's talked crazy, and naturally
the buck didn't like it. Maybe it was just nerves, but the girls got hurt."

. "And we don't like that,"” the burly man said. "I got both those culls pretty good, but it's
bad for business."

"You have no idea what nmay be doing this?" , "Devils. That's what everybody says.
'feoked toward Bl ood again. "Jefe?"

The burly man

- "Ask Ochid/' Blood told Silk. "She'll know. | only know

*mat she tells nme, and if an exorci sm nmakes everybody fee

%ctter . . ." He shrugged.

f Silk rose. "I'lIl speak to Ochid if | can. | realize she's , but | nay be able to consol e her.
That, too, is a part nmy work. Eventually, 1'd like a talk with Chenille as well. 's the tall wonan
with the fiery hair, isn't it? Chenille?" ,,: Blood nodded. "She's probably gone by now, but

she' Il back around dinner. Orchid' s got a wal k-up upstairs r the big roomout front."
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enill e opened the door to Orchid' s roons and showed ; in. Still wearing the pink peignoir, Ochid
was sitting
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on a wi de green-velvet couch in the big sellaria, her hard, heavy face as conposed as it had been
when diey had talked in the cranped office downstairs

Chenille waved toward a chair. "Have a seat, Patera." She herself sat down next to Orchid and put
her arm around her shoul ders. "He says Bl ood sent himup to talk to us. | said all right, but
he' Il probably conme back later if you'd rather."

"I"'mfine," Ochid told her.
Looking at her, Silk could believe it; Chenille herself seemed nore in need of sol ace.

"What do you want, Patera?" Ochid s voice was harsher than he renenbered. "If you're here to tel
me how she's gone to Mainfrane and all that, save it till later. If you still want sonebody to
show you around ny place, Chenille can do it."

There was a glass on the wall to the left of the couch. Silk was watching it nervously, but no

floating face had yet appeared. "1'd like to speak with you in private for a few ninutes, that's
all."
To Chenille he added, "I was going to say that it would give you a chance to get dressed—so nany

of you here are not—but | see that you' re dressed al ready."”

"Go out," Ochid said. And then, "It was nice of you to worry about nme, Chenille. | won't forget
this."

The tall girl rose, snmoothing her skirt. "I was going to | ook for a new gown, before this
happened. "

"l have to speak to you, too," Silk told her, "and this should only take a few m nutes. You can
wait for me, if you prefer. Otherwise, | would appreciate it very nmuch if you came to ny nanteion
this evening.”

"I''"ll be in ny room"

Sil k nodded. "That will be better. Please pardon ne for not rising; | injured ny ankle |ast
ni ght." He watched

Chenille as she went out, waiting until she had cl osed the door behind her.

"Ni ce-looking, isn't she?" Ochid said. "Only she'd bring in nore if she wasn't so tall. Maybe you
like themthat way. O is it the hips?"

"What | like hardly matters."

"Good hips, nice waist for a girl as big as she is, and the biggest boobs in the place. Sure you
won't change your jttind?"

SUk shook his head. "I'msurprised you didn't nention bra* kind disposition. There nust be a great
deal of good in her, or she wouldn't have cone here to confort you." ' Orchid stood up. "You
want a drink, Patera? |I've got wi ne and whatnot in the cabinet here."

"No, thank you."

"l do." Orchid opened the cabinet and filled a small goblet with straw col ored brandy.
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t "She seened quite depressed,” Silk ventured. "She nust have been a close friend of Opine's."

"Chenille's a real rust bucket, to hand you the lily, Pat-titta, and they're always pretty far
down anytime they're Straight." ~ Silk snapped his fingers. "I knew |'d heard that nane

Orchid resuned her seat, swirled her brandy, inhaled its , and bal anced the gobl et precariously on
the arm of couch. "Sonebody told you about her, huh?" .% "A man | know happened to nention her,
that's all. It jHoesn't natter." He waved the question away. "Aren't you Mig to drink that?" After
he had spoken, he realized that had asked the sanme question of himthe previous it.

i Orchid shook her head. "I don't drink until the last it's gone. That's ny rule, and I'mgoing to
stick to it,
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even today. | just want to knowit's there. Did you cone here to tal k about Chen, Patera?"
"No. Can we be overheard here? | ask for your sake, Ochid, not for my own."

She shook her head agai n.

"I've heard that houses like this often have |istening devices."

"Not this one. And if it did, | wouldn't have any in here."

Silk indicated the glass. "The nonitor doesn't have to appear to overhear what is said in a room
or so one's given me to understand. Does the nonitor of that glass report to you al one?”

O chid had the brandy goblet again, swirling the strawcolored fluid until it clinbed the gobl et
to the rim "That glass has never worked for as long as |'ve owned this house, Patera. | wish it
did"

"I see." Silk linped across the roomto the glass and cl apped his hands loudly. The room s lights
bri ghtened, but no nonitor answered his summons. "W have a glass like this in Patera Pike's
bedroom+ nean in the roomthat he once occupied. | should try to sell it. |I would think that even
an i noperabl e gl ass nmust be worth sonething."

"VWhat is it you want with nme, Patera?"

Silk returned to his chair. "What | really want is to find sonme nore tactful way of saying this. |
haven't found it. O pine was your daughter, wasn't she?"

O chi d shook her head.
"Are you going to deny her even in death?"

He had not known what to expect: tears, or hysteria, or nothing—and had felt hinself ready for
themall. But now Orchid' s face appeared to be conming apart, to be losing all cohesion, as if her
mout h and her brui sed and swol | en cheeks and her hard hazel eyes no | onger obeyed a common will.
He wanted her to hide that terrible face in her hands; she did not, and he turned his own away.

There was a wi ndow on the other side of the couch. He went to it, parted its heavy drapes, and
threw it open. It overl ooked Lanp Street, and though he would have called fjbe day hot, the breeze
that entered Orchid's sellaria jeened cool and fresh.

"How did you know?" Orchid asked. '. He linmped back to his chair. "That's what's wong with place,
not enough open wi ndows. O one thing, any-." Wanting to blow his nose, he took out his handker-
saw Orpine's blood on it just in tine, and put it away stily.
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>v "How did you know, Patera?" ""Don't any of the others know? O at |east guess?" |y Ochid' s

face was still out of control, afflicted with odd, aost spastic twitchings. "Sone of them have
probably ight about it. | don't think she ever told anybody, and treat her any better than the
rest." Orchid gulped f. "Wrse, whenever there was any difference. | made her

me, and | was always yelling at her.'
affair."”

Tm not going to ask you how this happened; it's none iny

| anks, Patera.
he -he sai d—

Orchid sounded as though she neant father took her. | couldn't have, not then. But

fou don't have to tell me," Silk repeated. ~5he had not heard. "Then | found her on the street,
you She was thirteen, only she said fifteen and | believed | didn't knowit was her." O chid
| aughed, and her iter was worse than tears, icre's really no need for you to tornent yourself |ike

| *Tni not. |'ve been wanting to tell sonebody about it since Sphigx was a cub. You already know,
so it can't [any harm Besides, she's—she's— >ne," Silk supplied.
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O chid shook her head. "Dead. The only one alive, and I'll never have any nmore now. You know how
pl aces like this work, Patera?”

"No, and | suppose | should."

"It's pretty much like a boarding house. Sone places, the girls are pretty much like in the
Al anbrera. They don't hardly ever let themout, and they take all their nmoney. | was in a place
|ike that once for al nbst two years."

"I"'mglad that you escaped.”

Orchid shook her head again. "I didn't. | got sick and they kicked ne out—+t was the best thing
that ever happened to nme. What | wanted to say, Patera, is |I'mnot like that here. My girls rent
their roons, and they can go anytine. About the only thing they can't do is bring in a buck

wi thout his paying. Are you with nme?"

"I"'mnot sure | am" Silk admtted.

"Like if they neet himoutside. If they bring himback here, he has to pay the house. So do those
that come here | ooking. Tonight, we'll have maybe fifty or a hundred cone. They pay the house, and
then we show themall the girls that aren't busy, downstairs in the big room"

"Suppose that | were to cone," Silk said slowy. "Not dressed as | amnow, but in ordinary
clothes. And | wanted a particul ar worman. "

"Chenille."

Si |l k shook his head. "Another one."

"How about Poppy? Little girl, pretty dark."

"All right," Silk said. "Suppose | wanted Poppy, but she didn't want to take ne to her roon?"

"Then she wouldn't have to," Orchid said virtuously, "and you'd have to pick sonebody el se. Only
if she did that very often, I'd kick her out."

"I see."
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"Only she wouldn't, Patera. Not to you. She'd junp at you. Any of these girls would."

Orchid smled, and Silk, confronted by the effect of her bruises, wanted to strike Bl ood.
Hyacinth's azoth was under his tunic-he thrust the thought away.

Orchid had seen and misinterpreted his expression; her smle vanished. "I didn't get to finish
telling you about Orpine, Patera. Al right if |I go on about her?" Silk said, "Certainly, if you
wish." "I found her on die street, like | told you. That's sone-' thing I do sonetines, go
around | ooki ng for sonebody if .- I'"ve got an enpty room She said her nane was Pine—you don't

hardly ever get a straight name out of themand she £ was fifteen, and it never hit nme. It just
didn't." |j "l understand," Silk said.

ey "Sonebody dusted her dial, you know what | nmean? So 4 | said, listen, lots of girls live with
me, and nobody lays a ~ finger on them You cone along, and we'll give you a good '+ > hot neal,
free, and you'll see. So she said she didn't have

* title rent noney, like they always do, and | said I'd trust her »~ for the first nonth. That's

what | al ways say.

| "After she'd been here nearly a year, she ducked out of j|, the big room | said what's w ong,
and she said her father %ad come in and he'd nade her do certain things for him

t*"- when she was little, and that was why she'd run out on him You know what | nean, Patera?"
Jf e, Sil k nodded, his fists clenched.

Jrs**-

"She told me his nane, and | went out and | ooked at himagain, and it was him So then | knew who
she was, and by and by | told her all about it." Ochid snmiled; it seenmed strange to Silk that the
i dentical word should indicate her Heartier expression as well.

I"'mglad | did it now Real glad. | told her not to expect favors, and | didn't give her any. O
at least, not very |[Oten. Wat | did, though—-what | did—= Silk waited patiently, his eyes
averted. "Wiat | did was start having cake on the birthdays, so we
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could have it on hers. And | called her Opine instead of Pine, and pretty soon everybody did."
Orchid daubed at her eyes with the hemof the pink peignoir. "All right, that's it. Wo told you?"
"Your faces, to begin with."

O chid nodded. "She was beautiful. Everybody said so." "Not when | saw her, because there was
something in her face that didn't belong there. Still it struck ne that her face was a younger
versi on of your own, although that could have been coi nci dence or ny inmagination. A nonent later |
heard her name—&rpine. It sounds a great deal like yours, and it seenmed to ne that it was such a
nane as a wonman nanmed Orchid mght choose, especially if she had | ost an earlier daughter. D d
you? You don't have to tell me about it."

Or chi d nodded.

"Because orpines, which only sound |ike orchids, have another nane. Country people call themlive-

forevers; and when | diought of that other nane, | said, nore or less to nyself, that she had not;
and you agreed. Then when Bl ood suggested that she night have stolen the dagger that killed her,
you burst into tears and | knew. But to tell you the truth, | was already nearly certain."

O chid nodded slowy. "Thanks, Patera. Is that all? 1'd like to be alone for a little while."

Silk rose. "I understand. | wouldn't have disturbed you if |I hadn't wanted to | et you know t hat

Bl ood' s agreed that your daughter should be buried with the rites of the Chapter. Her body will be
washed and dressed—taid out, as the people who do it say—and carried to ny mantei on, on Sun
Street. We'll hold her service in the norning."

O chid stared at himincredul ously. "Blood' s paying for this?"
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"No." Silk actually had not considered the matter of expenses, though he knew only too well that
some of those
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connected with the final offices of the dead could not be avoided. His nmind whirled before he
recalled Blood's two cards, which he had set aside for the Scyl sday sacrifice in any event. "O

rat her, yes. Blood gave ne—gave ny manteion, | should say, a generous gift earlier. We'll use
that." "No, not Blood. "Orchid rose heavily. 'Til pay it, Patera. How much?"

Silk conpelled hinself to be scrupul ously honest. "I should tell you that we often bury the poor,
and sonetimes they have no noney at all. The generous gods have always seen to it—=

"I"'mnot poor!" Ochid flushed an angry red. "I been pretty flat sometines, sure. Hasn't
everybody? But |I'mnot flat now, and this's ny sprat The other girl, | had to—&h, shag you, you

shaggy butcher! How much for a good one?" Here was opportunity. Not nerely to save the nanteion
the cost of Orpine's burial, but to pay for earlier graves bought but never paid for; Silk
jettisoned his scruples to seize the nmonent. "If it's really not inconvenient, twenty cards?"

"Let's go into the bedroom Patera. That's where the book is. Cone on."

She had opened the door and vani shed into the next room before he could protest. Through the
doorway he could see a runpled bed, a cluttered vanity table, and a chaise | ongue half buried in
gowns.

"Conme on in." Ochid laughed, and this tinme there was real nmerrinment in the sound. "I bet you've
never been in a woman's bedroom before, have you?"

"Once or twice." Hesitantly, Silk stepped through the doorway, |ooking twice at the bed to assure
hi msel f that no one lay dying there. Presumably O chid diought of it as a place for rest and |ust,
and possibly even for love. Silk could only too easily inmagine his next visit, in ten years or
twenty. Al beds becane deat hbeds at | ast.
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"Your mama's. You've gone into your nmama's bedroom | bet." Ochid plunped herself down before the
vanity table, swept a dozen colored bottles and jars aside, and el evated an ornolu inkstand to the
pl ace of honor before

her .
"Ch, yes. Many tines."

"And | ooked t hrough her things when she was out of the house. | know how you young bucks do."
There were twenty bedraggl ed peacock quills at least wilting in the rings of the ornolu inkstand.
O chid sel ected one, then winkled her nose at it.

"l can sharpen that for you, if you like." Silk got out his
pen case.

"Wbul d you? Thanks." Revolving on the vanity stool, she handed the peacock quill to him "D d you
ever try on her underwear?"

Silk | ooked up fromthe quill, surprised. "No, | never even thought of it |I did open a drawer once
and peep into it, though. | felt so bad about it that | told her the next day. Do you have
sonething to catch the shavi ngs?"

"Don't worry about them You had a nice mama, huh? Is she still alive?"

Si | k shook his head. "Wuld you prefer a broad nib?" Ochid did not reply, and he, contenplating
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the splayed and frowzy one before him decided to give her one anyway. A broad nib used nore ink,
but she would not mind that; and broad nibs | asted | onger

"Mne died when | was little. | guess she was nice, but | really don't renmenber her very well.
When sonebody's dead, Patera, can they come back and see people they care about, if they want to?"

"It depends on what is neant by see." Wth the slender blade of the |ong-handled penknife, Silk
sliced yet another whitish sliver fromthe nib. He was accustonmed to goose and crow quills; this
was | arger than either.
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"Talk to them Visit with thema while, or just let them see you."
"No," Silk said.

"Just no? Wiy not ?"

"H erax forbids it." He returned the quill to her and snapped his pen case shut. ' 'If he did not,
the living would live at the direction of the dead, repeating dieir m stakes again and again."

"I used to wonder why she never cane to see ne," Ochid said. "You know, | haven't thought about
that in years, and now |'Il think about O pine, hoping that H erax will let her out once or twce
so | can see her again. Have a seat there on the bed, Patera. You're naking ne jittery."

Reluctantly, Silk smoothed the canary-col ored sheet and sat down.

"A mnute ago, you said twenty cards. That's about as cheap as they conme, | bet."
"I't would be nodest,"” Silk admitted, "but certainly not contenptible."

"Al'l right, what about fifty? Wat would she get for that nuch?"

"Gods!" He considered. "I can't be absolutely sure. A better sacrifice and a nuch better casket.
Flowers. A fornmal bier with draperies. Perhaps a—

"I''ll make it a hundred," Ochid announced. "It will nake nme feel better. A hundred cards, and
everything the best" O-chid plunged her quill into the inkwell.

Sil k opened his nmouth, closed it again, and put his pen case away.

"And you can say that | was her nother. | want you to say it Wat do you call that thing where
they stand up and talk in the mantei on?"

"The anbion," Silk said.

"Right. I never told them here, because | knew—we both knew—what sort of things the other girls
woul d say about
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her, and me too, behind our backs. You tell themtonorrow. Fromthe anbion. And put it on her
stone. "

Silk nodded. "I will."

Wth florid sweeps of her quill, Ochid was witing the draft. "Tonorrow, right? Wien'll it be?"
"l had thought at eleven."

' Ochid' s face hardened. "W all will."

"I'"Il be there, Patera.'

Silk was still shaking his head as he closed Ochid' s door behind him Chenille was waiting in the
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hal | outside; he wondered whet her she had been eavesdropping, and if so how nuch she had heard.
She said, "You wanted to talk to nme?"
"Not here."

"I waited in my room You never canme, so | cane over here to see what was up."

"Of course.” Orchid's draft for a hundred cards was still in his hand; he folded it once and
thrust it into the the pocket of his robe. "I told you I'd be there in a few minutes, didn't 1? W
were a great deal longer than that, I'mafraid. | can only apol ogize."

"You still want to talk in ny roonf"

Silk hesitated, then nodded. "W nust speak privately, and I'd like to see where it is.
Chapter 11
SUMMONED

"What Orchid's got used to be for the owner and his wife," Chenille explained. "Then their sprats
had roons close to theirs, then upper servants, then nmaids, | guess. |'m about halfway on the
inside. That's not so bad."

Turning left, Silk foll owed her down the musty hall way.

"Hal f | ook out on the court |ike mne does. That's not as good as it sounds, because they have big
parties in there sonetines and it gets pretty noisy unless you stay till the end, and usually I
don't. You take those drunks up to your room and they get sick—then you never get the snell out.
Maybe you think it's gone, but wait for a rainy night."

They turned the corner.

"Sonetimes they chase the girls along the gangways and make | ots of noise. But the outside roons
on this side have wi ndows on the alley. There's not rmuch light, and it smells bad."

"l see,"” Silk said.

"So that's not so good either, and they have to have bars on their windows. |'d rather hang on to
what |'ve got." Chenille halted, pulled a key on a string from between anple breasts, and opened a
door.

"Are the roonms beyond yours vacant ?"

"Huh-uh. | don't think there's an enpty roomin the

272
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pl ace. She's been turning themaway for the last nonth or so. |1've got a girlfriend that woul d

like to nove in, and |I've got to tell her as soon as sonebody goes."

"Per haps she might occupy Orpine's room" Chenille's was | ess than half the size of Ochid's
bedroom with nost of its floorspace taken up by an oversized bed. There were chests al ong the
wal |, and an ol d wardrobe to which a hasp and padl ock had been added.

"Yeah. Maybe. I'IIl tell her. You want ne to | eave the door open?"
"l doubt that it would be wse."

"Al'l right." She closed it. "I won't lock us in. | don't lock when there's a man in here, it's not
a good idea. You want to sit on the bed with ne?" Silk shook his head.

"Suit yourself." She sat down, and he | owered hinself gratefully onto one of the chests, the
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| i oness-headed stick clanped between his knees. "All right, what is it?"

Silk glanced toward the open wi ndow, "I should imagine it would be easy for soneone to stand there
on the gallery, just out of sight. It would be prudent for you to nmake sure no one is."

"Look here." She ained a finger at him "I don't owe you one single thing, and you're not paying
me, not even a couple bits. Opine was kind of a friend of mne, we didn't fight nmuch, anyhow, and
I thought it was nice, what you did for her, so when you said you wanted to talk to me, | said
fine. But I've got things to do, and I'll have to cone back here tonight and sweat it like a sow.

So talk, and | better like what you're going to say."

"What would you do if you didn't, Chenille?" Silk asked nmildly. "Stab me? | don't think so; you've
no dagger now." Her brightly painted nouth fell open then clanped shut again.
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Silk | eaned back against the wall. "It wasn't terribly obscure. If the Gvil Guard had been
notified, as | suppose it should have been, |I'mcertain they would have understood what happened

at once. It took me a mnute or two, but then I know very little about such things."

Her eyes bl azed. "She did it herself! You saw it. She stabbed herself." Chenille gestured toward
her own wai st.

"I saw her hand on the hilt of your dagger, certainly. Did you put it there? O was it only that
she was trying to pull it out when she died?"

"You can't prove anything!"
Silk sighed. "Please don't be foolish. How old are you? Honestly now "
"What does that have to do with anything?"

"Not hing, | suppose. It's only that you nake ne feel very old and wi se, just as the children at
our palaestra do. You're not nuch ol der than sonme of them | believe."

For several seconds Chenille gnawed her lip. At last she said, "Nineteen. That's the lily word,
too, or anyhow | think it is. As well as | can figure, |I'm about nineteen. I'molder than a | ot of
the girls here."

"I"'mtwenty-three," Silk told her. "By the way, nmay | ask you to call ne Patera? It will help ne
to remenber who I am Wat | am if you prefer.”

Chenill e shook her head. "You think Fm sone cank chit you can get to suck any pap you want to,
don't you? Well, listen, |I know a |ot you never even dreamabout. | didn't stick O pine. By
Sphigx, | didn't! And you can't prove | did, either. Wiat're you after, anyhow?"

"Fundanentally I'mafter you. | want to help you, if I can. Al the gods—the Qutsider knows that
someone shoul d have, |ong ago."

"Sonme hel p!"

Silk raised his shoulders and let themdrop. "Little help
274
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so far, indeed; but we've hardly begun. You say that you know much nore than |I. Can you read?"
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Chenill e shook her head, her lips tight.

"You see, although you know a great deal that | do not—+'mnot denying that at all-what it cones
down to is that we know different things. You are wi se enough to swear falsely by Sphigx, for
exanpl e; you know that nothing will happen to you if you do that, and |I'm beginning to feel it's
sonething | should | earn, too. Yesterday norning | wouldn't have dared to do it Indeed, | would
hardly dare now. "

"I wasn't lying!"

"Of course you were." Silk laid Blood' s stick across his knees and studied die |ioness's head for
a monent. "You said that | couldn't prove what | say. In one sense, you're quite correct.
couldn't prove my accusation in a court of |law, assuming that you were a woman of wealth and

position. You're not, but then |I have no intention of naking nmy case in any such court. | could
convict you to Ochid or Blood easily, however. |I'd add that you've admitted your guilt to me, as
in fact you have now. Orchid would have the bald man who seenms to |live here beat you, | suppose,
and force you to leave. | won't try to guess what Bl ood night do. Nothing, perhaps."”

The raspberry-haired girl, still seated on the bed, would not neet his eyes.

"I could convince the Civil Guard, also, if | had to. It would be easy, Chenille, because no one
cares about you. Very likely no one ever has, and that's why you' re here now, living as you do in
thi s house."

"I'"'m here because di e noney's good," she said.

"I't wouldn't be. Not any longer. The big, bald man—+ never |earned his name—woul d knock out a

tooth or two, | inmmgine. Wiat Musk mght do if Blood allowed hima free hand | prefer not to
speculate on. | don't like him and it
may be that |'m prejudiced. You know hi mnuch better, |I'msure."

The girl on the bed made a slight, alnost inaudible sound.
"You don't cry easily, do you?"
She shook her head.

"I do." Silk smled and shrugged again. "Another of ny all too numerous faults. |'ve been close to
tears since | first set foot in this place, and the pain in ny ankle is no help, I"'mafraid. WII
you excuse nme?"

He pushed down his black stocking and took off Crane's wapping. It was warmstill to his
touch, but he lashed the , floor with it and replaced it. "Shall | explain to you what 1 happened,
or would you prefer to tell me?"

"I"'mnot going to tell you anything."

"l hope to change your mnd about that. It's necessary that you tell ne a great deal, eventually."
Sil k paused to

- collect his thoughts. "Very well, then. This unhappy house has been plagued by a certain
devil. We'll call her that for the present at |east, though | believe that | could nane her. As |
understand it, several people have been possessed at one tine or another. Did tiiey all |ive here,

by the way? Or were patrons involved as well? Nobody's tal ked about that, , if some were."
"Only girls.™

"l see. What about Orchi d? Has she been possessed? She didn't nmention it."
Chenill e shook her head again. "Opine? Was she one of then®"

There was no reply. Silk asked again, with slightly nore enphasis, "O pinel?" » The door
opened, and Crane | ooked in. "There you are!
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-, They said you were still around somewhere. How s your '* ankl e?"
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"Quite painful,"” Silk told him "The wapping you lent nme hel ped a great deal at first, but—

Crane had crouched to touch it "Good and hot. You're wal king too nmuch. Didn't | tell you to stay

off your feet?" "I have,"” Silk said stiffly, "insofar as possible.” "Well, try harder. As the pain
gets worse you will anyhow. How s the exorcism com ng?"
"l haven't begun. I'mgoing to shrive Chenille, and that's far nore inportant."”

Looki ng at Crane, Chenille shook her head. "She doesn't know it yet, but I am" Silk declared. "I
see. Wll, 1'd better |eave you alone and let you do it." The Htde physician left, closing the
door behind him

"You were asking about Orpine," Chenille said. "No, she was never possessed that | know of."

"Let's not change the subject so quickly,"” Silk said. "WIIl you tell ne why that doctor takes such
an interest in you?" "He doesn't."

Silk made a derisive noise. "Conme now. He obviously does. Do you think | believe he came here to
i nqui re about ny | eg? He cane here | ooking for you. No one but Orchid could have told himl| was
here, and |I left her only a few nonents ago; alnost the last thing she said to ne was that she
wanted to be alone. | just hope that Crane's interest is a friendly one. You need friends." "He's
my doctor, that's all."

"No," Silk said. "He is indeed your doctor, but that's not all. When Orchid and | heard soneone
scream and went out into the courtyard, you were fully dressed. It was very noticeable, because
you were die only woman present who was."

"l was going out!"

"Yes, precisely. You were going out, and thus dressed, which | found a great relief-sneer if you
like. | didn't begin, of course, by asking nyself why you were dressed,

but why die others weren't; and the answers were harm ess and straightforward enough. They'd been
up late the previous night. Furthernore, they expected to be exam ned by Crane, who woul d nake
them di srobe in any event, so there was no reason for themto dress until he'd left.

"Crane and | had arrived together just a few mnutes earlier, yet you were fully dressed, which
was why | noticed you and asked you to bring sonething to cover poor O pine's body. The obvi ous
inference is that you had been exam ned already; and if so, you nust certainly have been first It
seened possi ble that Crane had begun at the far end of the corridor, but he didn't—this roomis
only halfway to the old manteion at the back of the house. Wiy did he take you first?"

"I don't know," Chenille said. "I didn't even know |l was. | was waiting for him and he cane in.
If nothing's wong, it only takes a second or two."

"He sells you rust, doesn't he?"
Sur prised, Chenille | aughed.

"l see I'mwong—-so much for logic. But Crane has rust; be nmentioned it to nme diis norning as
sonet hing that he could have given ne to make nme feel better. Ochid and a friend who knows you
have both told ne you use it, and neither has reason to lie. Furthernore, your behavior when you
encountered Orpine confirns it."
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Chenill e appeared about to speak, and Silk waited for her to do so while silence collected in the
stuffy room At last she said, "I'll level with you, Patera. If | give you the lily word, will you
bel i eve me?"

"If you tell me the truth? Yes, certainly."

"Al'l right. Crane doesn't sell ne, or anybody, rust. Blood would have his tripes if he did. If you
want it, you're supposed to buy it from Orchid. But some girls buy it outside sonetines. | do
mysel f, once in a while. Don't tell them"

"I won't," Silk assured her.
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"Only you're dead right, Crane's got it, and sonetines he gives ne sone, like today W're friends,
you know what | nean? |'ve done hima few favors and | don't charge him So he | ooks at nme first,
and sonetines he gives ne a little present.”

"Thank you," Silk said. "And thank you for calling ne Patera. | noticed and appreciated that,
believe me. Do you want to tell me about O pine now?"

Chenill e shook her head stubbornly.

"Very well, then. You said that O pine had never been possessed, but that was nendaci ous —she was
possessed at the tinme of her death, in fact." The nonent had cone, Silk felt, to stretch the truth
in a good cause. "Did you really think that I, an anointed augur, could view her body and not

realize that? Wien Crane had gone you took sone of the rust he'd given you, dressed, and |left your
room by that other door, stepping out onto the gallery, which you call the gangway." Silk paused,
inviting contradiction.

"l don't know where you had your dagger, but |ast year we found that one of the girls at our
school had a dagger strapped to her thigh. At any rate, while you were com ng down those wooden
steps, you cane face-to-face with Orpine, possessed. If you hadn't taken the rust Crane gave you,
you woul d probably have screaned and fled; but rust nmakes people bold and violent. That was how I
hurt my ankle last night, as it happens; | encountered a woman who used rust.

"In spite of the rust, O pine' s appearance nust have horrified you; you realized you were
confronting the devil all of you have cone to fear, and your only thought was to kill her. You
drew your dagger and stabbed her once, just below the ribs with the bl ade angled up."

"She said | was beautiful,"” Chenille whispered. "She tried to touch ne, to stroke ny face. It

wasn't O pine—I| might have knifed O pine, but not for that. | backed away.

She kept coming, and | knifed her. | knifed the devil, and then it was O pine |lying there dead."
Sil k nodded. "I understand.”

"You figured out ny dagger, didn't you? | didn't think of it until it was too late."

"The picture representing your nane, you nean. Yes, | did. | had been thinking about O pine's nane

ever since |I'd heard it. There's no point in going into that here, but |I had. Crane gave you the
dagger, isn't that right? You said a nonent ago that he occasionally nakes you a present. Your
dagger mnust have been one of them"

"You think he gave it to nme to get ne into trouble," Chenille said. "It wasn't like that at all."
"What was it |ike?"

"One of the other girls had one. She has, nost of us have—do you really care about all this?"
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"Yes," Silk told her. "I do."

"So she went out that night She was going to neet himsoneplace to eat, | guess, only a couple of
culls junmped her and tried to pull her down. She plucked, and cut them both. That's what she says.
Then she beat the hoof, only she'd got blood on her

"So | wanted to get one for when | go out, but | don't blow nmuch about them so | asked Crane
where | could get a good one, where they wouldn't cheat nme. He said he didn't know either, but
he'd find out from Musk, because Musk knows all about knives and the rest of it, so next tine he
brought nme that one. He'd got it specially made for me, or anyhow the picture put on."

"l see."

"Do you know, Patera, |'d never even seen chenille, not to know it was ny flower anyway, till he
brought nme a bouquet for ny roomlast spring? And | love it—that's "Wien | did nmy hair this color
He said sonetines they call it burning cattail. We laugh about it, so when | asked he

lli p_
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gave nme the dagger. Bucks buy dells things like that pretty often, to show they trust her not to

do anything." "lIs Doctor Crane the friend you nentioned?" "No. That's sonebody younger. Don't make
me tell you who, unless you want to get me hurt.” Chenille fell silent, tight-lipped. "That's
abram This's going to hurt me a lot nore, isn't it? But if | don't tell, he might help me if he
can.

"Then | won't ask you again," Silk said. "And |I'mnot going to tell Ochid or Blood, unless | nust
to save soneone else. If the Guard were investigating, | suppose |I'd have to tell the officer in
charge, but | believe it nmight be a far worse injustice to turn you over to Blood than to permit
you to go unpuni shed. Since that's the case, I'll let you go unpunished, or al nost unpunished, if
you'll do as | ask. Opine's service will take place at eleven tonorrow, at ny nanteion on Sun
Street Orchid's going to demand that all of you to attend it, and doubdess nany of you will. |
want you to be anobng those who do."

Cheni |l |l e nodded. "Yeah. Sure, Patera."

"And while the service is in progress, | want you to pray for Opine and Ochid, as well as for
yourself. WIIl you do that as well?"

"To Hierax? All right, Patera, if you'll tell ne what to say."

Silk gripped Blood' s wal king stick, flexing it absently between his hands. "Hi erax is indeed the
god of death and the cal de of the dead, and as such is the nost appropriate object of worship at
any such service. It will be Scyl sday, however, and thus our sacrifice cannot be his alone."

"Uh- huh. That's about the only prayer | knowwhat they call her short litany. WIIl that be al
right?"

Silk laid aside the stick and | eaned toward Chenille, his decision nade. "There is one nore god to
whom | w sh you to pray—a very powerful one who may be able to help you,

as well as Orchid and poor Orpine. He is called the Qutsider. Do you know anyt hi ng about hi n"

She shook her head. "Except for Pas and Echidna, and the days and nonths, | don't even know their
names. "

"Then you nust open your heart to himtonorrow," Silk told her, "praying as you' ve never prayed
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before. Praise himfor his kindness toward ne, and tell himhow badly you—how badly all of us in
this quarter need his help. If you do that, and your prayers are heartfelt and truthful, it won't
matter what you say."

"The Qutsider. Al right”

"Now | 'm going to shrive you, renoving your guilt hi the matter of O pine's death and any other
w ongs that you have done. Kneel here. You don't have to | ook at ne."

Hal f the abandoned mant ei on had been converted into a snall theater. "The old Wndow s still back
there," Chenille explained, pointing. "It's the back of the stage, sort of, only we always keep a
drop in front of it. There's four or five drops, | think. Anyhow, we go in back of the Wndow to

towel off and powder, and there's a |lot of hoses on the floor and hangi ng down back there."

Silk was monmentarily puzzled until he realized that the "hoses" were in actuality sacred cabl es.
"l understand," he said, "but what you describe could be dangerous. Has anyone been hurt?"

"A dell fell off the stage and broke her arm 