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For Don Maass, thefirst one into the garden

The going from aworld we know
to one awonder ill

islikethe child's adversity
whosevigaisabhill;

Behind the hill issorcery

and everything unknown,

but will the secret compensate
for dimbing it done?

—Emily Dickinson: #1603
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Commodities Week

Last week's confirmation by the Nobel high-energy research team at CERN's Erqumitsuliag (Greenland)
Quadruple Array Survey Collider of the existence of a sxth dternate Earth has had widespread effects
on the worlds commodities markets, especialy due to the continuing uncer-tainty asto how soon trade
could be permitted with the new world (dubbed "Terra" by the Nobel team).

Theteam director, Dr. BirgittaHelgasdottir of the University of Mainz, confirmed at a press conference
Thursday that the new world has not yet produced the Macllwain worldgating bresk-through.
Speculation continues to run high asto whether the growing current economic crisswill cause the veto
powersto push the UN&ME into dlowing an exception to the "technologicd par-ity" ruling, and inviting
‘Terrd" into the Five-Geneva Pact However, there has been early concern in the marketplace about the
economic gatus of the new world, and itsinevitable effects on otherwordly marketplaces.

"We haven't had achance as yet to study the Situation in depth,” says Professor Ron Kideha, Nobel
team economist and senior lecturer in in-tercontinual economics at Queens College, Cambridge. "But
initid findings are encourag-ing. Thisworld's economy is presently in the late tages of recovery from a
mini-recession, in line with early predictions based on the ‘interworld mirroring' principle, and on Terras
present alignment with Huichtilopochtli and Xahon. Ad-ditiondly, the new Earth's conventionsfor
han-dling monetary float and currency exchange conform closdly to our norms, even though Terras
economy involves an unusualy com-plex grouping of nationd sovereignties. They've evolved unique
solutionsto their version of the multiple-currency problem, including severd ar-tificid exchangerate
mechanisms which seem to have stood them in good stead during the process of 'decession.’ If Terra
wereto beinvited to join the Pact, we don't fed its admission would present any problem even distantly
approaching the magnitude of what the UN& ME had to deal with when Midgarth entered. However, the
ques-tion may soon become moot, since there are presently not just one, but four Madlwains sudying
high-energy physics or doing postgraduate physicswork at key "Terran' universities—an unmistakable
sign that one of them is about to replicate pardld breakthroughs by other physi-cistswith smilar namesin
the other known uni-verses. We don't know which of them isthe breskthrough physicist yet—but even if
we don't immediately open trade with Terra," indications are that they could well be coming after us



within threeto five years."

Action on the world commodities market over the last week seemsto indicate that both buyers and
sdllers broadly agree with this assessment. Fairy gold, dwaysardiableindicator of moods among the
worldgating industries, ended the week on the Comex with December contracts at $2825 an ounce, only
dightly below the dl-time 1967 high caused by the discovery of Xaihon. Trading at London and Chicago
Mercantile lagged dightly behind thisfigure, gpparently owing to adecreasein the number of Alfen
bro-kers offering end-of-year contracts. However, ac-cording to Martin Zermuhle, fairy gold specidist at
Shearson, Hamill's Zurich commodities trad-ing bureau, this hedging can be expected to taper off over
the next few weeks asinterest among the supranationa corporations becomes more ag-gressivein view
of the prospect of the profitsin-evitably awaiting them in anew, unexplored economy.

Elsewhere, nervousness about intra-EU sup-port for genetically engineered crop cultivarsin the wake of
disagreements at the Copenhagen summit caused October soybean contracts to plunge on the Neue
Market, with other |osses.

* 1*
"All risefor the right honorable Charles Redpath, magis-trate,” said the bailiff, "acting in and for the City
and County of Los Angeles, in proceedings designated DL-5745-27 and to be enacted thisday, April

27, 2004, in the City and County Circuit Court, session nine hundred and forty-five. Let al who desire
Justice draw near, and Justice shdl be done them.”

Leewas till dways amazed that the last sentence of the "blurb™ didn't cause arush for the doors.
Neverthdless, every-one stayed where they were, and they dl stood up, and in aflurry of Mack silk
robes over that brown tweed suit, here came Charles out of his chambers and up the stepsto the
bench—abrisk, florid little dark-haired man, running dightly to stoutness now, with ashort bristly
mustache that could make him look extremely stern until he forgot himself and smiled. But herarely forgot
himsdlf in the courtroom, and when he did, people were usudly sorry afterward that they had tried to
provoke the smilein the first place, or expected it to indicate humor. Lee kept her face very straight, and
noticed that beside her, Gelert was for once not wagging histail.

"Please be seated,” Charles said, and in arustle everyone sat down. The court was alittle fuller than usual
today, for thiswas sentencing, and the case had attracted some atten-tion in the papers: more than usual,
since Mr. Redpath had excused the cameras last week, citing only the traditiona stricture (aswashis
right) that "the cameralooks, but Jus-tice sees.” Now the magistrate shuffled through his paper-work and
unlimbered hislaptop, waiting amoment for the pertinent documentsto display themsdlves. "All right," he
said, "thisisthe continuation of Ellay City docket 88-38715-4548, the People versus Lawrence J.
Blair...." Helooked up from the papers, glanced around the courtroom. "WEe'l resume as from our recess
of last Friday," he said, "assuming no one has anything strictly procedura to add. Mr. Hess?'

"Nothing, Y our Honor," said Alan: very prudently, Lee thought, since he had pretty much exhausted Mr.
Redpath's patience last week with procedura interferences of various kinds, all apparently directed
toward one purpose: sdling.

"Ms. Enfidd? Madra Gelert?'
"Nothing, Y our Honor," Lee said, and Gelert shook his head.
"Very well. Summations may commence," Mr. Redpath said. "Prosecution?!

Lee stood up, shrugging her own silksinto place over the new light blue dress. Asawayson a
summeation and sen-tencing morning, she was nervous for no good reason, and her chain of office felt like



it was askew, and twice as heavy asit redly was. She knew shelooked al right, knew that she looked
polished and professiona enough, knew what the jury and Charles Redpath and all the newsieswere
seeing: awoman of medium height and medium build, face with al the featuresin the usud order, figure
not terrible for her age, and nice hair, for the new shorter cut and the blond stresk-ing worked well. Y et
shefdt haggard, unprepared, clammy, tired from having stayed up late preparing, and unready for what
she knew was about to happen.

"Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, Y our Honor, and Justice here present—" she said. And al that
preparation cut in and started to make her fed better, asit usudly did. "Y ou've heard the evidence which
my colleague has presented to you. The defendant stands before you now accused of achain of frauds
which havefindly caught up with him—severd of them directly connected, as we have proven, to the one
for which he has been brought before you in this proceeding...”

Lawrence Blair was a promoter who put together concert packages for various popular and rock
musicians, some famous, some just getting started and rather vulnerable, finan-cidly at least. Five years
or S0 ago a concert involving severa large bands gppeared to have been badly undersold by the
"packaging” company handling ticket sales. There had been dlegations of ineptitude on the part of the
packag-ing company, acouple of civil suitsfiled, later dropped when Blair entered into agentleman's
agreement with the debtors and promised to repay them their losses.

His debtors accepted the arrangement and settled back to wait a reasonable time to be paid what they
were owed, and Blair went on to organize other gigs, some successful, some not. Some of his creditor
"clients’ got paid, and most did not. "Mr. Blair'sdefense,” Lee said to the jury, "would like you to believe
that the people who didn't get paid on time, or at al, were merely the victims of accidents: lost

pay-ments, misunderstandings with the bank, unavoidable cash-flow difficulties. But weve shown that the
cause of these nonpaymentswas Mr. Blair's own redirection of the funds owed these people into other
projects destined to make him more money.”

Shereminded the jury of dates and names, whilein the background hearing Gel lie down on his pad, the
links of his chain sounding softly againgt each other—not the norma gold ahuman practitioner might
wear, but fairy gold—low-carat, but ill an extravagance hidden in plain sght. Gel loved such
extravagances, and not being caught at them. But that was typica of how he preferred to operate, |etting
Lee do the "front work™ while he stepped softly around in the background, fading into it where

necessary.

He had nothing to do this morning except observe the verdict; al hiswork had been done with his usua
kill in the discovery stage of the case. Lee thought sometimes that part of his success a dliciting
testimony lay in the continuing fascination of many humanswith the madrin. They hadn't been commonin
Lee'suniverse until twenty years or so ago, and there were lots of people who were charmed by the
sound of amdliflous voice and courteous conversation coming out of what appeared to bea
frizzy-coated white wolfhound the size of asmall horse. If the big goofy-looking grin Gelert could
produce while conducting an interview put people off their guard, Lee didn't mind. And if thelolling
tongue and dingbat expression, or the way he twitched those big shell-pink ears around, made other
people discount or entirely forget Gelert's expertise, Lee didn't mind that ei-ther ... and she knew her
partner, one of the first products of UCLA's doctorate program in litigative mantics, enjoyed taking
advantage of the misapprehension. She threw a glance over her shoulder at him as she wound up her
closing satement. Gelert opened those huge jawsin agigantic, slent stage yawn, exhibiting entirely too
many fangs. apri-vate sgna of profound confidence and adesire to cut to the chase.

"Joel Delaney's case brings us up to the present,” said Lee, coming to astand now at the foreman'send
of the jury box. "Out of forty performers whom Mr. Blair has engaged to perform over the last three



years, only ten have been paid in full: five have received partid payments, well short of what was

promised: and the rest, till unpaid, have pooled asignificant amount of fundsin order to bring this case
into the civil courts, so that Justice might be given achance to operate where other agencies havefailed.
We ask you to look with us at the defendant and open the way for Justice to enter here; to see the truth
of the matter, find him guilty as charged, and to participate in sentencing should the ver-dict so require.”

Lee nodded to the foreman and to the other jurors, turned and went to sit down. In afew moments Alan
was on hisfeet, and had begun addressing the jury with his usua smoothness. Right now he was making
the whole case sound like a series of coincidences, complicated by incom-petent accountants, accidents,
and badly drawn-up con-tracts. He went on to make everything Lee had said sound either foolish or
mischievous, and finaly said, "We ask you to look with us at the defendant, opening the way for Justice;
to seethe truth of the matter and to find him innocent.”

He sat down.

"Thank you," said Mr. Redpath, and tapped at hislap-top's keyboard briefly. Helooked over at the
jurors box. "Before we proceed, do any of you ladies or gentlemen re-quire arecess at thistime?”

The foreman, asmal round woman with long wavy blond hair, looked down the length of the box at her
fellow jurors. Heads were shaken. "No, Y our Honor," she said after amoment.

"Very well." Mr. Redpath glanced at the bailiff. " Secure theroom," he said.

The bailiff nodded, went over to confirm the time with the clerk of the court: the clerk reached under her
desk to touch the button that locked the doors. Mr. Redpath folded down his laptop's screen, then
folded hishandsin front of him. There was aspate of the usud brief shuffling and |ast-chance-to-cough
coughing. Then thingsgot very ill.

The prosaic courtroom—the dightly dusty windows through which the afternoon's sunlight was beginning
to pour, the pale golden birch paneling of the walls, the terrazzo floor and the acoustic ceiling, now
dtarted to take on a strange, sharp-edged quality, asif another kind of light were starting to suffuse the
place, different from the hot sunlight, harsher, clearer. A different view of human affairs began to
uperimposeitself over the merdy human one, as the Other without whom no court was fully functiona
began to manifedt.

Once such manifestations had taken much more work. In ancient Greece, men had compelled Justice's
presence by sheer weight of numbers. Astechnique improved, the Ro-mans and Byzantines managed it
with tribunds of fifty, and medieva Europe with only "twelve good men and true.” In this country, most
jurisdictions kept the jury as acheck on the judiciary process. But you really needed only two or three
properly trained people, these days—the two advo-cates, and the magistrate who maintained the
structure which compelled the Power's attention. Once you had Justice's attention, everything else
happened very quickly indeed.

That sense of the Other's presence deepened. Mr. Redpath just gazed down at his folded hands as the
presence in-creased in the room, as everything became subtly more visible. Redpath wasn't one of those
jurisiswho went in for voiced invocations or flamboyant gestures; he smply made room in the courtroom
for Justice, and it arrived, without fuss, focused and fully empowered. Such matter-of-fact competence
would probably push him into the Court of Ap-ped eventually, maybe even the State Supreme Court.
But right now Lee was glad he was here, since with that matter-of-fact quaity came the certainty of
control. Justice might be agood thing, but if improperly mediated, acardina Virtue could get out of hand
and affect everyonein acourt-room, not just those in whose cause it had been invoked.

The silence around Lee was no longer something that needed to be enforced. Peoplefelt it looking at



them. Like small creatures caught suddenly under the regard of some-thing with sharp eyes and sharp
claws, people tended to hold till and try not to attract its notice. Y et soon enough that ad-ditiona effect
st in, the sense of the Sately presence of an ancient and deserved grandeur, something intangible yet
powerful and splendid; possibly what people spoke of when they mentioned "the mgjesty of the law.”
The bailiff, the court clerk, the security guards minding the doors, al stood up when they felt it. Others
good aswell, somein ahurry, some more dowly. Findly, only Charles, aready standing for Justicein his
person, remained seated.

Leelooked into the "well," the empty space between the bench and the counsdls tables, and Saw
edges—that two-edged sword with which the Power manifesting here was so often pictured, immateria
but multiplied many times over, atangle or nest of potentia enforcement, like so much barbed wire. Mr.
Redpath swalowed once, astrained motion, and looked up. "L et the defendant come forward and be
judged,” hesad.

Lawrence Blair came out from behind the defense table, exchanged a suddenly nervous glance with Alan
Hess, and stepped out into the well. He stood there with amost neutral expression, one which for Lee
didn't hide hisfedingsat al. Finaly, thislate in the proceeding, he had had the sense to become afraid.

Leelet her gaze rest on Lawrence Blair and concentrated on letting Justice here present see o clearly
through her that others wouldn't be able to help seeing aswell. Acrossthe aide, Alan Hesswas doing the
same. And leaning againgt them like sunlight made solid, heavy and intent, the Power looked at Blair.

Leelooked at the defendant, and waited, letting the Sight work, concentrating on keeping her own
thoughts quiet and making of herself atrangparent conduit through which Jus-tice could gaze unimpeded.
Trained and inured to the Re-gard as she was, it hurt somewhat. Lee was better than usud at bearing the
discomfort, partly because she did so much work in the forensic side of Seeing—perceiving the truth
about things. But things hurt lessto look at than people, and Lee stood there and shook asthe pain
increased.

Standing there in the well, among swords of light that he could not see but was beginning to fedl, Blair
dtarted to trembletoo ... and inside him, the Balance shook itsalf loose and wavered between rise and
fal. Init lay his soul, and Justice's other tool, the sense of true right or wrong, even more powerful than
the mind to work itswill on the harboring body. And the Balance began to sink. Lee Saw in Blair the
swathing concealment of self-delusive good intention (...I'll pay them as soon as | haveit...) and
expediency (...I really need the funds more for this new project, they can wait a little longer ...) and
cdculation (...If I don't pay this guy, he's powerful enough to make trouble down theline...). And
from long ago, from sometime buried in his pagt, the image: his mother's words, when shefirgt caught him
geding. "Youlittlew—"

Even now hetried not to hear the word, to seetheimage. But Lee saw it as Jugtice, looking through her,
did. Shefdt the Balance insde Blair shift with a groan—the soul admit-ting itsdlf, in the unavoidable hot
glare of Justice's regard, to have been found wanting, and weighing the scales hard down.

Thefirst sound came from someone on the jury, the kind of angry gasp aman might make when he's cut
himsdlf. Then came another, someone wishing they could deny what they saw, and unableto. If only one
juror failed to see what both the prosecution and Justice saw, the judgment would not take.

One last soft moan came from thejury box. Lee didn't see who it was, but she felt the mind behind the
moan make the verdict unanimous. The Power in the room with them struck through her and Alan like
lightning; and the nest of unseen swords rose up, surrounded Blair, and diced him through.

Blair didn't have athroat for long enough to finish his scream—not a human throat, anyway. The



"containment ared" in the well, defined by the two-meter-wide, dull red square outline of forcefield on the
floor, activated with the adminigtration of the sentence. And in the middle of the square, crouching,
stunned, was aweasdl. It was avery large weasdl, for though Justice might affect the soul in abody, and
that body's shape, it had no effect on mass. Clenching its claws againgt the floor, staring around &t its
counsd, at Lee, a the magistrate and the jury, the weasdl began to make asmall, terrible rough sound in
itsthroat, over and over, like awhispered screech.

The pressure of the Regard was gone, vanished like adream or anightmare. A lot of people sat down,
shocked, but more kept standing, to see better. Lee and Alan both stag-gered, released, and made their
way back to their tables.

Mr. Redpath |ooked down over his desk at the contain-ment area. "Guilty as charged,” said Mr.
Redpath. "Defen-dant will retain this semblance during the pleasure of inward and outward Justice, here
manifested. Upon the end of sentence, the court will be informed whether the defendant de-siresthe
optiond redtitutory stage. Otherwise, here and until the end of sentence, Justiceis served.”

The courtroom was very quiet now, that initia rustle of shock and horror having died away. Lee was ill
blinking hard and trying to get her norma, unaugmented vision back. Boy, she thought, some of the
sketch artistsin here are going to have a field day with this verdict.

"Y our Honor," said Blair's counsdl, "we desire to lodge an gpped at once, on the grounds that the
sentenceis exces-svely severe.”

Mr. Redpath looked down again into the containment area, where the weasdl was now trying to Sit up on
its haunches, and failing. It came down hard on itsforefeet again, staring at the long delicate claws and
breathing fast. "1 so dlow. Seethe court clerk for scheduling. However, Mr. Hess," said Mr. Redpath,
looking down at him rather dryly, "I think the verdict's severity is secondary to your client having perjured
himsdlf. Y ou may want to take advice from your client'sfamily to discover whether they redly want to
proceed.”

"Yes, Your Honor," said Hess, looking glum.

"Then | declare this proceeding to be complete, and | ad-journit snedie," Mr. Redpath said, and
banged his gavel on the desk. "Open the doors; and thank you, ladies and gen-tlemen.” He got up and
headed for his chamber, shrugging his gown back into kilter as he went.

"Mease clear the court for the next proceeding,” the bailiff shouted, and people started to file out. In the
middle of the courtroom, auniformed security officer arrived with alarge whedled protective carrier, and
there followed an un-fortunately humorous interlude while the court security staff tried to get theweasd,
presently flinging itself against the walls of the containment area, into the carrier and out of the court.

Lee had been bracing hersdlf against their table. Now Gelert came up beside her and put his cold nose
againg her neck.

"Stop that," she said, and pushed his snout away, not half as hard as she would have under less casud
circumstances, or if she'd had the strength. She wobbled.

"You need theretiring room?" hesad privatdy, implant to implant.

Lee shook her heed, still trying to get her bresth back. She would pay the price tonight, in deep, when
the reaction set in and her dreams reflected that inexorable gaze concen-trating, not on Blair, but on her.
Tomorrow, abashed and sore with yet another reminder of her own many failings, shed achedl over and
not be good for much. But the price was worth paying.



From the other sde of the aide came the shuffle and snap of paperwork and alaptop being put away.
She glanced over at Hess, stood up straight as her breathing got back to nor-mal, and reflected that at
least she wasn't the only one here who looked completely wrecked. Alan was pale under histan, and the
resultant color made him look very unwell. But "Nice one, Lee" said Hessto her, polite asaways,
despite the circumstances.

Lee nodded to him. "Thanks, Al. Look, you did good work, too ... Good luck with the appedl "
He nodded back, went out. " Give me five minutes for the ladies room,” Lee said to Gdlert.

It was closer to ten, for Lee's mascarawas nowhere near as waterproof as the manufacturer claimed.
But the repairs would suffice for the waiting cameras. She dipped out of her silkswith asigh of relief,
took off her chain, folded the silks around it, and stowed everything in her briefcase.

Shortly Leewas out in the echoing glass-and-terrazzo main hall again, where Gelert awaited her, and
together they went out through the glass doorsinto the blinding light of aferocious afternoon, the
temperature now pushing above a hundred. The Santa Anawind was up, blowing so fiercely that the
palm trees around New Parker Plaza were bending in the force of it, and the feather-duster tops hissed
and rat-tled, each individua frond glinting asif wet in the harsh bright sun. Dust flew everywhere. Lee
winced alittle at the light but could do nothing about it for the moment; for here were the newsies
aready, two cameras and afew print peo-ple, waiting on the courthouse steps to take a statement from
them.

"Good afternoon, folks," Gelert said amiably, sitting down on the top step.
Lee, pausing beside him, sneezed. "Afternoon, al," she said. "Pleaseforgive me, it'sthe dust...”

"Do you have a prepared statement?' said one of the waiting reporters, not one of the familiar ones. Lee
thought she was possibly from Variety or the Reporter.

"No," Leesaid. "We thought wed just ad-lib today."

Geert sneezed too. "Sorry," he said. ""Can everybody hear me okay? My implant's speaker's been acting
up lately when the volume's turned up out in the open.”

"No problem,” said the Variety reporter, and the others shook their heads.

"Right," said athird reporter, alittle, casudly dressed man with dimples and a deceptively innocent face.
"Ms. Enfield, this has been the sixth high-profile case your firm has been assigned to in the last four
months. How do you answer the charge that the DA's Office is showing favoritism to you because of
your former relationship with—"

"If it was acharge," Lee said, interrupting him and doing her best to keep her smile casud, "I'd suggest
that the person making it should look at the resultsin the cases involved. Our firm appearsto produce
results, asthisisour fifth ‘win' out of those six cases. If we're ‘favorites with the DA's Office at the
moment, it seemswere favoriteswith Justice aswdll ... and there's no way to buy or influence that.
Unlessyou've found one?" She gave the reporter what she hoped would pass for an amused ook.

"The Ellay Didrict Attorney's Office assgns cases to the pool of qualified prosecuting teams on an
availability basis" Gdert said, "asyou can confirm by checking the court calendar. Our last five cases
have been assigned us because in each case wed just finished another proceeding, and were available.
The luck of the draw. But it helpsto know what to do with luck.”

A mutter as some of the reporters paused to take notes. "What message would you send to Mr. Blair's



wife and chil-dren?' said another.

"That Mr. Blair, like every other defendant,” Lee said, "has himself chosen the form of his punishment
And that we, like hisfamily, look forward to the day when the Justice living insde him, asit livesingde
everyone, decidesthat he's served his sentence and can go free. He, and Justice, will work that out for
themsdves”

Another mutter from the reporters. "The caseis going to apped,” said another one.

"That'sright," Gdlert said. "And we wish the defendant welL However, wefed that thistime out, Justice
has pre-vailed. But then it lways does.”

"Dr. Gelert,” said another reporter, asmal trim woman with long blond hair tied back, "what's your
reaction to the statement made by one of your people recently that direct judicia intervention isa'blunt
insrument' in thistime of increased understanding of crimina motivation?”!

Gelert dropped that big fringed jaw and showed many more of histeeth than Lee thought strictly
necessary. " 'Crue and unusua punishment' again?* Gelert said. "How can Justice's own sdlf be crudl?
Andif it'sunusud, that's our fault, not Its. 'Hers,' if you prefer to see Justice that way; lots of humans do.
My people, too, actudly.” A gust of wind blew agreat swirl of dust across the entrance of the
court-house, Lee sneezed, and so did severa of the reporters. Gel-ert shook himsdlf al over, and his
chain rang softly. "My people," Gelert added, "have no crime. No murder, no as-sault, no theft, nothing
of the kind. Certainly no fraud. It col-ors some of our opinions about the judicial system here. Me, Il
wait until Councillor Dynef's been mugged for his ear-rings some night, coming home from the moviesin
Westwood. After he's needed to go through the courts himsalf, well see how 'blunt’ he thinks the
Hoodwinked Lady'ssword is."

There was some chuckling at that. "Anything e se, ladies and gentlemen?" Lee said. "Weve got placesto
be"

Heads were shaken. "Thanks, then,” Lee said, and she and Gelert turned away. The reporters went off
down the dairs.

Lee sneezed again. "Placesto be," Gelert said softly. "What afibber you are.”

"Huh." Lee paused to open her briefcase and rummage around in it for her sunglasses. "They keep asking
about that," she muttered. "Why can't they just let it drop?”

"What? The DA's Office? Because they're newses, asaresult of their moms putting scanda in their baby
bottlesin-stead of milk. Becauseit's obvious, and some of them are only good at obvious."

Leesghed. "Yeah, but dl they haveto do is check the factsto find out—"

"Lee, if it wasfactsthey were after, they wouldn't be on the courthouse steps. They would have been
ingde. That guy from the Times, he'sjust after evidence to support his pet theory. When he can't find
any, hell stop bothering us."

She found the sunglasses, then put them on and made aface. "Y eah, okay, you'reright,” shesad. "It's
just thiswind getting to me, | guess...”

"So comeon, let'sget out of it," Gelert said. "Let's go est. I've got atable booked.”
"Absolutely. Where?



"Perdu."

She blinked at him. "What, New Y ork? For lunch? Werelate for that already. And anyway, nobody
could get abook-ing at that place on the same day they cal!”

"l reserved it aweek ago. And not lunch. Dinner. If we get our tails up to the port instead of standing
here chewing over the dry bones, well bejust in timefor seven-thirty.”

"How did you—Gdl," Lee said, "sometimes| think you're holding out on me. Y ou're aforward
clairvoyant, and you've never bothered to register.”

"Too much paperwork,” Gelert said, asthey headed for the Metro. "And al clairvoyants get asquint. |
refuse to ruin my youthful good looks.”

"Then again, maybeyoure just delusond,” Leesaid. "You think youreamillionaire, dl of asudden, to
drop the price of atranscontinenta jump for adinner?’

"Wedeserveit," Gelert said, and grinned with all those teeth. "Besides, | dumped abunch of Oklahoma
munis over the weekend and scored thirty percent on the dedl. If | keep the money, it'll only burn ahole

inmy pocket.”
"What pocket?"

"Pedant. Come on, or they'll give away our table."

Two hours later, when Lee glanced up from her fondue and suddenly noticed the King of dl the Elves
gitting acrossthe room, perusing the wineligt, it came asasurprise, but not a huge one—an amusing end
toalong day. After dl, Le Chalet Perdu was (very quietly) one of the best restaurants in Manhattan.
Given the EIf-King's reputation, and the restaurant's, sooner or later someone was bound to have brought
the two together in an attempt to impress each with the other. And here the EIf-King sat, in adark blazer
and tie and charcoa twills, surrounded by calm-voiced men in Cardin or Botany double-breasted
suits—men wearing their mature assurance, or their smoldering youthful cleverness, asif they were
wespons. Lee |ooked away after afirst glance, much amused by their talk of winesand entrees. To
someone with her training, the lighthearted conversation across the room had a distinct sound of nervous
saber rat-tling. She turned her attention back to her medl.

"Gd," shesad, holding out hisfonduefork to him, "you smdl anything interesting?'

Gelert nipped the cheese-dipped bread cube off the fork, chewed, swallowed, and paused long enough
to put histongue out and lick an escaped blob of Emmenthder off hiswhiskers. " Too much nutmeg,” he
sad, "not enough kirsch."

"In Konni's fondue? Hardly. Something else.”
Gdert'snosetwitched. "Elves."
"Huh-uh. Elf. The EIf. Laurin."

Her partner's pink ears went straight up. "Redlly. Thought he was supposed to be in The Hague for that
con-ference.”

"Maybe he'son hisway," Lee said. She speared achunk of bread for hersdlf, dunked it, waved it in the
ar, munched. "Thereisn't too much nutmeyg, either.”



"l waskidding, Lee." Gelert paused and ducked his head to lap at hisbowl of Perrier. "Who eseishe
with?'

"I don't recognize any of them. Not that I'd have reason to. We could ask Konni."

"Right." Gelert bused himself with finishing hisdrink. Leetook the opportunity to sted another glance at
thetable by thefar wall. Le Chalet wasasmadl place, done in cream-pae stucco and warmly, brightly lit,
S0 that there was no trouble seeing. The dim, dark man in the e egantly under-stated jacket and tie put
thewinelist asde with a gesture that would have been much too graceful, if not for the thoughtless
grength inherent in it. Then, al courtesy and at-tention, he settled down to listen to one of hisdinner
com-panions remarks about business.

Y et there was something else going on over there. Lee dipped another cube of bread, watching it. The
three other well-dressed men, for dl their gpparent casualness, looked siff and Strained. Their ease was
artificid, applied. And the quiet-eyed man who listened to them, though physicaly aert and erect enough,
at the same time seemed inwardly to be lounging—watching their nervousness from acarefully
maintained distance, aloof and ever so faintly amused. It was alook that Lee had seen before in Elves.
Hdll, shethought, everybody's seen it. It's one of the ways you tell an Elfin thefirst place. Butinthis
Hf, the Elf, the effect was both more subtle and more concentrated. L ee looked away and speared more
bread.

Gdert lifted his head from hisdrink, and within afew seconds—neither too quickly nor too
dowly—Konrad Egli made hisway over to their banquette table. Herr Egli was agrest, gray, craggy
block of aman, likeasmal Alp; forty yearsthe master of this house and long past being ruffled by
anything, even the presence of the absolute master of an en-tire otherworld. Morta kings and princesses,
and rock stars and politicos and chairmen of the board, all the lesser sorts of royaty, had beendiningin
his restaurant for years. He treated them all with the same benevolent, ruthless hospita-ity that he
bestowed on firg-timersjust in off the street, and nothing any of them said or did ever seemed to catch
him off guard. Now Herr Egli leaned down beside Gelert—not too far: even Sitting on thefloor, Gelert
wastall enough to haveto look dightly downward a Lee—and nodded at the empty Waterford bowl.
"Another one, madra?'

"Pleas

"Konni," Lee said, keeping her voice low, "does he come here often?' She nodded at the far sde of the
room, where jocund voiceswererising in discregt merriment at some carefully witty remark.

Herr Egli shook hishead. "A few timesayear. Always busnessdinners, or lunches" He glanced over his
shoulder for a second, then added with a smile and afatherly scowl, "His guests—they never seemto
finish what they order."

Lee amiled wryly. Herr Egli took hisrole of patron seri-oudy, and was not above scolding hisfavorite
customersin friendly fashion if they seemed to need it. "Y ou notice," she said in mock-daughterly respect,
"thet | atedl my spinach.”

"Good girl. Another glass of wine?"
"Y es, Konni, thank you."

He picked up her wineglass and Gelert's bowl and carried them away to the bar; then, at the thump the
inner front door made when the outer door was opened, turned to greet an arriving guest. Lee dunked
another chunk of bread for Gelert and offered it to him. He accepted it with eyes half-closed, a sybarite's
lazy look, and thumped histail gently on the wine-colored carpet as he chewed. "I'm glad we came," he



sad. "Evenif you think you can't afford it.”
"Excuseme" Leesad, "you're paying for thisone, you sad.”
Gdert grinned, exhibiting many sharp white fangs. "But Lee, my portfolio—"

"—needs aforklift to pick it up. I'd ask you how you do it, except I'd be afraid we'd have the Securities
and Ex-change Commission after us about ten minutes later. And anyway, you're right, we do deserveit.
We worked our butts off on that case. Here at |east we can have dinner without the people from the local
TV dations shoving camerasin our faces. So | will ever so gracefully, just this once, let you pay.”

Gdert was il grinning. "Oh, wdll ... it wasworth atry.”

Herr Egli came back with their drinks. "Konni," Lee said, "the great white pig here has, | would say
'angle-handedly’ if he had hands, finished off the fondue—"

"Shegavesmeadl day," Gdert sad, dropping his ears down flat and attempting to look piteous. "Eating
out's my only chance at sustenance. And look what | wind up with. Bread and water."

"How you suffer,” Lee said. "Konni, how about dessert?"
"Fine. What would you like?'

"Chocolate fondue," said Gelert.

"Gd, no. Youll getitinyour fur again...”

The argument ran its predictable course, and Herr Egli went off to have them brought coffee, and to
arrange for the chocolate fondue. Lee held out the next-to-last bit of bread and cheese to Gelert, looking
over his shoulder as Konni paused by that one table across the room, checking on the guests seated
there. One of them, the hogt of the EIf-King's party, was ordering, looking back and forth from Herr Egli
to the trim blond woman in Swiss bodice and skirt who was actudly taking the order. The Elf-King sat
back in his chair, his mat-brown eyes shifting from one member of the party to another, lingering on
them, unreadable. It wasthe typica Alfen gaze—that cool, easy regard, rooted in the kind of calm for
which only animmorta had leisure...

L ee became aware that she was staring. Nonethel ess she prolonged the examination just a bit, fascinated
by the man's remoteness, his mild amusement, his too-perfect handsomeness. Her own fascination
embarrassed and puzzled her abit; though she delighted in good looksin men, gawking was hardly her
dyle. Still, she thought, amost defiantly—and whom was she defying?—just a little exercise of
curiosity on my own time ... And then her embarrassment escalated, for those brown eyeswere
suddenly staring right back at her, aconsidering look: interested, and ever so dightly dis-turbed.

Stll Leewouldn't immediately look away, though she did start to blush at being caught staring at a
celebrity like sometourigt just in from the edgeworlds. There was some-thing latent beneeth that |ook of
his, something rising like blood under skin, and it made her curious. Her Sight worried &t it, fraying away
at the edges of it, unraveling the seeming that overlay the truth. A few moments more and she would
know the hidden thought, the answer to what was puzzling her—

The still, dark man wouldn't look away, and Lee's em-barrassment findly got the better of her. She
broke gaze, glanced away for something elseto look at, anything, and took glad refugein the arrival of
the waitress with the cof-fee. Rude, Lee thought, annoyed with hersdf. And dumb. What if I'd gone
judicial? Though that was unlikely. Both by training and intention Lee was enough of a professond not
tolook at other human beingsin the norma course of daily lifein the same way she looked at plaintiffsor



the ac-cused in the courtroom. Y et it wasimpossible ever to turn the Sight completely off, and insights
did dip through ... Oh, come on, she thought, annoyed at her own attempt to rationdizeit.
Eavesdropping at a perfect stranger like that ... and this one, in particular. What's the matter with
me?—

But when Leelooked up again, the Elf-King had turned his attention back to his dinner companions asif
nothing had happened, and business went on uninterrupted on the other side of the room. Dessert
arrived, and Gelert did get choco-latein hisfur, and Herr Egli scolded him good-naturedly and sent to
the kitchen for hot towels and club soda. Only much later, over the remains of the coffee and snifters of
Grand Marnier, while the check was being reckoned up, did Gelert lean toward Lee, and say, "What
was that about?' He flicked one ear backward, in the direction of the Elf-King'stable.

"I don't know," Leesaid. "Curiogity." And thefirst part of that was truer than the second. She snitched a
find puff of toasted meringue off the dessert plate, ignoring Gdlert'sindignant growl. "Come on, better dig
out your plastic, or well have nothing left to catch but the red-eye.”

And he did, and they did, so that an hour or so later the two of them stepped from late evening at
Kennedy to sum-mer sunset a L os Angeles Intercontinual—a late-lingering vol cano sunset that lowered
red-hot over the Santa Susanas and turned Lake Va San Fernando to a sea of blood, flat and
thick-looking under the breathless, baking air. They caught choppersfor homein opposite
directions—L ee, as soon as she'd recovered from the inevitable tummy-flutter that gat-ing caused her,
heading eastward to the park-and-fly and her house in Pasadena; Gelert heading west to his mate and
pups and their condo in a madrin co-op at Malibu. Neither of them thought much of that dinner at Le
Chalet in the days that followed.

But that night, asthe late news came on, Lee thought about it for sometime. "A fatal 'gangland-style
shooting late tonight in the Wilshire Didtrict,” said the eeven o'clock anchor; and the camera cut from the
studio to aremote of amurky scenelit in pink-yellow streetlights and the flashing reds and blues of
ambulances and police black-and-whites. The on-scene newsman babbled on about names and
cir-cumstances and unclear motives. But what froze Lee in hor-ror, blocking words away, was the quick
shot of the dim, well-muscled form, dl the Alfen elegance and strength gone out of it now, lying sprawled
facedown on the pavement. Lee made aface. It was sweeps week, and al the stations news coverage
had become unusudly sensationd of late. But as they maneuvered the body onto the Stretcher, she il
couldn't look away from the handsome, cool, clean-chisaled face, pale and smudged with street grime,
gtill beautiful in death. She did look away when the hatily tucked drape dipped just enough askew in the
moving to show the wet pink-and-white gleam of ribs splintered by a shotgun blast to the back.

In the morning and in daysto follow, Lee would read the conjecturesin the Ellay Times about successful
or unsuc-cessful attempts by the Mob to get one of theloca Alfento "play bal" in some unspecified
racket. But right now Leefound hersdlf thinking about the expression being dowly frozen by rigor into the
dead Elf'sface, and how very smi-lar it was to the way the Elf-King had looked at his poor dinner
companions. That aoof, gentle immortd's gaze; fearless, camly certain, invulnerable to the petty
machinations of those who knew far better than the Alfen how to die...

L ee breathed out and settled back to wait for the weather report.

* 2%
The next morning was like most mornings the day after a court gppearance: filled with paperwork and
dogged by alingering hungover feding that didn't even have associated with it the guilty satisfaction of a

previous night spent par-tying. Additionaly, dso asusud, the overhang wasn't evenly distributed. When
Leegot into the office, she found that Gel had been there for an hour before her even though sheld come



inearly.

Mass looked up from behind his plain dark desk insde their office's little reception area as L ee pushed
open the frosted glass door that ssid REH'MECHREN AND ENFIELD, LLP:
LANTHANOMANCERSAT LAW. Massimo Alighieri had been with Lee and Gelert since ayear after
they started their prac-tice, and had not changed even ahair'sworth in al that time. He till looked like a
kid just out of grad school, lean, dark-haired, with huge dark eyes, agreat aguiline nose, and a shock of
untameable black hair that gave him the ook of e-ther a crazed composer or amad scientist, depending
on thetime of day and the state of his blood sugar. Now, as Lee camein, he gave her alook that
suggested the blood sugar was presently a problem. "Any messages.?’ Lee said.

"DA's Office" Mass growled.
Leeflushed. "Oh no. Not—"
"Yup," Masssaid. "But | think it was business. He didn't look embarrassed.”

"Hmm," Lee said, and went on past, through thejoint St-ting areaand into her office. It was spare
enough, Lee hav-ing decided long ago to use the sheer size of the space to make whatever statements
needed to be made to impress or reassure aclient. Dark brown rug, the desk a six-foot-by-four-foot
dab of goldstone with atall-backed black leather chair behind it, and behind that, the commwall, Lee's
only salf-indulgence—floor-to-ceiling, a consderable expense consdering the height of the callingsin this
building. She opened up one of the storage cabinetsfaired into the wall, chucked her briefcaseinto it, and
stood there brooding for amoment, wondering how long she could put off making the call.

Thewall opposite the commwall depagued, and Gelert strolled in from hisown officein front of ablast of
noise. His officewas asluxurious as Legsin its own way, includ-ing amatching commwall, but Gelert's
taste ran more to what Lee liked to annoy him by calling bric-a-brac—ten pedestals worth of ancient art,
everything from Earth Minoan sculpture to Xanese iridium-glazed porcdain six thou-sand yearsold. The
other indulgence was the sound system, which (along with its necessary soundproofing) had actudly been
more expensve than the commwal, and which now was thundering something symphonic: literdly
thundering. "What isthat?" Lee shouted.

Gelert sat down, and the sound diminished to awhisper. "Hovhannes," he said. " 'Atmospherics.' "
"Soundslikeran."

"That's the next movement. Masstell you who caled?!

"Y es. Why couldn't you havetakeniit, if you werein?

"What," Gelert said, "and deny you a chance for persond growth?"

"Persond spite, you mean,” Leesad. "That'sabout dl | fed up for thismorning. All right, fine, let'sget it
over with. Mass?"

"Y ou don't need to shout, | heard you..."

The commwall in Legs officelit up in blue with the sedl of the Ellay County DA's Office—the
un-Hoodwinked Lady, seated on the curule seet with scales and sword, and under it l, the single word
HOLDING. "l bet his secretary an-swers,” Gelert said.

"Beniceif that hgppened,” Lee said. "Somehow | doubt it will."



And shewasright, for abruptly, there was Mait, looking, for him, unusualy wrung out. Lee's heart seized
alittle at the sight of him, areaction that she suspected it was going to take her entirely too long to learn
to control. Furious though she might be with him, heartsore and bruised though Lee might be, helooked
no less handsome to her than he had the month before, and the urge to reach out and hold him and
comfort him jumped right up in her asif the breakup had never happened. The reaction wasinfuriating,
and unbear-able, and shewas just going to have to dedl withit. "I got your message,” Lee said.

Matt sat back in his chair and ran his hands through his hair, a gesture that succeeded no more at caming
it down than it ever had. "Y ou did anicejob on the Blair thing," he said.

"Thanks," said Lee and Gdert more or lessin unison.
"We have alittle problem,” said Matt.

"The day you don't,” Gelert said, "isthe day we dl go onthedole, sodl | cansay is, How nice.
Detals?'

"We had an EIf murdered lagt night,” Matt said, and made it sound asif the murder had been pointed
specificaly at him. But that was one of the reasons held moved up in the DA's Office so fast: he took
everything personaly, and worked asif every murder or assault had happened in hisown living
room—uwith intelligence, and an odd uncal culating animus that confused and annoyed some of his
coworkers.

"Dil'Sorren," Lee said, remembering the late news. Gelert cocked an eye at her, said nothing.
"Sorden,” said Matt.

"A shooting. Messy," Lee said to Gelert. She glanced back at Matt. "Wilshire Didtrict, wasn't it?"
"That'sright. Were dill in the early Sages—"

"Eight hourson?' Gdlert said. "l should think so."

Matt bent his most furious frown on Gelert, though L ee thought he should have known it was wasted.
He's been up all night, she thought. Why would that happen on a murder this fresh? "Weve been
getting some grief from dil'Sorden'semployers,” he said. "They're not satisfied with our progress.”

"After eight hours?' Lee said. "Arethey nuts? Y ou'd be lucky to have even beginning forensics done by
then."

"Y ou shouldn't even let them into the office so soon,” Gelert said.

Mait looked even more furious. "We can't keep them out. They're ExTd."

Lee and Gelert exchanged another look. "Oh redlly,” Lee said. "Not our friend Mr. Hagen?"
"Thevery same," said Maitt, "and he's set afire under Rensdaar, which isthe reason for thiscall.”

Jm Rensdaar wasthe DA, and up for regppointment this year, which had turned him into something of a
firebreather in service to the Mayor's Office ... not that anyone was fooled by this: they knew Big Jm had
his eye on the may-oral chain himsdf. And Renselaar can't afford to ignore the support which a
locally based multinational like ExTel could lend to his campaign someday, Leethought. Not to
mention his campaign chest.

"The boss wants you two to come in and do psycho-forensics on dil'Sorden,” Mait said. "He knows



you're sweet with Hagen after that last job you did for EXTd, and you'rein agood spot with the press
right now. And batting hot, four for four ... so he expects you to produce.”

"Themis does seem to have been on our Side these last couple of months," Gdert said, "but we can't
make any guarantees as regards Lady Luck ... which Big Jm knows. | suspect he's got our good
relationship with Hagen more on hismind. Were going to be, shal we say, his asbestos seat cushion.”

"Just forensics?' Lee said, perhaps more sharply than sheintended. "Not litigation?”
"That well negotiate later.”

"Not the dightest chance, Matt," Lee said. "We sort that out now. No way we do the tough spadework
on this case and then hand it off to alit team that's going to blow all our disclosure work, or plea-bargain
it off for aquick smal win."

"Lee, you know what they're going to say—"

"All too damn well," Lee sad. "Because they were say-ing it on the courthouse steps, and they're not
going to stop saying it no matter how we participatein this case. The only thing that matters now isthat
we find out just who left that poor EIf with hisinsides blown out last night, and why. If we discover, we
prosecute. The presswon't give adamn after you've leaked the sdlient detail s to them and made your
boss ook good. We get akill, because you know were just about the best you've got right now. You
get good PR. We get afee commensurate with the work we really did, instead of some split-fee
bargain-basement dedl with one of the DA's super-animated cronies. Maybe even aleg up into the
Upper Bar next year: at least, another rung on the ladder. And every-body's happy. Including, we
desperately hope, the soul of that poor bastard, avenged by the event; and Justice Hersdlf, for being
served. That being the reason we're adl here, or so I'mtold.”

Matt looked at her—L ee counted the seconds off: she knew about how long he liked to hold one of
these "pene-trating looks'—and then made asour haf-smile. Y ou put your case subtly, asever,” he
sad.

"She speaksfor me," Gelert said, "so don't get persond. Say the word, Matt, and were onit. Well get
on the horn to Hagen and get him off your bosss case.”

Maitt sighed. "Go," he said. "The crime scene team wants to see you soonest. Call Parker Center, get the
address, get down there and dedl with them. Blessington's handling it."

And they were | eft staring at the blue screen again. Gel-ert gave Lee one of those big toothy grins. "What
asocid anima heis," hesad. "l seewhy you ditched him."

Hisirony was showing only dightly lessthan it might have been. "Would it had only been s0," Lee
muttered, and got up, Staring at the commwal| asit dissolved back to her default view. "What's Hagen's
problem, | wonder? He's usualy been fairly mellow when weve worked with him.”

"Maybe he doesn't have an asbestos seat cushion,” Gd-ert said. "Let'scall him and find out. Mass?"*
"Y ou don't have to shout. Got his assstant on the line now."
"ETA?

"He's playing the talking-to-someone-more-important-right-now game, the little cucaracha. Five
minutes, because he knows his boss redly wantsto hear from you.”



"Gee, what would he do if thiswas amatter of life and desth?' Lee said softly, and bent backward alittle
with her handsin the small of her back, trying to work out akink. Her deep had not done her much good
last night.

"How'd you know about the murder?' Gelert said.

"The same way you would have, if you weren't snoring within minutes of getting home last night, or
playing with the pups before breskfagt,” Lee said.

"Guilty and guilty," Gelert said. "If | didn't save the broadcast news and the papersfor when | got to
work, what elsewould | do inthe office al day? But now | won't bother. Why prejudice mysdlf with
someydlow journaist's take on whatever minuscule evidence there was at that point?* Helay down on
his cushion and sagged back, yawned. " So do we play this as usua?"

"We may aswell start that way," Lee said. "WEell sniff the scene together, anyway. But after that you'd
better see what you can do with prediscovery.”

"Y ou dways do thisto mewhen Alfen areinvolved,” Gelert said. "I hateit.”

"You're better at data search than | am," Lee said. "It's not my fault you take every opportunity to rub my
nose in your competence. And with those peopl€e's data protection laws, any tricks you've got, were
going to need.”

Gelert looked briefly glum. "Mass?' Lee sald.
"Two minutes, Lee"

"Not that. Cut acopy of the usud discovery-and-litigation agreement and Sm it over to Matt's office
before he thinks of away to weasdl out of the commitment.”

"There before you, boss-lady. Youredipping.”
Lee amiled dightly. "Heads up, heson," Mass said.

The commwall went bright with the view into Charl Hagen's office. This could have been mistaken for a
view of the outdoors, for Hagen wasfairly "old management” in what was now the biggest of the
telecomms multiuniversals, and Lee remembered her astonishment &t discovering that the witness she had
been dispatched to interview had not only aforest in his office, but atrout stream. Right now sun was
pouring through the rooftop glass of the conservatory side of Hagen's office, and the man himsdf was
coming around from behind the desk. "L ee. Gelert. Thanksfor cdling.”

"No problem at al," Lee said, looking Hagen over non-judicidly for asecond as he sat on the front of his
desk. It had been six months now since the end of the Xainacom antitrust trials, and Hagen looked alittle
lessharried, had put on alittle weight—though it didn't show that much on his big-boned six-foot-two.
Hewaswdl turned out as aways, in afashionable one-piece suit that nonetheless be-trayed its
off-the-rack origins and its wearer's too-busy-for-fittings attitude, looking as if someone had applied it to
Hagen with ashovd. The dark shaggy hair and thelittle, close-st, thoughtful eyesin the man's blunt face
aways made Lee wonder if Hagen had any Midgarthr blood in him, and whether the human seeming
might be a courtesy-cover-ing over something more basic, aformal suit allowed to fal away for short
periods when the Moon was right.

"It'sbeen alittiewhile," Hagen said. ™Y ou two been dl right?'
"Busy," Gelert sad.



Hagen grinned, and again L ee saw bear, and had to put theimage aside. "Here, too,” Hagen said.

Lee nodded. At the end of alega case lasting years, Xainacom had been forced into amassive
corporate divesti-ture in the Earth universe. The truth was that the defeat for the company wasaminor
one—the market in Earth's uni-verse being nothing like the size of those in Xainese home space, spread
across thousands of planets—and when the appeal s process was exhausted, the "home office” hadn't
congdered the affair worth going to war over. Xanacom Earth had been fractured into a number of
still-huge com-munications- and media-rel ated companies, and those of its competitors who had spent
vast sums of money assi ting with the prosecution were now circling the staggering sur-vivorswith an eye
to either absorption or destruction. Of al the competitors, ExTe was by far the biggest, and it was
wadting no time assuring itsalf of the best pickings among the divestitures. Lee could believe that Hagen,
asthe com-pany's CEO for extracontinual affairs, had been alot more than "busy."

"We got acdl from Matt Carathen just now," Lee said. "He suggested that you had asked for our
sarvices"

"That's right. Omren dil'Sorden is one of my loca peo-ple. | don't have time for some anonymous flunky
a Parker to fiddle around with it and maybe get aresult, maybe not—I want thisthing cleaned up before
it gets high-profile enough to make the company's PR people have to start spin-ning God knows what to
the national press. We have enough going on around here at the moment. So right now, | need Parker's
best, and right now, that looks like you."

Lee amiled gently & the flattery, while thinking that "cleaned up" was astrange way to put it, but she
supposed she could see his point. "What was dil'Sorden's position, exactly?' she said.

"R&D," Hagen said. "He was working on network de-velopment, especidly intercontinually gatewayed
links—you'll have to check his personne recordsfor the details, the technol ogies he was working on
were dill pretty theoretica. They could have been very important, though, and | want whoever did this
identified and locked up.”

"Do you have any suspicions?' Gelert said.

Theirony in histone caught Hagen just short enough to make him laugh. ™Y ou mean Xanacom?' he said.
"I doubt they'd be so obvious. No, they're being good enough losers ... insofar asthey've actudly lost
anything but face. It's the other companies hereabouts I'd wonder about. We're the biggest target | eft
gtanding, and if you check dil'Sorden'sin-telligencefile, you'll seereferencesto acouple of failed
head-huntsin the last few months—ConAmagam and Vmax, | think. There might have been people
working there who thought the man better off dead than aive and happy to be working for us, though |
wish | didn't find it so easy to believe.”

"Well, if the evidence suggests anything of the sort, well certainly have our minds open to the possibility,”
Leesad.

Geert dretched alittle on his pad. "Thereés onething I'd liketo clear up,” hesaid. "That EXTd's
impending acquis-tion of Maermen GmbH, which was Xanacom Europe until about five weeks ago,
doesn't have anything to do with your urgency about this murder investigation.”

Hagen said nothing for an entire second, smiling dl thewhile likeagtill image. "Nothing whatsoever,” he
sad. "The markets are awaysfull of rumors, Gelert; if haf of them were worth half what they were
supposed to be, wed dl berich.”

"Of coursg," Gelert said.



"Mr. Hagen," Lee said, working on how to phrasethis. "ExTd employs enough Alfen acrossitsfacilities
that you know better than most what kind of problems a party can run into when looking for even very
basic persond information about them, a least from sourcesin Alfheim.”

Hagen's expression went sour. "Tell me about it.”

"Naturaly you'll be passing on your corporate profile on dil'Sorden to us. But we may need to call on
you during the course of thisinvestigation for information that might be ... more difficult to access.”

Hagen looked uncomfortable, and held that <till-image look again for amoment or two. In shadowy blue,
aline of stick-and-curl PAlmerrand characters ran across the bottom of Leg'sfield of vision, transcribing
the words Gdlert was subvocdizing right now: Let's see how high he blows.

"| take your meaning," Hagen said. "If it comesto that, well tak. Meanwhile, I'll seetoit that his
personnd fileison your desk in afew minutes.

"That'sfine" Leesaid. "Thanksfor the assstance. Well bein touch.”
Shewaved thelink dead, then looked over at Gdlert. "Did you think he was going to say 'no' right then?"
Gd-ert sad. "Because | did.”

"I waswondering, mysdf,” Lee said. "And in the unsubtlety stakes, you're certainly batting strong today .
What was that business about Maermen?”

"Hetried to blow it off asarumor,” Gelert said, and grinned. "Not that he thought | bought it, either. He
knows my sources are better than that. Lee, Hagen's boss, the pres-ident of ExTédl, ison arampage right
now! After deven yearsof frugtration, he'sfindly got the biggest shopping cart in theworld, given him by
the UN&ME itsdlf, and he's running up and down the aides grabbing every available chunk of Xanacom
that's got '50% OFF!" marked on it. So the word has gone down the lineto hisminions ... espe-cidly
Hagen. His cash liquidity is stretched to the limit, and he does not want anything in the news right now,
anything, that could make his company look even dightly bad and im-pair his credit rating. Especidly
not amurder.”

Lee got up and stretched again, then started kneading at her back. "Why especidly?'

"It'stoo persond. Portfolio managers and stock andysts are timid creatures.” Gelert smiled, showing
teeth. " Show them a cloud no bigger than aman's hand, and they see athunderstorm and dump dl their
wheat futures. Show them blood and they faint, then sdl everything short when they cometo. The
publicity surrounding a high-profile murder can start al kinds of paranoiaworking in the people who do
the vauation on your company's stock, and if there's any-thing Hagen's boss doesn't need right this
minute, it'sadump in his share price. The asset managerswill be praying for aquick fix or a crime
passionelle.” Gelert got up from his pad and stretched fore and &ft. "And you know what you should be
looking for? A new mattress.”

L ee stopped rubbing her back. "Fatherhood isturning you into ared pain,” she said. "L et me go change
into my flats, and well go sniff usamurder.”

The black-and-whites were dotted around the intersec-tion of Eighteenth and Melrose when they got
there, the yd-low tapesin place stretched between pam tree and parking meter and mailbox and antiram
stanchion, screaming PO-LICE! DO NOT CROSS! in various mgjor languages of Earth and the
Worlds. The street itself was absolutely typi-cal of this part of Ellay—ablacktop four carswide, patched



hafheartedly a couple of years ago and shimmering in Mondrian gray/black/gray down the length of it
toward Santa Monica Boulevard; short green curbside lawn aready going brown, in places, in this
too-arid pring; wide white sde-walks, half the dabs cracked; bungal ow housesin white stucco with red
or brown tile roofs, ornamental palms and cacti bristling here and there, interspersed with poinsettia
trailing splashes of dilgpidated red; doorways gated and locked against the thugs from the next
neighborhood over. Over everything the hot blue sky arched, the white sunin it stlanding lunchtime-high,
and the erstwhile inhabitants of the black-and-whites stood around in the meager shadow of theroyal
palms nearest the corner and tried to look asif they were doing something. Near them, half acrossa
driveway, was awhite tarp, and under that, ablue one.

Lee and Gelert had left their company hov parked on Wilshire. They walked around the corner and saw
ital laid out for them, and asthey did, one of the shapes standing in shadow looked up and saw them:
the only one of the people standing there likely to get much good of the shadow, being nearly as skinny
asapam tree himsdf. Jm Blessington came stalking dong toward them in the sun, head down, shoulders
bent asif thelight had weight, the blue LAPD coverall glancing the sunlight back from rank patches and
the rolled-back hood. Only as he got close did he look up. "Mz. Enfidld,” he said.

"Mr. Blessington,” Lee said. "How'sthe family?’
"Doing well, thank you. Martaturned three last week."

"I can't believeit," Lee said. "It seemslike about half an hour ago that we flew Michelle over to Cedars.
Theboysdl right?'

"Asgood asthey can bewith the Birthday Girl ruling theroost.”" Blessington grinned alittle, then nodded
at Gelert: Gd tilted hishead, flipped hisearsforward. It was dl the greeting they ever exchanged. Jm
worked professondly enough with madrin but found it hard to socidize with them, and only his
tremendous skill asadetective, and his"kill rate," had kept thisfrom becoming afiring offense.

"So what have we got, Jm?' Lee said, asthey waked to-ward the tarp.

"We're hoping you'l tell us. Body'sat LACC right now. Asfar aswe can tdll, the guy came around the
corner from Merose, walked down toward his car. Someone waited for him..." Jm made a"blooey”
gesture with his hands. "L &ft the scene. On foot, wethink ... but your reading, we hope, will confirm.”

"Well s

Gdert paused. "Blessington,” he said, "you know that thisis some damn palitical thing from Updtairs.
We're not needed here."

"Damnwadl | know it," JIm muttered. "Nice you know it, too. "
"Wanted to make sure you knew we knew it."
"Always said you were agentleman,” Jm said, "as houn’ dogs go.”

Leetook no officia notice of any of this. "Jm," she said, "any sign of the murder wegpon asyet? It would
do us the most good.”

"We're conducting a house-to-house. Don't think were going to find it here, though. I'm betting it'sfifty
miles away in adry wash somewhere, or alot farther off than that. Meanwhile, we've dready been dll
over thisareafor physca-forensics purposes: you don't have to worry about fouling anything.”

Thethree of them paused by the spread-out tarp. The other uniforms, two men and awoman, nodded to



Lee and Gelert asthey paused by the tarp. The samples have gone down to Parker?' Lee said.
"Y eah. Y ou want me to move people back?' Blessington said.

Gedert gave him avery straight-faced look. "What are we, a kindergarten class? We can tell your people
from the perpsjust fine. Maybe they want to get back in the shade, though. No reason for them to bail
ther brains"

"Huh," said Blessington, one of the seemingly null noises he made that Lee had learned to trandate as
approva. He waved a hand casudly at them and headed back to the palm trees.

Lee stood there over the tarp for amoment, Gelert beside her, and closed her eyes. Madam, we're on
Your business now, she thought, as she executed the series of tiny jaw-clenches and neck movements
that brought her implant on-line and started it recording. Be in what we see, for the in-nocent's sake...

Shewaited afew secondsfor the "aura’ that came with the onset of judicid sight: ablurring around the
edges, not quite arainbowing as of visible light but a sense of multiple possibilities. Lee leaned over and
pulled the tarp away.

The bloodstain had sunk deep into the cracked white ce-ment of the sidewalk, running down the cracks
and the joins between the dabs. Lee blinked, her eyes watering at the strength of the impression of what
had happened here, ill so recent. The body lay there aready, drowning out every-thing else. No, she
thought. Earlier.

Thevison ressted her, lying there with limbs splayed, its chest shot away, seeping. Degth in any given
spot dwaysimpressed itself powerfully on the matter there, making it hard to percelve any life sharing the
same spot in time and space: and it was life that Lee needed to see now. She did not turn her eyes away
from the body, but held her gaze steady, waiting for the shift. Sowly it came, but not before shed had to
spend agood long while looking at the chiseled, clas-sic beauty of Omren dil'Sorden'sface. It had been
much easier, last night, seeing it in just aglimpse, on the news, be-fore she knew his name.

Lee held her pity in check, waited. It was not pity she needed now, but paraperception, and dowly it
came. Thebody was no longer lying in front of her, but falling to the ground past her |eft shoulder.
Through the silvery migt of uncertaintiesimplied by the movement of the air molecul es between her and
the murdered man, Lee felt the wind and concussion of the second shotgun blast asit hit dil'Sorden. A
second, faded perception overlaid her firdt: the last tatter-ing impressions leaking from dil'Sorden's
sensorium as hefell. Leetook note of the perception, but didn't expect much from it. Hydrostatic shock,
nerve damage and blood loss, let done the overriding disbdief and horror at what was hap-pening, had
|eft dil'Sorden's own view of hislast moments nothing much more than aterrible dark blur, with along
wet jagged bloom of brightnesslaid acrossit at the very end, the remnant of alast glimpse of the nearby
sreetlight as he went down.

Sowly, because the moment resisted quick movement and was likely to be denatured by it, Leeturned a
little, looked over her shoulder. Thefal wasin process again, from adightly earlier point intime. There
were only so many of these reversals she could induce without draining that "site” or point of view dry:
she had to see as much as possible in each of them. Here wasthefirgt shotgun blast, from alittle farther
down the sdewalk. Lee looked at the shape holding the gun, but from this"angle" could only see clearly
what dil'Sorden had seen clearly; and that waslittle. Eyes, then the barrel of the gun. The shapeitsdf was
far more uncertain, adark blur. Still, not atall man: he barely came up to dil'Sorden's shoulder. Stocky,
perhaps a hundred kilograms, ahead that |ooked amost rectangular. Turn a lit-tle, shewilled him, but
from this angle there was no profile, or not enough, the features dl lost in darkness and blur.

The emotiona context was starting to force itsway through the merdly physicd. Thiswasinevitable, but



Leere-ssted it for the moment and concentrated on seeing. What she saw was no longer afdl, but arun,
thetal dender blur running around the corner, away from the light of Merose, garish through the
Heisenberg blur. The second shape, the stocky man, running after, bringing up the sawed-off shot-gun.
Leewatched asthey ran toward her, seeing the first blast again, and saw dil'Sorden'sarmsfling up asif in
sur-prise as he stumbled; but before the second blast, she turned away from the fal she knew was
aready beginning, and saw the second shape come around the corner.

But not al theway around. Close to the wall he stopped, watched, a shadow. He wasin sharper focus
than the others, the uncertainties about him less, though gtill present. Tdll, taler even than dil'Sorden; a
dender man, erect, very till. After amoment he dipped back around the corner, out of sight.

Leekndt there and consdered going after him. That had its dangers. pull too much energy out of the
forensgc "fidd" of the arearight now and it could be exhausted for further investigation later. | have
enough to go on with as a start, shethought: after we've pulled his profile and coordinated with
physical forensics, | can have another run.

She closed her eyes, let the state of investigative vision lapse, and looked around her again, closing down
the recording her implant was making and adding her digitd "sgnature” to it asit closed. The sedled
record would feed itself wirelessly into the city judicia-data system as soon as she got near a
trangponder: it might be doing so now if there was a'sponder in one of the black-and-whites, which
seemed likely. Blessington was standing not too far away: as Lee replaced the tarp and got up, brushing
hersdf off, hewaked over.

"Onetriggerman,” she said. "Human. A hundred seventy centimeters or so, stocky, very square-built, say
ahundred kilos. Wearing a business suit of some kind, to judge from the color and the contour of the
atifact.”

"Good, that'sgood,” Blessington said.

"But look for someone dse, t0o," Lee said. "Alfen. Tal, say two hundred ten centimeters. Thin. Not
muscular. An-other business-suit type, but more degantly cut.”

"Aren't they dl," Blessington said rather sourly.

Leesmiled dightly. "Maybe just awitness" she said, "but somehow | don't think so. I'd seeif physica
forenscsfinds any trace of hisinvolvement on the body ... fibers or whatever. They might give usalead
that would be useful .

"That's confirmed dready,” Blessington said. "The guys a Parker have picked up some of that. And
Gdert smdled him sraight off."

Lee nodded, followed Blessington's glance. Gelert was about halfway down the block, waking very
dowly, stiff-legged, bristling, while the uniformed cops watched him with idle curiosity. Lee smiled very
dightly as shewatched him stalk dong. Her paraperceptual cues camein visuad form when shewas
working, but Gdl's, predictably, came as scent. Gelert's people were the greatest trackersin the worlds;
at the core of their nature as a species was the un-derstanding that what they hunted, eventually they
found. The hunting could take dl kinds of forms, quarry variously concrete or abstract; al over the
Worlds, madrin were re-searchers and scientists, consultants and advisers. But fi-ndly it al came down
to noses, one way or another, astuation Gelert often complained about as seeming awfully undignified in
someone with adoctorate. Y et nothing could have moved him to give up this particular form of the talent,
and the hot fierce look in Gdl's eyes after he had been work-ing on a crime scene dways madeit plain to
Leethat this particular style of discovery waswhat he lived for.



"What's he after now? Did he say?"
Blessington shrugged. "He growled. | couldn't under-stand him."

Leeraised her eyebrows. "He tends to drop into diaect when he's distracted.” Gelert had put his nose
down to the sdewalk, and his pace was speeding up: he was nearly to the end of the block.

"Lee, you want usto keep thisend of the scene locked down for awhile?' Blessington said.

"It'sagood idea. | need to talk to the people at Parker and have alook at the victim's profile and recent
history before | come back for another look."

"Okay. Bensen, Echevarria," Blessington called over to two of his people as Gelert turned left around the
house on the corner lot and vanished from sight, "better go with the gentleman and keep people out of his
way while heswork-ing." The two uniforms nodded to their boss and headed off after Gelert at a

dogtrot.
"Y ou know this neighborhood at al?' Lee said to Bless-ington.

He gave her an amused look. "I lived here before | was married.”
"What's around the corner?"

"A nightclub: acouple of restaurants. It was the nightclub dil'Sorden came out of. HEd comein earlier,
aone. Had asnack and afew drinks, listened to the jazz combo that was playing there last night, paid his
bill, and left."

"He didn't meet anybody?"
"Not according to the club owner.”
"Did he go there often?"

"The owner said he saw him occasiondly. Not aregular, but he would drop in for something to eat after
working late. The place hasarep for itsribs."

Lee nodded. "Jm, hewas dready running as he came around the corner. Whoever shot him came
around after him, fast. He had to have been waiting for dil'Sorden in one of the doorways that face onto
Wilshire: I'm going to have another look at that later. Heré's how it went—"

She and Blessington went up to the corner, and L ee re-enacted for Blessington what she had seen. At
the end of it al they stood there again over the tarp, looking down at the spot where dil' Sorden had
fdlen.

"Contract job?' Blessngton said at last.

"l can't seewhy, but then | only had time to skim his pro-file on theway over," Lee said. "There seemed
to be some urgency 'Updtairs.' "

Blessington made that sour face again. "Which smellsweird to meto start with," he said, "but then I'm
just ade-tective" Theddivery wasironic but not hogtile: Lee smiled dightly. " Speaking of smells”
Blessington said, and gri-maced. "Bensen, what the hell are you guys up to?"

He listened for amoment, face immobile. "How about thet,” he said. "Y eah, bring it back. Be careful
about how you wrap it; it might have been handled two or three times before it got there, and maybe



after.”

Blessington looked over at Lee. "He'sgood," he said. "He found the murder weapon three blocks over
and two blocks up, in somebody's front yard, two feet deep in pachysandra.”

"Y ou owe him one, then," Lee said. "Think how many manpower-hours he saved you."
"Hell remind meof it, I'm sure," Blessington said.

Down the dtreet, Gelert and the two uniforms were com-ing around the corner again: one of them,
Echevarria, was carrying an antistatic evidence bag, glancing back smoky siiver reflectionsin the hot sun
asthey approached. Gelert wastrotting along with histongue hanging out, looking to Leg's eyes unusudly
pleased with himsalf. Asthe officers stowed the shotgun in the car, Gelert sat down besde Lee and
Blessington.

"The murderer caught abus,” Gelert said. "About twenty minutes after the killing: one of the night buses
down Mdros"

"Stupid,” Blessngton said. " Too many witnesses."

"He seemed willing to take therisk," Gelert said. "Forenscdly it was smart: hislifetrace got tangled up
with alot of others, fresh and stale. And by the time we pull that bus out of service so that | can go over
it, therell be more overlay ill. But it won't help him, because | should il be ableto tell when he got off,
and once we plot the times against the bus schedule, that'll tell uswhere.”

"Assuming it ranontime," Lee said, with understandable skepticism. No Ellay native ever redly believed
public tran-gt would do anything so unusud.

"Night buses usudly do,” Gdlert said. "Especidly the au-tomated ones, and | think this route went auto
sometime back." Helooked up at Lee. "Did you see the other Alfen?"

"I did," shesaid.
"Whered he come from?"

"Around the corner. He went back that way. I'm going to work on him on the second pass. But | think
we need to go up to Parker first to talk to physical forensics and take alit-tle more time to go over the
victim's profile. Oh, and IJm?1'm going to ask the club to stay closed until thisevening, so Gelert and |
can go over the ground.”

"Right," Blessngton said. "Tell them to call meif they need authorization. Meanwhile, we need to get this
weapon to Parker. Bensen will stay with the sSite here. Meet you af-terward?’

"Sure, IJm."

Blessington and Echevarriagot into one of the black-and-whites and drove off: Gelert sat panting for a
moment, watching them go. "That didn't take you long,” Lee said.

"The trace was pretty strong,” Gelert said. "What | found odd was the way it dropped off asthe guy
who'd used the gun got to the bus stop. Normally it gets stronger when you stand in one place for afew
minutes." He was starting to frown.

L eelooked down toward Merose. ™Y ou thinking that someone was helping him hide histrace
somehow?!



"I'm thinking about that second Alfen," Gelert said.
"Soam . Bensen?' Lee cdled. "Have you got any more Sitetapein the car?’
"Milesof it. Want some?"

"Please." Lee went over to the black-and-white, and Bensen handed her out roll after roll. "Three be
enough, maam?'

"Should be. I'm going to block off the sdewak from the corner to the club dil'Sorden wasin: it looks as
if our perp came out that way."

"Right. I'll keep aneyeonit.”

Lee headed for the corner, and Gelert got up and came with her. "So what are you thinking of 7' she said
softly, asthey came up to the corner of the side street with Mdrose, and L ee fastened the tape to the
sreet Sign there. "How do you fade out a lifetrace?"

"No way that | know," Gelert said, "unless the person himsdlf isdying. Not having seen the newstoday,
maybe our murderer did die on abuslast night, but frankly, | doubt it. Something el se happened. | want
to know what. At the very least, I'm going to get a paper out of it."

Lee amiled dightly. "I thought you were through with your post-doctorate publication cycle.”
"One more never hurts"

"Y eah, right. Research junkie." Lee stopped opposite the door of the club, LA VIDA LOCA, said the cold
dark neon sign attached to the blind white stucco of the building's frontage. No window: solid brown
wood door. One of those "we keep it dark in here for areason” places. intimate, or secretive, depending
on the crowd that used it. Y ou want to go on with this?' she said to Gelert, holding out theroll of tape
sheld just finished looping around the parking meter oppo-site the club's door. "Take it on down another
couple of shops, say to the dry cleaner'sthere.”

"Right," Gdlert said, taking the tapein histeeth and backing down the street with it. Lee went to the club
door, pushed it open.

After the brightness of the street it took amoment or so for her eyesto get used to the dimness, even
though the lights inside the place were on full. The decor was modern enough, but very dark, al reds and
hardwoods: if the fur-nishings had been lesswell kept, it would have struck Lee asthe kind of place
where married men went to have dinner with the women they weren't married to. "Can | helpyou?' a
malevoice sad.

Leeturned. A man stood there in white T-shirt and jeans; the first glance gave her an impression of
longish, unruly gray hair, wide-set dark eyes, big shoulders, big hands, pol-ishing aglasswith aglass
coth. "Yes" Leesad, bringing out her professond 1D and showing it to him. "My nameis Lee Enfidd:
I'm a’'mancer working with the LAPD, inves-tigating the murder that happened around the corner last
night.”

"Mike Ibanez," the man said.
"Whet time would you normaly be opening tonight, Mr. Ibanez?
"Six," Ibanez said.



"All right Mr. Ibanez, my partner Madra Gelert and | are going to need to do a psychoforensic sweep
through here later today: probably early this afternoon, though well come sooner if we can. Until the first
sweep isdone, well need you to keep the premises locked, and not open them again until we clear them.
Y ou can Stay indde, that'sal right, but no one else should comein: no deliveries, that kind of thing. The
County will compensate you for your downtime and any employee overtime or reimbursement that the
closure entails. I'll bring the paperwork for you when we come back. Isthat dl right?"

"Sure" Ibanez said.
"Thank you," Lee said. "My partner and | may have some questionsfor you afterward.”
"Sure, no problem.”

L ee wondered whether he was aways going to be thisvoluble. Of course, he may just be freaked out.
It's hard to remember that other people don't see murders every other day... "Thank you," Leesad.
"Will you lock the front door behind me? Were taping off the front sidewalk, but al the same we don't
want anyone dipping in and contaminat-ing the scene before we've had a chance to examineit.”

He nodded and accompanied L ee to the door: as she stepped out, she heard it lock behind her. Lee
made her way down the sidewak toward the middle of the block, staying close to the wall, and out past
the dry cleaner'swhere Gelert had fastened the tape.

"Takative guy,” she said to him, as he held the tape up to her and they started to walk back. "Well see
what we find out later on. Y ou want to drive? | wouldn't mind afew min-utesto look over the profile
Hagen sent us™

"Go ahead."

Their company hov was a Skoda Pa acia with the flex-species package. Gelert nosed the driver'sside
door open, and the hov recognized histouch on the lock and reconfig-ured the driver's seet asthe
forward-facing flat contour pa-let that Gelert preferred. He jumped in, lay down, and et the guidance
deeves and safety webbing connect up around his limbs and hook into hisimplant, while Leegotinon
the pas-senger side and kept the hov from belting her up until she could reach into the backsest for the
printed report that Mass had handed them as they |€eft the office.

She started paging through it as Gelert pulled out into traffic. Omren dil'Sorden had just turned thirty-two
yearsold. He had been working in ExXTée's network development department for eight years: hisofficia
title there was "senior research assistant.” The personne -department files ap-pended to his CV explained
that hiswork mostly had to do with building and enhancing telecommunications network structures at the
point where they interfaced with intraworld gating facilities—both commercid gateslike those a
Kennedy and LA X, and "dectrons-only" minicollider ex-changes such as were maintained by many
public and pri-vate companies. It was specialized work—L ee understood the genera concept, but she
had the sinking fedling that she was going to get to know it alot better in the coming days. For the
moment, she gathered that dil'Sorden had been mostly busy with improving present solid and wireless
tele-com networksin the LA area, and designing the new ones that would replace them—nets
specifically structured to in-tegrate with the new intercontinua comms gatewaysbeing ingtdled at LAX
over the next couple of years. Not exactly a job that makes people want to kill you, most of the time
, Leethought. At least you wouldn't think so.

She read down thelist of projects dil'Sorden wasin-volved in, one after another, and found hersalf
shaking her head. When did he deep? Leethought. The terminology was bewildering: when sheraninto
adescription of a"packet-shunt squirt pipeline array,” she stopped, able to get no im-pression of
anything but some kind of giant lawn sprinkler. Whatever the technica details of the systems he was



de-signing, Omren dil'Sorden was plainly abusy guy.

L eeflipped forward through the profile to the persona evauation pages. There were alot of them. There
was no way to work for abig company these days without having their psych and sentient-dynamics
people dl over you, mon-itoring your personaity and menta health and assessing how they stacked upin
relation to the corporate persona. Lee had never particularly liked the idea of this, which was one reason
why she had origindly risked low pay and an uncertain lifestyle to go into business "on the smdl™ with
Gedert. However, a timeslike this, the psych profilesand al the rest of the bean-counting had their uses,
if only to give you aplaceto start asking your own questions. Intelligence lev-els border-high/high,
Leeread in one of the summaries. Good cooper ation coefficient. Good intuition/data ratio. Good
initiative/teamwor k-integration compromises. Accept-able attendance and tardiness record. No
visible or ex-pressed bigotries. Negative vice/antisocial coefficient. Coworker attitudes toward
subject generally good, with the usual offset.

"Now what doesthat mean?’ she said softly.
"What?' Gdert looked over her shoulder.

L ee pointed to the phrase on the page. Gelert looked, then snorted down his nose. "It's corporate code
for thefact that he's Alfen, and they know that most people hate Alfen."

"Oh, come on. 'Hate' iskind of a strong word, wouldn't you say?"

"Well, maybeit is. After dl, the Elves are dl spiffy dressers, they al drive Porsches or better, their parties
never run out of ice; when not merely rich, they're fabuloudy wedlthy, and they're dl stunningly beautiful,
immortd, and eterndly young: what's not to like?"

Leegave him anironic look, dropping the report in her 1ap as they merged off the Wilshire on-ramp onto
the Holly-wood Slideway, and the Skoda locked itself into the traffic flow at 100 kph. "Serioudy, Gdl.
Why would anybody come after this poor guy with ashotgun?' Lee said. "Hewasjust some kind of
hardware maven. No family inthisuniverse, asfar as| can tell from this—thereare holesinit.”

"I know. I'll go digging and add in some background when we get back to the office.”
"No relationships—that, if anything, would have turned up in acorporate detailing.”
"Assauming it had been kept updated in atimely manner.”

"| bet thisoneisas updated asit can be. Well find out. But if it is, then that means there goes your crime
passionelle. Y our broker buddies are going to have to make do with something else: dil'Sorden wasn't
even dating.” Leelooked out the window for amoment, watching the green, dusty, upsoping ground
cover beside the dideway rush by. "Unless this guy stole someone e sg's project and made them mad
enough to kill him because of it. Work isal he seemsto have had timefor, to judge by this."

"Could have been. Don't worry ... motivation will out,” Gelert looked grim. "Just giveit time. No murder
ismoative-less, any more than anything else in sentient behavior is.”

"Just sometimes the motive is buried deeper than usud,”" Lee said. "Not too deep for usto dig up, |
hope..."

The hov progressed asfar as Fourth and took itself off the dideway: Gd took over the driving again and
ran the hov down through the traffic toward Parker Center. The parking lots for the center were all
underground, and access to them was backed up as dways, S0 Lee had another fifteen minutesto pore
over dil'Sorden's personnd report between the time Gelert surrendered the hov to the locd traffic



management system and the time it deposited them in adot at the back of beyond, six levels down and
easly hdf amilefrom the main complex.

They hiked through the catacombs to the nearest elevator/escalator stack and made their up through the
levelsto the sun and the air again. Ten minutes or so later they broke out into the windy central plaza.
Lee glanced over a the main court building with adight smile of triumph as she and Gelert made their
way over to the LAPD'sHQ building, identical to the other porticoed white edifices around the plaza
except for the department's shield.

Inside the building was huge, open, and airy, arebellion againgt the claustrophobic facilities of earlier
years, al too conducive to making the peopleingdeit think they were afortress againgt a prying world
that had no right to know what they were doing. Initslatest incarnation, the LAPD headquarters|ooked
more like a Silicon Lakeshore facility than anything e se: the centra atrium let the diffuse sunlight in
everywhere, the colors were pae and cool, and voices murmured on dl sides, individua wordslogt inthe
rush of thefour dender waterfals that poured down from the roof leve into the central basin fivefloors
up. Lee and Gelert took the escalators up around the sides of the basin to the fourth floor, where
Forensics was located, and went hunting across the right side of the big open-plan space for the team of
anaystsworking on the dil'Sorden case.

Four or five rows of cubiclesin they found the team as-signed to the case, or at least three of its
members. One set of four cubicles, arranged in a square, was notable amongst its neighbors for having a
truly disreputable-looking ficusin the middle of it, its every skinny, straggly branch decorated with paper
ornaments and |less identifiable objects hung by strings: crayoned Chrismas balls, foil dreydels,
cellophane Jul fires, crumbling Day-of-the-Dead bone cookies, and here and there the occasional
stranded paper plane. Under the spreading Whatsit Tree, in one of the cubicles, ayoung, short, round,
dark-haired, dark-skinned man sat staring at the high-res vision plate set into the cubicle wal, with his
handsin midair before him, seemingly twiddling with noth-ing. On the plate was an image of what seemed
like apiece of thick rope.

Lee came up softly behind him and stood till, looking at the "rope,” as the seated man worked with the
virtua glove box program. "Silk," the man said, without turning to look at them. "Hi, Lee. Hi, Gelert.”

"Hi, Telly," Gdert said. Lee sad nothing as she watched Tdinu Umiveramanipulate the fiber under the
scanner—definitely something worth watching, as he was possibly one of the best materids peoplein the
department.

"AlfenS1k?' Leesad.

"Yup," Teinusaid. "Look at the bump ratio." The defini-tion on the scanner's enlargement changed, so
that the"rope” filled the view. A pattern of shalow semi-hemispherical bumps becamevisibleal across
theview area. "It'sadead giveaway: Earth-sourced silk fibers don't bump that way. | teased this out of a
thread someone left on the back of dil'Sorden'sjacket. Fifty-fifty blend, Alfen silk, Earth-New Zedand
merino wool. Spun in Auckland, woven in Singapore.”

"But not from dil'Sorden's suit?' Gelert sad.

Teinu shook his head. "Wrong color, wrong age, wrong everything else. Someone he'd seen within the
ladt..."

"Could have been aweek," said avoice from the other side of the cubicle. A head looked over the
cubicle wal—blond, green down-turned eyes, fluffy short hair: StelladelaRoux. "This guy wasn't red
good at taking care of hisclothes," she said in her soft breathy little voice. "1 don't think he even brushed
the suit down when it got stuff on it—just shook it off."



"Sounds like agold minefor you, Stella," Gelert said.

"Morelikeamudhole," she said, and vanished behind the partition again. "It's going to take hours and
hoursto clas-gfy itdl."

Teinu pushed hischair back alittle from his desk, stretched his arms above hishead. "Y ou have a
chanceto look at our raw findingsyet?' Lee said.

Telinu shook hishead. "1 had alook ten, fifteen minutes ago, but the system hadn't processed them
through. Thingsare running dow today."

"Wdll, there was definitely another Alfen at the murder scene” Leesaid. "'l saw him, and Gl smdlled him
.. a least awitness, if not otherwiseinvolved. This might poss-bly have come from his suit.”

"Let meknow if the interviewing makesit sound that way,” Tdinu said. "I'd be glad of whatever psych
corroboration we can get, because thereis smply too much physi-ca evidence on this body. Stelladella
wasn't kidding about his coat: haf the county's plastered over it. Mikki is having to macro some of my
custom search routines so that the sys-tem can start sorting and flagging some of the eight million samples
the guysin the clean room have pulled off it d-ready..."

"Alfen fiber, Tierran fiber, Earth fiber, Alfen hair, Alfenfur..." cameavoicefrom thethird cubicle.

Lee and Gdlert walked around that way. "Fur?' Gelert said to the long lean silver-haired man who was
sprawled in that cubicle's seet, watching line after line after line of code scroll up the display platein front
of him.

"Somebody's cat,” Mikki Uiviinen said, looking over his shoulder at Gelert. "God only knows where he
picked it up, and the problem isthat we're going to haveto figureit out.”

"Did you know we found the murder wegpon?' Gelert said.
"Yesindeed," Mikki saididly. "Good boy."

Gelert stepped forward, leaned his head over Sideways, and took Mikki's upper arm gently between his
jaws. "l in-vite you to restate that," he said, grinning around the arm.

"You biteme, I'll bleed onyou, | swear," Mikki said, not moving. "Okay. Good 'mancer ."
"Woof woof," Gelert said dryly, and let him go.
"How come his report gets up here before mine does?' Lee said, dightly aggrieved.

"Because thewegpon did," Telinu said. "The eterna vic-tory of the materia over theimmaterid, Lee.
Sorry. Three sets of prints so far, they say in the clean room. Oneis Alfen: the characteristic double
whorlsand 'barred spirals are clearly present. Balligticsis standing in line behind the dustersto get its
hands on the wegpon for barrel and muzzle work. Metalurgy has dready pulled asamplefor the
regis-tration.”

"Okay," Leesad, breathing out. "Good."
"So thisian't just some mugging, you think," Mikki said.
"No," Leeand Gelert said in unison.

"Robbery?



"No one touched the body after it fell,” Gelert said. "The assailant took off down the street, ran afew
blocks down, afew blocks over, ditched the gun, ran some more, then caught abus.”

"Hewait long?"
"Not too long," Gdlert sad. "It suggeststhat the murderer may have known thetiming of the bus...”

"It also suggests that someone else might have been op-erating to make sure that dil'Sorden wasin the
right place at around theright time," Lee said.

The otherslooked at her. She shook her head. "Conjec-ture,” she said. "'l have interviewing to do yet.
Well seeif the facts support the theory.”

"Revenge? Retdliation for something going wrong?' said Mikki.
"Nonpayment for drugs?' Stellasaid. "Or agambling debt?"

"Not enough data," Gelert said. "We're aways off moti-vation yet. But I'm glad there€s a |east some
physica evi-dence supporting the idea that thiswas ajoint Alfen-human job. Perceptud evidence may
stand on its own in court these days, but it stands awholelot taller with physical evidence to support it."

"Well, well stay onit,” Telinu said, turning his attention back to the strand of Silk. "This one's gonnatake
alot of fig-uring out."

"Not that we mind," Stellasaid. "It's certainly interesting enough. Been awhile since I've dedlt with an
Alfen mur-der."

Leenodded ... and then stopped. "Redlly?' she said. "A long while?!

Stellanodded. Telinu stopped a moment, thinking. "Y eah,” he said. "There wasthat case, whét, three
years ago? That rape and murder. But nothing since.”

Mikki looked over a him. "Not that you see them as perpsal that often either,” he said. "But they usually
seem to be on the other side of the gun, or knife, or whatever."

Leestood till and frowned at that for amoment. "Mikki," Lee said, "seemingsaside ... exactly how
often are Elves murdered? It's statistics I'd be interested in. Worlds-wide, if possible.”

Mikki looked at her with asomewhat bemused expres-son. "Lee," he said, "isit possble that you notice
any news gory inwhich you're not mentioned?"

"Sdf-promotion is nine-tenths of acareer,” Gelert said. "Y ou heard it herefirg.”

Lee gave Mikki alook, though she knew hewasteasing. "Thisisapoor moment to descend into
persondities,”" shesaid.

"I'm not kidding," Mikki said. "All right, maybe | am, you've been busy. But the Five-Interpol interspecies
crime study isfindly, finaly about to be made public. After five, maybe Sx postponements. It was
beginning to stink to high heaven; | think they just couldn't find any way to postponeit anymore after the
UN&ME started breathing down their necks. | would have thought you'd heard; it's been dl over the
news."

"The case we just finished redlly has been taking alot of my time," Lee said, "and I've had lesstime for
the newsthan usud. Mea culpa. So can you get me acopy?'



"Not the dightest chance," Mikki said. And winked.

Lee had littletime for thewinking. "Mikki, are you try-ing to suggest that the report suggeststhe
digribution of such crimesis not standard statistical distribution for apopulation in agiven universe?
Maybe not even Monte Carlo! Isthat what youretrying to tell me?"

"l couldn't say," Mikki said, acquiring an expression of unusua innocence, even for him.

"That look of naked greed suggeststhat he could if the pricewasright,” Gelert said. "But he'strying to
maintain some poor semblance of innocence. HE's going to takeit out of you in cookies, Lee."

Mikki gave Gelert an annoyed look. "If word gets out,” he said, "nobody will feed me this stuff anymore,
Lee. That would be unfortunate. It's occasionaly useful to be able to pick up bits and pieces of
information thisway..."

"It'sthe gingerbread you're after, isn't it," Lee said, re-signed. "All right. Two dozen."
"Three. Withthegilding."
"Don't ask mefor cute shapes.”

"l wasn't going to. But service hasto be paid for in kind, Lee, you know that. Especialy when you think
it'sgoing to make a difference to your case.”

Shelet out abreath. "Mikki, I'd belying if | said | knew how it was going to make adifference. But |
have afeding it'sgoing to matter. If it'stoo much trouble, forget it."

"Not at al,” Mikki said. "Three dozen, gilt, no cute de-signs. I'll have aword with my source.” He
cracked his knuckles and looked at his screen again, where the code continued to pour by.

"When will you be done with the findings on dil'Sorden?' Gelert said.

"At thisrate," Stellasaid, "no sooner than the day after tomorrow. Well call if anything surprising comes
up.”

Lee and Gdlert said their good-byes and made their way downgtairs again. ™Y ou having another of your
famous hunches?' Gdlert said, asthey came down the last escdator.

"You dwaystdl meto trust them..."

"So | do," Gelert said as he padded out ahead of Lee, into the blazing sun. "So. Lunch first? Then well
go check out that nightclub.”

"Right," Lee said. Asthey headed acrossthe plaza, she kept losing the brilliance of the day in that image
of the dark body-shape faling past her; and as she turned to look over her shoulder, the till, dim
shadow stood there by the corner of the building, watched another Alfen go down with hislife running
out of him, and dowly, unmoved, pulled back out of sight.

The man with the gun we'll track down soon enough, Lee thought, not understanding her own anger,
haf-afraid to try. But you | am going to find with extreme prejudice ... and after that, watch out.

*3*

Insde the nightclub it was dim, and dimmer still from the observer's point of view. Here and there shapes
were hunched over tables, pulled into themselves: but not many. A high wailing, like the keening for the



dead, filled theair.

At atable near the front of the room, ashape sat by itsalf. A plate had been pushed off to one side, a
crumpled paper napkin lying onit. A glass stood nearby, empty. The dark shape put some banknotes
down on the table, some coinstoo, then got up Sowly.

At the door he stood silent, hesitant, for afew moments. Then he pushed the door open. The orange light
of the sodium-vapor streetlight outside threw his shadow againgt the wall near the door, sharp and
digtinct. He looked out the door, didn't move for several bregths: then eased out into the evening.

Insde the dark room, no one followed him: no one no-ticed the door closing again. The keening of the
jazz band went on, muted as the song came to a bridging passage.

Outside, to atracker with keener ears, the music seemed asloud asit had insde, and awaft or
confluence of scents from within the club drifted out past the dark shape. The tracker, though, perceived
the shape itsdf dso asatangle of scents and aromas; deathlessness, strangely melded with fear, concern,
unease, now moved away from the door, look-ing down Melrose. A metallic scent asit looked over its
shoulder, saw nothing, felt in its pockets for the source of the metal smell—

The second set of scents, present from the beginning but not at the forefront, stronger and coarser than
thefirgt set, now dipped out of adoorway farther down the street and presented itsdlf fully to the night.
The smdll of gunpowder, blasting cap, barrd oil, pierced the dark air like aknife. The small grating sound
of afootstep on the sdewak derted no one: but then sharp in the darkness, unmistakable, came the
sound of the shotgun cocking. That sound lanced through the first tangle of scents like amissed heartbest,
made it turn, look behind, then break into arun, dide, go wide around the corner, vanish around it. The
scents of gun and quiet enjoyment went after the smell of fear, fast, not afraid, anticipating. Then camethe
crash of the gun firing. And the second crash. Satisfaction, amusement, and the need to hurry, spread on
theair. They faded away down Eighteenth Street, into darknessfolding itsalf in on darkness, as scents of
alarm, shock, surprise spread down the street after; and in the midst of them, in one spot, the smdll of
blood, of death, made itsdlf al there wasin that place, al there would be for along time.

Then came the strange thing, the impossible thing: a scent that Smply came from nowhere. The tracker
adwayshasahint of every scent firs—faint, then increasing until in full presence, then decreasing again to
nothing. But this one drew itsalf as abruptly acrossthe air as atrumpet note. An-other scent of
deathlessness stood at the corner, looking down Eighteenth Street at degth. Its composure was not
complete. Scorn lay onthe air, and frustration. Y et it was pleased, for thiswas one more of severa things
that had needed to occur for some time. Soon the list would have been completed, and other things, even
morefind, could be brought about. Satisfaction filled the thinker, colder than that of the tangle of scents
which had held the gun and pulled the trigger.

And abruptly as atrumpet note that does not fade, but smply ceases, the scent of satisfied deathlessness
was gone.

Leeleaned back in her chair and let out along breeth. "That'sthe third time I've run through it,” she said,
turning her back on her commwall, "and | till don't understand it.”

"Youthink | do?' Gdert said from his own office.

Thewall between their officeswas down. It was after seven in the evening. Mass had gone homefor the
day, and the two of them were going through the recordings of their "sniff" of the Vida L oca nightclub
scene.

"Leg" Gdert sad, "I'mteling you that that perception is of someone Smply vanishing. Not going away,



not walking off. Smply not being where they were anymore.”

"And they do that how?" Lee said, getting up and start-ing to pace. It was her third outbreak of pacing
for the evening, most unusud for her. "These are Elves were talk-ing about here, Gel, not the Tooth
Fairy! They don't just fiz-zle out into nothing, any more than you or | do. The DA seesthat attached to a
prosecution case, he's going to throw it out. Or us, on the grounds that one or the other of us has taken
leave of our senses.™

"Or both," Gelert said. "Y ou're going to have to review your own perception of that angle, and you don't
like the idea much, do you?'

She didn't bother answering, because he wasright. "Lee, stop stonewadling,” Gdert said. "If we both see
it, then—somehow—it happened. Whether welikeit or not! It's both our businessto perceive the truth,
and we're both good at it. So stop assuming I've had some kind of brain faillure. As-sumethat | smelled
what | smedlled. How do we explain it?"

"l can't," Leesaid.

"So for the moment let's concentrate on what we can ex-plain, and leave the inexplicable to the DA: it'll
be his prob-lem anyway, once discovery isover. Let'stakeit al from the top.”

Leeleaned back, and Gelert brought up theimage of Omren dil'Sorden that appeared in hisExTel
personnd file. "So here heis" Gdert said. "Bornin the Alfen equivaent of Rio de Janeiro, birth date
sometimein the 1970sif the com-puter is converting correctly between our dating systems. Standard
educationd history—taught at home until seven, fostered out to arelative on hismother'ssidein
exchange for her own son, educated at what passes for a public ee-mentary school and then afast-track
private secondary—"

Leeturned to her own commwall. Gelert had already brought the precis up onit, and the "long” verson
of the datawas flowing by in alarger window to one side. A name stopped her. "Laurin—" She blinked.
"Wait aminute. The Elf-King was on his school's board of governors?'

"Don't get excited. Apparently he'son dl of them. There's some ceremonia connection—I think the
Laurin is supposed to be 'patron of learning for al Alfen children, di-rectly or indirectly. Even private
schoolsget alot of funding from the central government, such asit is, in Aien Mhariseth—Geneva, aswe
would think of it. Except it's not Geneva; it's somewhere in the Dolomitesingtead. An im-perfect
congruence.”

Lee nodded, went on to the other data. "Universty after-ward," Gelert said, "a Mehisbon, which
corresponds to our Chicago. Another government-funded school, this one like the Sorbonne: strong on
physicd sciencesand art.”

"Interesting conjunction.”

"Not for Elves. they don't see them as separate. Dil'Sorden took ajoint degree in computer sciences and
economics. Afterward he did some postgrad study in intrauniversal economics at their version of
Columbia, which strangely enough isardigious school in Alfheim.”

That made Leeblink. "Whét religion?"

"I wondered about that mysdlf. It's some locd sect that worships adeity cdled AlmaMater—avariant
on Hersdlf, to judge by the name. The mainstream Alfen faiths consider thisone kind of flaky, | takeit,
but their schools are highly thought of ... Then dil'Sorden took an interim year—got a medium-access



visafor Xaihon and planet-hopped in their space for awhile, the usud ex-student stuff. WWhen he got
back, someone head-hunted him for ExTd. And there he's been ever since, working like crazy. Six
promotions since he came.”

Lee shook her head. She touched her desktop and brought up once again the list of dil'Sorden's projects
at ExTe. "Therésathought,” she said, asthe characters flowed by under the surface of the desk. "Did he
get pro-moted over someone's head? Does someone hold a grudge?!

"Worth looking into."

The project descriptions kept flowing by. Lee shook her head again. "1 keep running into these
referencesto fairy gold al through his proposals,” she said. "FG network lat-tices, FG core bindings...”

"Why wouldn't you?' Gelert said. "Without a room-tem-perature superconductor, you've got no
broadband comms, no high-speed computers. No interstellar travel, no intersystem spacing, no gating
fadlities..."

That brought Lee's head around. "Oh, come on now, there was gating before there wasfairy gold. How
did our versgon of Macllwain bresk through to hisfirg dternate uni-verse, otherwise?"

"By accident. And supercooling. Lady of the Hunts, Lee, imagine what it must have been like. Liquid
nitrogen every-where: it'sawonder the poor man didn't wind up as an ice cube. But you can't tune an
accderator ring predictably for interdimensond location without fairy gold for the inner winding on the
dees. Without superconductor winding, theré's no telling which world out of seven you'd wind up in once
you walked through a patent gate locus. Think how long it took poor MaclIwain to duplicate his results!
That wasthefirgt thing Earth secured through Huictilopochtli when the two worlds came into phase again:
the tuning tech-nology, and enough fairy gold to make one gate that could be counted on, in phase or out.
The Alfen even donated it." Gelert grinned, a predator'slook. " So dtruistic of them. They knew they
were getting yet another universe's worth of customersfor their most expensive export..."

"| should do some morereading on this," Lee said, mournful. She had been hoping to avoid it.

"Y ou should." Gelert grinned at her, shaking his ears until they flapped. "Instead of dancing around
technology the way you dance around the tarantulas in my driveway. Sometimes | think your mother was
frightened by amath textbook."

"Sometimes| think your mother was a—"
"Now, now."
"Sorry."

"No, you're not, so don't say you are. Y ou've been bad-tempered for the last month or so, but you've
had an excuse, and you'll get over it. It's not interfering with work, anyway, which isthe important thing."

They were quiet for afew moments. Lee looked up at her commwall again and watched the list of
dil'Sorden's next five years of planned projects go spilling by: work he would never now do. "Y ou know
what | keep coming back to?' Lee said.

"Whet?'

"Hagen," she said. "Why he's so antsy about this murder being 'cleared up—I assume he means
solved—in such ahurry. Though | understand your explanation about the mar-kets perfectly well.”



"I'm not sureyou do," Gelert said. "Lee, | know it sounds dumb ... but the markets always do overreect,
and ExTe in particular has been waiting for this particular set of circumstancesfor along time. Hagen's
boss was offered any number of golden parachutes over the last few years, at-tached to fat offersfrom
other companies, and he refused them. He was waiting for the antitrust case to end, waiting to be the
president of the biggest multi-universal comms corporation in town. Now this happens. Naturaly it feds
likeathornin hispaw, and hewantsit out. We're just the tool that's nearest to hand.” He grinned at her.
"Y our fault for being so good on that job sx months ago.”

"Thanks so much," Lee muttered.

"So herés dil'Sorden,” Gelert said. "By dl accounts ateam player, anice guy, well liked by hisfellow
employees, good performance ratings. Up to his earsin profitable work, stock options—"

"Do we know that?"

"It'sacommonplace at hisleve of employment. We should probably ask Hagen for accessto
dil'Sorden's work-space to confirm it.”

"You think hed give usthat?' Lee said.

"If he'sredly s0 hot about wanting this case 'solved,' let's dangle the suggestion in front of him
tomorrow,” Gelert said. "Theworst he can doistell usto go chase our tails ... Anyway, dil'Sorden's not
hurting. Nice apartment, nice car, dl the perks. But when we see him for thefirst time ourselves—he's
down. Upset, would you have said?’

Lee closed her eyes and replayed her recording of her "sniff' of theinside of the nightclub. "Yes" she
said. "De-pressed. Extremely anxious about something he suspected was about to happen. Not the
murder: something dse, in the near but not immediate future.”

"I concur. He goes outside with his mind on that trouble ahead of him. Then turns around, seesthe guy
with the gun—"

"And thinks, 'l never thought they'd go this far.

"I concur again. That's certainly how | read it. But thisis stuff that | don't think ajury isgoing to be able
to hear with you from your recording. It goes by awful fast in mine. If you can catch it more clearly when
you run the dte onelast time—"

"All | candoistry,” Leesad. "Truthisout there. All we haveto doiscatch her.”

"If possble. Theseimpressons are very generd at the moment: they don't lead anywhere specific." Gelert
lay back on his pad and stretched, long legswaving in al direc-tions before he came upright again and lay
there looking like an oversize statue of an dbino Anubis. "So. A human liesin wait for dil'Sorden, shoots
him, and escapes. An EIf watches, and leaves. And dil'Sorden was half expecting it. Why? What has he
donewrong? Or doneright, after which he can't be alowed to live longer? What has he not done that he
was supposed to do?'

They both sat with the thought for awhile. "Too soon to know," Lee said. "But thiswas no accident: no
mugging that went wrong. It was him they meant to kill ... And you're right about his computer
workspace. I'll ask Hagen tomor-row morning, after | sniff the Site again.”

"How many more runson it do you think we have?"

"Oneeach," Leesad. "Therewon't be much left to read afterward. But I'm going to milk my last run for



al itsworth.” Once again she saw it, that shadow by the corner, watching, satisfied, gone.
"Y ou dwayswere stubborn,” Gelert said, getting up and stretching again.

"It takes over where smart runsout,” Lee said, "and sometimesiit's worth more. Let's go get some
supper.”

Leewasin early the next morning, earlier even than Mass, which she knew was going to cause some
teasing: but she didn't care. She spoke to the darm system, had it bring the lights and office services
online, and went back to the coffee room to make hersalf acup of something strong. The shadow by the
corner building had kept her awake for along time, and when sheld finally dept, she'd gotten no good out
of it.

She had dreamed about Matt again last night: one of those intense dreams, one of those very physical
onesthat left her awake and swiftly mortified, amid soaking wet sheets. The mortification was shortly
replaced by anger, for in the dream everything was asit had been when everything was fine—the
intimacy, the profound sense of trust. It was asif her traitor brain was intent on pretending that that last
terrible night had never happened, the night al the talk about looks not being such an important thing had
been laid bare for what it was, just talk—the night she let hersdlf into Matt's gpartment to pick up some
clothes she'd | eft there, and found Mait kissing aface with which Lee ingtantly knew she could never
compete, embracing a body that made it plain why he had been so busy after hours for the past cou-ple
of weeks.

Lee stood there stirring sugar into her coffee and brood-ing. The dialogue from that night kept replaying
itsdlf, asif there were some way it could be corrected. Lee, let me ex-plain. No, | understand perfectly
well. Why didn't you ask me to give you back the key to your apartment? | didn't want you to
think— wastrying to find a way to break it to you. Well, it looks like you found a way. She had
collected those of her things that she could quickly lay hands on and taken herself away before she found
hersdlf looking again at that lovely face, and curaing it.

There were enough people in the DA's Office who knew what Matt had been up to and had said nothing.
Leefound that this hurt her, though she could understand their own conflicts about the Situation. He was
their boss: though the way he had been acting embarrassed them, they were till loyal to him. Some of
them defended him, while till trying not to hurt her. You know how guys are, Lee. Well, | do now. No,
serioudly. It's not their fault, they're just wired up that way. A relationship getsold ... or something
elseisgoing on, work istough, they're under stress ... and they see a pretty face, some new young
thing, and they...

Lee sighed, took adrink of her coffee, and made aface. There were three sugarsin it, maybe four. Lee
started to throw it out, then thought that her blood sugar could proba-bly use that much help right now.
She dumped some more milk in the coffee to makeit at least marginally palatable, and took it back to her
dek.

She actudly found hersdlf ableto amilealittle as she consdered the Situation. There, in adepartment
theoreti-cally devoted to making sure people took responsibility for their actions, just about everyone
was earnestly exculpating Matt for not having had the gutsto smply tell her it wasdl over, and that he
was ditching Leein favor of a"trophy babe." None of them seemed to see the incongruity of it. Fi-naly,
Lee had let it be known that the subject was closed and that they al needed to get on with "businessas
usud": if indeed there would ever be such athing for her again. The way shefdt at the moment, Lee had
her doubts, but work had to be done, and she was carrying on with it; she wasn't going to give Métt the
satisfaction of thinking that his thoughtlessness had enough power to ruin her life.



She sat and gazed "out" the commwall, running as usud on itsdefault view of Saturn risng over Titan's
methane snow. | guess what makes it seem so unfair is that there are some of us who just never
will be able to compete ... not that way. We have many other accomplishments and talents,
successful careers, good friendships, brains and talent and humor ... but no matter what we do, we
will never have that, that classic beauty that everyone claims not to really care about ... and
secretly does.

Out in the front office, the comm aert shrilled. Leelooked that way in surprise, then glanced down &t the
desk: the clock under the surface said 0716. Who the hell's calling at this hour of the morning? she
thought, for if it had been Gel or Mass or anyone e se directly associated with the of-fice, the call would
have routed straight through to her wall.

L ee reached out and touched the spot on her desk that routed control of the switchboard to her.
"Reh'Mechren and Enfidd, good morning,” she said.

Thewall camedive. It wasHagen. "Lee" he said. "An-other early riser, | see. Good to seeit. Haveyou
got anything for meyet?"

She blinked. "We've got some very early indications, Mr. Hagen. Weve seen the murderer, at least.”
"Y ou have?'

It wasn't just surprisein hisvoice. It was darm. Lee kept her face asimmobile as she knew how when
answering. "That's not to say we have an ID asyet," she said. "The con-ditions made the envisioning
indigtinct: we're having to de-pend on physicd forenscs aswell. Gelert did find the murder weapon,
which appears to have been used by ahuman mae.”

"That'sgreat," Hagen said, sounding more natural, more enthusiastic thistime. "l told them it was agood
ideato bring you two onto the case."

Why am | not mentioning the Alfen to him? Leewon-dered. As she thought about it, the disinclination
to mention it got even stronger. Definitely ahunch, if anegative one. So follow up on it; take the
initiative, don't let him run this con-versation.

"Mr. Hagen," Lee said, "I mentioned to you yesterday that we might need to call on you or someone at
ExTd for some additiond information—"

"Sure. Nameit."

"It would help usif we could have access to Omren dil'Sorden's computer workspace. | know it's
unusud, but we need to—"

"No problem with that at dl,” Hagen said. "I'll have someone from network management port the whole
thing over to you at the tart of business. Sooner, if someone with the right access-leve privilegesis
on-ste at the moment.”

"Thanks very much—we appreciateit.”

"You're likely to run into proprietary information in there, Lee. | know you'll keep it confidential.
Meanwhile, | appreciate what you and Gelert are doing. Keep up the good work. When do you think
you'l have asuspect in custody?"

"That's going to depend on the DA's Office," Lee said. "Once we get them the data, it's up to them.”
There you go, Matt. Let himwarm up your commlink a little. Leefdt guilty, but only dightly.



"That'sfine. I'll beintouch later. Best to Gdert."

He vanished, and the cold serenity of the methane snows and the crescent Saturn reasserted themselves.
Lee carefully put down the coffee cup she had been holding with both hands and found that her hands
were actualy trembling dightly with the kind of reaction she got after having looked at something
judicidly. There was no chance of such athing happening down acommlink, of course, but Lee knew
that she had correctly heard and interpreted the dlarm in Hagen'svoice.

Why would our having seen the assailant frighten him? Supposedly its what he wants.

The most obvious possible answer to the question was that Hagen knew more about the murder than he
was saying.

Lee clenched her fistson the desk. | wish Gelert had been here to hear that, shethought. | don't think
the desk was recording. Unless the switchboard protocols recording rou-tine caught it—

She brought up its control menusin the desktop, ran down them, and swore softly: the "record” function
had been off, asit normally would have been for lega reasons. It's not like | under stand the comm.,
system perfectly ... but then that's Mass's job, not mine. Well, | won't touch anything until he
comes in: maybe he can do something to retrieve that call...

But when Mass camein around eight-thirty he checked the system and just shook his head. " Sorry,
boss-lady," he sad, "but it defaults to 'off' when theinitid configuration comes up. | have custom configs
that | bring up afterward, but even in those you have to trigger the record function on purpose. Wasit
important?'

"No..." Leesighed. Yed the back of her brain shouted at her. But now there was no proof...

Gedert camein around nine. Lee asked Massto hold dl their cdls, and when the two of them had locked
the office space down in private mode, Leetold Gelert about Hagen's call. Gelert sat therein the middle
of the floor and looked at her oddly.

"Youdon't bdieveme" Lee said.

"Did you missyour breakfast? Y ou look terrible. Of course | believe you," Gelert said, as Lee opened
her mouth to answer him. "What we have to do now isfigure out what to do with the data.”

He put hisearsdown flat. "Did he pick up anything from you, do you think? That you noticed his unease,
| mean?'

"] don't think s0."

"Then asfar as he's concerned, we keep playing it aswe have been. But I'm starting to agree with you
now, Lee. He does seem awfully eager to see something happening fast: too fast. And now this..."

Geert dowly lay down and gave one forepaw afew med-itative licks. "All we can do is see how things
develop, inlight of what you noticed. It leaves uswith questions, though. If he's somehow involved in this
murder, or knows something about it that makes him nervous, why ishe so damn eager to get it
investigated at al? |s he grandstanding for someone's benefit? And whose?"

"Someone human?' Leesaid. "Or someone Alfen?"

Gelert looked up at her. "I wonder," he said. "It's an in-teresting spoor to follow. But I'm not sure it goes
any-where ... yet."



"I'm not so sure, Gel. | didn't mention our second figure.”
lloh?l
"No. A hunch. When dl | mentioned was a human with a gun, Hagen sounded relieved.”

Gdert thought about that for amoment. "All right. Let'stake care of the day's business. | haveto go
chase down that bus this morning. Whereas you—"

Theintercom link beeped softly. "Yes, Mass?' Leesad.
"Boss-lady, theré'sa whole lot of storage just comeinfor you."
"Who from?'

"Omren dil'Sorden..."

Gdet'sears pricked up. "l was expecting that," Lee said. "Have my own workspace encapsulate i,
would you?'

"I'll take care of it now."

"Thanks." Leelooked back at Gelert. "Y ou were going to say that | have to go down to the corner of
Eighteenth and Mdrose and seewhat | See" Lee said. "The Tooth Fairy ... or something | can't explain
ether.”

"YS,"

"Wdll, | may aswell do it now," Leesaid, getting up, "be-foreit getstoo hot out there. Do you want to
put some search termsinto my workspace and have it start going through dil'Sorden's materid ?"

"I'll do that," Gelert said.

Lee headed for the door.

"And Lee—"

Sheturned to look a him.

"It will bedl right eventualy,” Gelert said quietly. " So go do your work."

Leewent.

Behind her, traffic roared up and down Mdrose asit d-ways did thistime of morning: on the far sde of
the street, cars and buses and hovs came and went in the bright sun-shine, and the occasiond pedestrian
stared at the dender woman in jeans and a short, loose top who stood at the cor-ner, inside the yellow
police tapes, looking down Eigh-teenth Street asif waiting for something: aride, someone shewas
supposed to mest...

Eyes closed againgt the day, Lee said to the Source of her vison, The psychoforensic field here hasto
be nearly de-pleted now. Ther€'ll be no other chances. For the sake of the murdered, let me see
truly.

She opened her eyes on hot still darkness. All the store-fronts on this side of the street were dark: only



the blue neon that said LA VIDA LOCA flashed on and off, the light seeming to spatter and jitter rather than
flashing evenly, the excited energy states of the aomsin the gasinteracting oddly with the uncertainties of
judicid vison and the Brownian motion of the night air. In the crazy stuttering lightning of the neon, Lee
saw the door of the club pull open, and Omren dil'Sorden came partway out, and paused.

Therewas enough light that just this once she saw hisface while dtill dive, despite the
uncertainty-blurring. He looked haunted: he looked afraid. He moved, now, becom-ing a paint box blur
againg the stucco of the outside of the club. The door closed behind him. From farther behind him, to
Leesleft, the shadow came out of the doorway, holding the shotgun.

It was the same short stocky shadow as before. But Lee turned away from it and looked at the corner
instead. Dil'-Sorden looked behind him, saw the shape pursuing him, fled around the corner. The man
with the shotgun went after.

A heartbeat passed. And suddenly, that dark figure was smply there, at the corner of the building, his
back to Lee, leaning out to look down Eighteenth Street. The crack of the first shotgun blast bounced of
the nearby buildings. Then came the second blast. The dim dark figure edged out alittle farther ...
watched. Then pulled back. As Lee watched, he seemed to edge into the air itself, asif between two
parted curtains. and then the air fell together again, like curtains, and the Alfen shadow was gone.

Leelet out along breath, opened her eyes on common day again, closed down her implant's recording of
what she had just Seen, "signed” and sedled it, and turned away. Off to her |eft, down Mdrose alittle
from LaVidaLoca, ablack-and-white was parked: an officer she didn't know, ayoung Hispanic guy,

sat inthe driver's seet. Lee walked down to the cruiser, felt her recording route out of her as she came
within range of the transponder and leaned down to the window. "If no one e se needs the evidence tapes
up,” shesaid, "you can take them down now. Thisstesdry.”

"That'sfine, malam," the officar said; "well take care of it."

Lee waked on down Méelrose to where sheld | eft the company hov parked, got in and started driving
back to-ward the office. A few blocks down she hit ared light. "Cdl the office," she said to the hov.

"Yes, boss?' Mass said.

"Any cdls?'

"One, repeated.”

"Oh, no, not Hagen..."

"No. It was Mikki from LAPD Physica Forensics.”
"Oh! Did they find the owner of the gun?’
"Hedidn't mention."

"Hedidnt? Weird."

"But you should cal him back. Anything you need at thisend?'
"No, I'll be back shortly. Is Gelert ill there?!
"Hewasjust going out."

"Before he goes, tdl him | saw the Tooth Fairy.”



There was along pause. "Boss, did you miss your bresgk-fast?'
Thelight changed. Leelaughed. "I'll talk to you later.”

It took her about three-quarters of an hour to get back through the pre-lunchtime traffic. The cool of the
officewas arelief. Masslooked up as she camein, and said, "Did you cal Mikki?"

"Not yet."
"Hejus cdled again.”

"Thanks ... I'll take care of it." Shewent into her of-fice, looked at her commwall, and stared,
momentarily aghadt.

Her norma window on cis-Saturn space had been re-placed by arepresentation of a geometric space
such as Picasso might have imagined: the"ground” was a huge Cartesian gridwork, even festuring asingle
barren tree in the foreground. Where afloppy watch should have lain over one of the tree limbs, though,
Lee saw that someone had draped a representation of afilefolder. And the whole background of the
image was aseries of piles of morefile folders. thousands of them.

Leewaked over to her desktop and found that Gelert had left her anote under its surface. I've left a
scan running for a series of search terms, the note said, streaming past in PAmerrand notation. Don't
interrupt it. It's going to take a while, as dil'Sorden's files amount to several terabytes of material.
Articles, letters, and memos that fit the criteria are being placed in the file directory hanging off
thetree. | hope you're a faster reader than | am.

"Suuuzzz..." Lee swore, and sat down in her chair. "Oh wdll..." She reached out to the desk, touched it,
brought up the list of phone calls, and tapped Mikki's name.

Thetree and the forest of files vanished: Mikki waslooking at her, with the ornaments of the Whatsit
Treeturn-ing gently in the bright air behind him. "'l was sarting to think you'd | eft the planet,” he said.

"Not today,” Lee said. "What'sup?"

"I have something for you. Or will have. A copy of the obscure object of your desire should pop out in
the next day or o, if my connection ison time. She's having to be cau-tious. the pressis hot to get its
hands on these things before the embargo date, and the computers at Five-Interpol's PR department are
being watched with some care.”

"Okay. I'll gart baking. Assoon asyou get it, day or night, send it to me here: it'll reach me wherever |

"To hear isto obey. But Lee, keep your head down about this release copy. There may be those who
want to know how you got it before E-time if you're too obvious about how you use the info."

"I understand you. | doubt I'll have to use the data pub-licly anytime soon. What about that gun?*

"Stellasaysthey're fill tracking it through the usud severd fase regigrations, and shelll let you know
when there's something concrete.”

"Tdl her | said 'Sorry, mommy." Mikki grinned. "Gottago.” And he was gone. Lee sat back in her chair,
looking once again a the field of Cartesian coordinates covered with file folders, sghed, and went off to
get hersdlf a sandwich be-fore starting in to work.



When Gelert came in much later, the desktop was cov-ered with the remains of several sandwichesand
seven empty cans of green-tea soft drink, amost all other visible spots being obscured by Pamerrand
notes L ee had scrib-bled to hersalf and sunk under the desk surface. ™Y ou find your bus?' she said,
without looking up, as she scribbled another note.

"Yes" Gdert sad, faling down on her floor, "and | don't careif | never smell chewing tobacco, bubble
gum, or various other substances again. The habits of these people! 1t's no wonder no one wantsto use
public transport.” He started washing the pads of one forepaw, wrinking hisnose,

"Y ou find the guy you were chasing?’ Leesad.

"Impossible not to,” Gelert said. "His scent ismost dis-tinctive. My guessisthat he got off the bus about
twenty minutes later, on the edge of a near-derdlict areadown by Rampart: one of the placeswhere
they're still doing quake clearance from '99." He put his ears down flat. "But at no time was his scent as
strong asit should have been for someone who wasin that bus al that while. It got weaker and weaker
al thetime ... asif he werejust fading away while he stood there.”

HegaveLeealook. "And | saw someonejust 'go away' in plain Sght,” Lee said. "Like pushing acurtain

aside, and going behind it." She shook her head. "It'sin the record now, Gel. What Matt and his boss will
make of it, | have not the dightest idea. But we both perceived it, each in our ownway ... soif I'm crazy,
a least it's folie a deux.”

Gelert started washing the pads of the other forepaw. "Theideathat Elves have secret powers that
they've never told anybody about isn't going to wash terribly well as part of a prosecution case,” Gelert
said morosaly. "Besides, the guy didn't do anything but vanish.”

"We can't hdpthat,” Lee said, "and | refuseto worry about it right now. My life ssems a the moment to
be nar-rowing to one subject: fairy gold."

"Wait aminute. Tell mewhat you haven't found before you start out on what you have.”

"Oh, the negative Sdeisthe big one." Lee chucked her stylusto the desktop and stretched wearily,
leaning back in her chair. "Taking more or lessin order the scansyou pro-grammed in,” she said, "thereis
no evidence of drug dedl-ing, drug use, or anything of that sort. No gambling, legal or otherwise—"

"Eveninthe encrypted files?'
She nodded. "The network manager at ExTe sent dong a backdoor key to the encryption.”
"Suuuz, they were forthcoming!" Gelert said.

"Which is something €lse we may want to consider later on,” Lee said. " Why were they? But anyway, no
gambling, no vice, no sexud content even ... nothing even remotely shady.”

"Y ou don't think EXTd purged these records before they came to you?”

"Of coursethey could have," Lee said, "and I'm not sure how we would tell they had, any morethan |
know how to tell they hadn't. But let's assume, for the moment and for the sake of our sanity, that they
haven', because there was very little time between my concrete request and Hagen's fulfillment of it. |
know | mentioned the possibility of want-ing more datato him yesterday, but if he really does want
dil'Sorden's case 'cleaned up' in ahurry, I'm assuming held at least |eave anything in that might lead usto
amur-derer. Yes?'

"I'll dlow you that for the moment,** Gelert said.



"So. Clean crimind record, nothing covert tucked away in thefiles, alot of correspondence but al very
innocent—mails to and from friends back in Alfheim, and other friends and work associates hereand in
Tierraand Huictilopochtli. Everything else hasto do with work, or finances. And so much of hiswork is
about fairy gold that—"

"Wait aminute,”" Gelert said. "Finances?'
Lee shrugged. "Bank statements, investment portfolios, brokerage stuff..."

Gdert got up. "Lee" he said, "you have no mathematicsin your soul ... it'syour only mgor failing. You
leave the banking information to me: I'll sort through it. Everything else you've looked at, though, has
been cleean?"

"Boringly so. | think we have here that true rarity, the complete geek. He redlly seemsto have lived for
hiswork."

"L eaving me to wonder whether perhaps for some rea-son, he died for it," Gelert muttered. "Because if
he redly wasn't doing anything else..." Hetrailed off. "Well, onething at atime. Y ou have any noteson
the desk that might help me?*

"I'll copy them dl to your desktop.”
"Thanks"

"And in the meantime I'll go back to studying dil'Sorden's ExTel projects.” She breathed out. "But what
are we going to do about your 'guy who faded'?"

Gdert shrugged one ear. "Pass on the info to the DA's Office in the morning, with everything e se. It'sno
worse than the EIf who ‘vanished.’ They don't like what we Saw? L et them go hire themselves some
other 'mancers." Hewaked off to his office to examine the dab of glassin the middle of the floor that
was hisown "desk": and Lee sighed and turned back to her work.

They worked late. Soft drink cans and paper plates began to pile up again on Lee's desk, and Chinese
food con-tainers on the floor on Gelert's side.

"There's something here I'm not seeing,” Lee said.
"Theforest for thetrees?' Gelert said.

"Go on, bethat way," Lee sad. "Meanwhile, explain to mewhy there are two transmission speedsfor
fary gold.”

"What?' Gdert got up from his desk and ambled in to look over her shoulder.

"Look at this."" Lee snapped her fingers at the commwall, so that it showed Gelert the output from her
desk, enlarged. She had been looking through the footnotes to the Britannica's basic aticle on fairy
gold. It was sur-prising how much you might think you knew about some-thing so basic to the civilization
of the worlds, and how little you found you knew about it when you started dig-ging. Lee was now down
into the sixth or seventh level of technica annotations, getting more confused and more fas-cinated dl the
time

Thislast annotation showed two conduction speedsfor fairy gold at 18° C: 3.063x1013cm/s,
3.065x1014cm/s. and next to the second onewas a"dagger” pointing at afoot-note that said only,
attributed. "Attributed to what?' said Lee. "I've never seen anything but thefirst vaue, at least not snce



high school. 1t's supposed to be a congtant, like the speed of light in normal space. But now heresthis
other one. Isit something you get in college physics? Because | admit right now, | wasn't paying attention
in my first-year course. | had a crush on theingtructor.”

"Tdl guy? Dark-haired?' Gelert said. "Blue eyes? Kind of adrawl—"

"I'd kill you," Leesaid, "but I'd have to explain it to Nualaand the pups afterward, and that would pain
r],E.ll

Gdert gave her adightly penitent look. "All right, withdrawn. But asfor this—" He stared at the wall,
shook hishead. "Y ou're asking the wrong person. My usua intersec-tion with FG is on the commodities
markets, and as afash-ion statement most other people don't notice.”

"Yeah, | know," Lee muttered, pushing her chair back from the desk. "But serioudly, you're dways going
on about your connections at UCLA. Isn't there someone there you could ask?”

Gelert sat down, looking thoughtful. "UC's alittle short on the harder sciences these day's, except for
astronomy and medicine. Most of the multidimensiona physics specidistsare up a Stanford or over at
Brookhaven or the University of Chicago these days. the schoolsthat have 'history' with rings or colliders
seem to attract most of the people inter-ested in gating work. I'll seewhat | can find out in the morning,

though.”

"Okay. How're you doing over there?"

"Not too badly. Our guy'sinvestment portfolio shows some interesting preferences.”
"oh?"

"Takeaguess, Lee"

"Fairy gold?'

"He's bought alot of contracts over the past few years," Gelert said thoughtfully. "Not necessarily
drange: it'sa standard commodities meta—Dbetter than most because the price per gramis so high and
the market supply is steadier than most. Dil'Sorden would aways sl again after afew months, make a
small profit, nothing spectacular ... Dedl in what you know, | guess.”

"| suppose that makes sense.."

The commlink went off in the front office. Lee reached over to her desk. "Reh'Mechren and Enfidld,
good evening..."

Mikki's face looked down at her from the commwall. " Sorry, am | interrupting something?'
"No!" Leeand Gelert said in unison, then both laughed. "What have you got for us?’ Lee said.

"Officid businessfirg,” Mikki said. "We had a bregk-through, and | thought you two should be thefirgt
to know. We tracked the gun back to thereal owner. Hisnameis Jok Castdain: helivesin Upper San
Francisco, and he has mul-tiple arrests and severa convictions for armed robbery and assault with a
deadly wesapon. Kind of an errand boy, and it looks like he was doing someone's errand the night before
last. At least one piece of clothing in his apartment matches at first assessment with some fiberswe found
yesterday in the doorway your assailant jumped out of. And at least one set of prints on the shotgun is
his"



"All right,” Lee said softly.

"It gets better. HE's under arrest in San Fran. They caught up with him as he was heading for SF
Intercontinudl.”

Lee dumped back in her chair, grinning.

"So at least you have that much good news. San Fran are talking to LAPD right now: hell be down here
for ques-tioning in due course.

"You guysare miracleworkers," Gelert said.

"Couldn't have done much without you. So, as your re-ward ... here we have the piece of resistance,”
Mikki said.

Anicon representing afile appeared on Lee's desktop. In small clear letters, the "cover” of thefilesaid,
ANALY-SISOF INTERSPECIESHOMICIDE AND OTHER CRIMINAL MORTALITY IN THE SIX WORLDS,
1993-2003. Y ou should print this" Mikki said, "and then destroy thefile, and then probably burn the

printout when you're done with it. It's going to take you awhile to get throughit, but | had aquick skim,
and there are two things | want to draw your attention to. First, look at the chart here.”

Theicon popped open in her desktop, riffled through anumber of virtual "pages,” and stopped at one
two-page spread, agraph of incidents plotted againgt time. ""Check out thiscurve," Mikki said. "There's
definitely been an in-crease in the number of murders of Elvesin thelast ten years. Look at the curve. It
never goes down."

Leelooked at it, a steady sprinkling of plotted points, arcing dowly upward. Remembered voices spoke
in her head. It's code for the fact that the company knows he's Alfen, and everybody hates Elves.
And a"joke" she had heard once: What do you call a thousand dead Alfen? A start.

"Always up,” she said, thinking out loud.
"It gets better, Lee" Mikki said.
"It can hardly get worse," she said softly.

"Wannabet? Look at this." The report riffled its virtual pages again, and showed her abar graph: one
very smal sampling in green, another large one, much larger, in red—a curve not so much heading
upward, astrying to launch it-self out the top of the page. "That'sthe last three years,” Mikki said. "That's
the number of murders across the worldsin which at least one other Alfen has beeninvolvedinthe
killing."

"Asvictim?'

"No. Asthe murderer.”

It was bizarre. It made no sense. Why now? Why all of a sudden? "Could it be agtatisticd blip?' Lee
sad.

"If thiswere only one universe we were looking at, I'd be suspicious mysdlf. But Lee, thisisamaster
average. Fiveworlds. Midgarth's out of the sample, sinceif you in-cludeit, the differencein thetime

constant makesit throw afalse negative or false positive. If | knew anything about numbers'—and
Mikki's mouth drew into atight line—"1'd think | was|ooking at some kind of conspiracy here..."

Gdert, looking over her shoulder at the graph, turned to look at her with hisears straight up in darm, his



eyesgrave.

Lee sat thinking of ashape standing by abuilding's cor-ner, pulling the air aside, stepping into it, and
began to think Mikki wasright.

*4*
The office trangport-sharing rotation made it Leg's turn to take home the company hov. She drove home
dowly, think-ing, and found hersdlf parked in front of the pink-stuccoed bungalow at the end of her little
Sde street without any clear sense of how sheld gotten there. She got out of the hov, listening to it
locking itself up as she glanced up and down the street in the predusk light. The sky was dimming down
to peach-color at the horizon, as much of it as she could see through the downhanging green fringe of the
peppertrees behind her property; the air was full of their spicy smell. The street was qui€t, the gardens
and front yards of her neigh-bors going twilight-shadowed, some of their lawn sprinklers spitting
rhythmically dong now that night was coming on. Faintly, from down nearer the Boulevard, came shouts
and laughter of children from the Belleclaires back yard, fol-lowed by a splash: apool party running late.

Leetook afew long breaths and tried to recover some kind of fegling that this was the real world—that
indeed most of theworld waslike this, at peace with itsalf, running not too badly, al things consdered. It
was too easy to forget the peace in the face of the work she did every day, where most of her attention
was bent on the aftereffects of rage, cruelty, violence. Re-grounding hersdlf in aworld that wasn't dl
about the less positive side of the many humani-ties was never easy, but she had to make sure she did it
every day, or a least tried.

Now Lee made her way dowly up her front walk, re-solving yet again to do something about the lawn,
which had been coming down with brown patches, and aso to call somebody about the cracked third
dab from the front porch, which someday would at least trip her, if not the milkman, thus causing her an
unwanted expedition into accident/injury law. Lee paused by the porch steps to bend down and examine
one of the two skinny, scrawny rosebushes that stood to either side of the end of the walk. One of them
had asingle, wizened pink rose on it, haf-open. Thiswas some-thing of an event, for in spite of Lee
gpending recent monthstrying every kind of pruning, and every kind of fertilizer, until now the rosebushes
had refused to do anything but pro-duce leaves and an abundance of thorns.

"Hey, good for you," she said, touching the outermost petals of the opening flower. Severd of the petas
had d-ready had a hole chewed in them by some kind of bug, but Lee till had to smile at thissmall
triumph. She bent down, sniffed, found no fragrance there. "Never mind," she said, "you'rejust getting
darted...”

As shewalked up the steps with Mikki's report under her arm, the house unlatched the front door for
her. 1t was old, wood with three small glass windows, more trouble to take care of than a door made of
one of the more modern armored laminates. But Lee liked it: it was of a piece with the rest of the
bunga ow, dating back to the middle of the last cen-tury—solid, alittle clunky. The shadesin the front
and sde windows rotated themselves into evening configuration as she stepped into the bookshelf-lined
living room, and the lights came on for her, gleaming off the polished floorboards that had cost her so
much time and sweat to strip, sand, and finish. Lee closed the door, dipped her jacket off and tossed it
onto the brown leather sofa, and headed into the kitchen. There she paused for amoment, considering
what she wanted for dinner. She briefly thought of making some pastafrom scratch, orecchielle or
something of the kind, but then dismissed the idea—it would take too much fiddly kneading for her
present mood. Lee spoke open the diding doors that led out onto the deck and started work on dinner.

She spread Mikki's report out on the breakfast bar be-tween her kitchen and dining area, glancing down
at its pages while moving back and forth between the cooker and the fridge. Outside, the warm colors of



the western sky cooled down to evening blues as L ee sauteed some mush-roomsin olive ail, fished
ground beef out of the freezer, stuck it into the fridge's "active" compartment, and told the fridge to
defrogt it. She spent awhile paging through the re-port, then went for the hamburger and crumbled it into
the pan. While ftirring it, Lee turned a page of the report, then went to get hersalf aglass of wine and
came back to that page. It featured no graphs, but the word "recidivism” in a section heading caught her

eye.

—numerous repeat offenses by Alfen individuals whom evidence indicates have committed similar
offensesin other jurisdictions. Additionally some repeat offenders have been assisted in escaping
custody by persons unknown and have reappeared in jurisdictions, especially in Xaihon, where
ex-tradition is either problematic or impossible due to lack of local planetary political recognition
of such "umbrella” structures as the Five-Geneva Pact. The conclusion that or-ganized crimeis
involved in such escapesis supported only by circumstantial evidence, but cannot be discarded...

Leeturned away and went looking for some garlic. The same people, she thought, finding the garlic safe
empty: she sighed and went rooting in the spice rack on the counter for some garlic powder. But who
are they? She dosed the pan with the powdered garlic and stirred for afew moments more, then found a
jar of spaghetti sauce, dumped it in with the meat, kept on stirring, and started paging back toward the
appendices at the end of the report. It took another ten minutes or so, but by the time she was ready to
put the spaghetti on, she had found the list of names of repeat of-fenders, ten or twelve people. Some of
them didn't actually have names, just case numbers, their descriptions and DNA evidence | eft behind
werether only identification. That's some information | want to see, Leethought. Assuming | can

find a way to get my hands on it without revealing that 1've seen thisreport. Probably Mikki can
help.

Leefilled apot with hot water from the faucet and put it on to boil. And finally, why? she thought. Who
stands to gain when Elveskill Elves? But then Lee shook her head and laughed out loud & her own
witlessness. Who stood to gain when humanskilled humans, for pity's sake? Five billion liveson just this
world, five billion motivations: invariably when some of them intersected with others, there would be
trouble. And after that, it gets complex.

She picked up her wineglass again and turned her atten-tion back to the report. Among those suspects or
convicts who had names, the details of their crimind histories varied; but there were afew congruences
that Lee found peculiar. Three of them had at one time or another held government jobs—one an advisor
of somekind in Midgarth's Mass Re-location Authority; oneaminor officid in the Alfen con-sulate to
Upas, aplanet in Xainese space; one aformer private secretary to the Alfen ambassador to Tierra—a
kid-nap victim, everyone had thought, until eight months after he vanished, an EIf matching his description
came out of the dark on the south side of Chicago Grande one night, and knifed another EIf inthe
back—

Leefrowned at that. Something else | need more data on. And what about these two— Two more
suspects, with names rather than numbers: but both of them, before they killed and vanished, had been
working for communications com-panies.... as had their victims.

Now, isthat just a coincidence? Leethought. All right, 'workplace murders,’ just personal
animosities boiling over ... that's what some people would say. But do | buy it?

The pot was boiling. Lee pulled abig handful of spaghetti from the glassjar whereit lived, threw back
about a quarter of what she'd removed because she aways over-estimated how much she was about to
make, and put the spaghetti in the water, watching it start to dump down. With dil'Sorden, that makes
three. | wonder, has ExTel lost any other Alfen staff recently? And how do | find out without
rousing Hagen's interest?



L ee stirred the spaghetti alittle and went back to the re-port again, paging first ahead and then back to
seeif there were any conclusionsrelating directly to thisissue. There weren't, at least notin
black-and-white—and it occurred to Lee that however this report might have been assembled, its
compilerswere still somewhat nervous about the reactions of those who would eventualy read it.
Criminal organiza-tions have in the past attempted to influence or infiltrate communications or
interworld transport technology groups, with their invariable links to the Alfen allotropic gold
in-dustry, always attractive to such organizations because of the large profit margins possible in
smuggling or clandes-tine trade operations. Further investigation should attempt to establish
whether these murders are part of another such strategy. Coordination with the government of
Alfheim must continue in order to promote such investigations...

L ee turned back to the pot. Which more or lesstells us that 'such investigations' are either stalled or
just not hap-pening at all, shethought. And nobody wants to push the subject, because financially
speaking, the Elves are just too damn powerful to annoy. So we all shrug and say, If their people
are killing each other, who cares? Its their problem. All us non-immortalswill just look the other
way and pre-tend nothing's happening ... officially.

Lee went rummaging under the sink for the colander, found it, put it in the sink, and dumped the spaghetti
into it: shook it around until it was drained, then dumped it into the pan with the spaghetti sauce and
dirred it al around. In her mind she suddenly found herself once again looking at the sdewak around the
corner from LaVida L oca, the red-brown seepage in the cracks of it, hard now, and beside her, dowly,
inthe dark, only partly seen, the body falling. Echoes of dil'Sorden'slast fedings from her sweep insde
the club till haunted her: hisfear of the bad thing that was probably going to happen, that was coming
after him; hisin-ability to escape fromit; and finaly hishorror that it had, after al, happened so soon.
He'd thought held have at least afew more days of life ... and was blasted into the darkness barely afew
breaths|ater.

L ee breathed out, flipped the report closed, got herself down a plate from the cupboard, and served out
some of the spaghetti. Let them ook away, she thought. I'm not going to.

She sat down at the table, gazing out across the deck into her dark backyard, and ate her dinner,
working out what to do next.

Leefound when she got in the next morning that her plans were going to have to wait, at least for awhile.
Jok Castelain, the suspect, had been brought down from San Francisco overnight, and the processing
people at Parker were attending to the formalities of booking him. "Which means," Gelert said to Lee not
more than a breath after she walked in the door, "that we'd better get on the road. They're going to want
usthereto look him over when he makes hisformal statement.”

"Who'steking it?"

"Matt."

"Ohno," Leesaid.

Gelert grinned at her. "Looks like Hagen has been warm-ing up the DA's phone," he said.
"Ohno!" Leesad.

"Lee, why should you care? Let him suffer.” Gdert sat there with histall thumping against the ground,
looking ready to enjoy the show.



"I'm abovethat kind of thing," Leesaid. | desperately hope! "Meanwhile, | had along look at that report
last night. | want you to look at it, too—I made some notes.”

Gelert twitched one ear forward and back. "L ee, you're working too hard again. When are you going to
take an evening of f?'

"When we're not busy,” Lee said, looking ruefully down at her desk: under the surface of it were
swimming about twenty notesin various colors, al calls Mass had taken since coming in that morning.
"Which | see happening sometimein the next decade.”

"Come on, Lee. Nuaas been complaining that you haven't seen thelittle onesin ages: they'll be a
university before you see them next, a the rate you're going.”

"Gdl, | redly shouldn't. And | don't want to put her to any trouble...”
"You'renot ... don't be an idiot. Come on home with me tonight, well have dinner and get caught up.”

L ee opened her mouth, and saw Gelert give her one of those |ooks meant to suggest that she was
wasting her time. "All right," she said. "But let's get down to Parker and take alook at our suspect. Then
| have some thoughts about those other murdersthat | want to run past you."

Parker was as busy as ever asthey made their way "up-stream” past the waterfalsto Six, where the
detention blocks were located. The two of them made their way among the desk carrel's and glassed-off
office blocks to the west side of the building. There, in one of the booking-and-assessment "pens,” alittle
complex of cubicleswith metal and frosted-glass walls, they turned into the outer reception office and
found the receptionist, abroad dark lady called Magda, waiting for them with a pad. " Good morning,
lanthanomancers,” she said. It was one of the reasons everyone remembered Magda: she never unbent
her formality for any-one. "The assstant DA will be with you shortly, heéson acal. Herés the detainee
you're evaluating." She handed them a pad.

Leetook it and examined the booking "mug shot." The image she saw was agood match for the
shadowy one from her Seeing—ablocky man in his mid-forties, crewcut, big-shouldered, fairly muscular:
but there was a dope to the shoulders, too, and the face was blunt, pained, pinched, with weary eyes
spaced wide, abig nose, awide mouth, athick neck. Gel leaned over to look at it, flicked hisears at her
in preliminary agreement.

Leelooked at the arrest time on the docket.

"They redly did catch him awfully quick, didn't they?' Lee said.
"Thefile saysthey had atip-off,” said Magda.

"Redly?"

"From the confidentia tip line. Word gets around fast, | guess," said Magda, producing an expression of
profound cynicism, and headed out of the front cubicle.

Leelooked at Gelert, raised her eyebrows. A moment later Matt came through one of the office'sside
doors, nod-ded to them both. He looked cheerful. "Lee, Gelert," he said. "I think we've got your boy.
Y ou ready to look him over?!

"All sat," Gelert said. "Y ou have time to run through our sweepsyet?"



"Right after this," Matt said. "Sorry, but yesterday got busier than | expected.”

Lee exchanged alook with Gelert as Matt led them over to afrosted-glass and steel door to one side,
touched acodeinto it, let them in. On the far Sde of the door was another long narrow room, empty, its
only features awindow that was haf-slvered on the sde away from them and frosted on theinside, with
two vents high up on either side of the win-dow. "L et me know when you're ready,” he whispered.

Leetook acouple of long breaths, brought her implant online, glanced at Gelert. He flicked an ear a
her.

"Go ahead," Lee said softly.

Mait touched the wall, and the glass went unfrosted. Sit-ting on achair in the middle of the room,
wearing a pris-oner's orange coveral, was the blocky man with the crewcut. As Lee looked a him, the
man raised hisface and looked straight at the window. Possibly he had heard them coming in; or possibly
he felt her regard—occasiondly a suspect did. Lee smply looked at the man, and the Seeing settled itself
down around her, around him. Within seconds L ee caught the same tang of mind as she had at the
murder scene, and Saw the same shadow of self trembling about this man as had etched itself on the night
outside the club. The shadows of his earlier anger, and a certain cold resolve, were il there: but so was
sadness, and weariness, and fear. Too bad, Lee thought; he should have considered the likely
con-sequences of his actions a whole lot earlier. For hard behind the image of this man came that of
Omren dil'Sorden falling past her, in shock, aready dying before he even hit the ground. "I positively
identify this man's psychospoor asidentical to one | detected at the scene of the murder of Omren
dil'Sorden,” Lee said for the benefit of the recording that her implant was making. "I aso confirm
co-location of his psychospoor with that of the person who used the weapon that killed Omren
dil'Sorden, and with traces of the same psychospoor associated with the murder weapon it-sdlf.” She
glanced at Gelert.

He sat there gazing at Cagtelain for along moment, his nose working. No question, Gelert said at |ast.
The scent isidentical. "I pogitively identify this man's psychospoor asidentical to onel scented at the
scene of the murder of Omren dil'Sorden,” he said aoud. "Further, | co-locate this man's psychospoor
with the location of the weapon used in this murder and found at premises at 3850 Rampart Avenue, Los
Angdes"

They both stood quiet for amoment, and Mait said noth-ing while they "signed” their depositions and
closed their implants down. "If you'll wait afew minutes, well move himinto the interview room," Matt
sad.

"Sure," Lee said. Matt went out, and Lee took afew long breathsto bring herself fully out of thejudicia
dete.

"That's the saddest murderer I've smdled in along while," Gelert said softly, asa uniformed officer came
into the room and took Castelain ouit.

"Yes" Leesaid. She dill wasn't up to feding much in theway of pity for him.
"Betrayed,” Gelert said.

Leethrew aglance a him. That was something she'd thought she detected aswell, but the impression
had been so fleeting that she'd thought she would have to review her own recording before she could be
sureof it. "By whom?' she said softly.

"Whoever called thetip-off line, for starters,” Gelert said. "But it may not stop there. | got asensethat he



thought more than one person wasinvolved.”

Leewasjust thinking how to respond to thiswhen the door opened again, and Mait stuck hishead in.
"We'reready for you," he said.

They followed him out and around to the door of the in-terviewing room, another pane of frosted glass
st inmetd. Outsde it wasalarge, round, smiling man in acharcoal one-piece suit; hewasbad asan
egg, and had the kind of broad-featured face that wouldn't have been out of place painted on an
egg—round eyes, flat nose, a smile threatening to be-come a grin that would go right around that head
and meet on the far sde. Paul McGinity worked for the Public Advo-cacy Office, and Lee grinned at the
sght of him. He dways had that effect on her, which sometimes amused and some-times annoyed her,
depending on whether it looked like he was going to win agiven case, or shewas. "Advocate,” she said.

" 'Mancers," McGinity said. "Saw you on the newsthe other day.”

"Fame," Gdlert said. "It's such anuisance.”

"Not paliticaly,” McGinity said, giving Leeajocular look. "Thinking of ajob in the DA's Office?!
"Please" Lee muttered. "That'snot at all highonmy lig."

McGinity smiled, alook of disbelief. "Well, maybe not for you. But Gelert could probably manage
something likethat if he wanted. The DA's never been happy with the per-centage of nonhuman
employeesthere.”

"Hell just haveto stay unhappy, I'm afraid,” Gelert said, asthe door opened before them. "Anything like
real work would interfere with my socia schedule. And asfor what | would have to do every day to
keep that job, such as stick-ing my nose up Big Jm's—" He paused, grinned afangy grin, said no more.

Inside the interview room, Castelain was sitting at a smal one-person table to one side of the room. On
the far side of the room were two benches—one nearer the table where McGinity took his seet, one
where Lee sat down, and Gelert sat beside her on thefloor. A fourth table, opposite Castelain's, was for
Matt, the interviewer. There were afew minutes spent dealing with pads, briefcases, and so forth, then
Matt closed the door and touched it locked.

"Interview with suspect LARC227-99-847, Jacques Xavier Cagtdlain,” Matt said, sitting down at the
separate table, "as per"—he glanced at his own pad—"case docket CA-RR8574.665. Suspect is
charged with assault with first-degree murder under statute number Ellay-LP2533.1 of the civil code of
the city and county of Los Angeles. Present, the accused: Matthew Carathen, solicitor, Didtrict
Attorney's Office, LAPD; defense mantic, Paul McGinity, lanthanomancer, Holmes, McGinity and
Oaxachitl, acting for the Ellay County Advocate's Office; prosecution mantics, Liayna Enfield and Gelert
reh'Mechren, ren'Mechren and Enfield, acting for the Ellay County Didrict Attorney's Of-fice. Timeis
1138."

He paused for amoment to let everyone settle fully into judicia sensorium, glancing down at the pad
agan. "Mr. Cagtdan, state and nationa law require me to ask you at the beginning of thisinterview
whether you have been informed of your legd rights by the advocate assigned to you."

"Yes" Castdansad.
"Y ou are Jacques Xavier Cagtdan?'

"Yes" Cagdansad. "Look, | didit, al right? Let's get this over with."



No one moved or said anything for amoment. Paul McGinity's expression was not one of surprise, but
there was athoughtful quality toit, asif something was occurring to him that had not occurred before.

"Advocate?' Matt said.

"Mr. Cagtdain,” McGinity said, "please don't say any-thing for amoment. | have to remind you that your
defense will be endangered if you become any more specific, about anything. Please just answer the
questions.”

Cagdain squirmed alittlein his seet, said nothing.

Lee saw hisanxiety, and Saw the reason behind it. He wants to be in jail, Leethought. Desperately.
She said as much to Gelert down their PAlmerrand linkage.

It's nearly rolling off him like panther sweat, Gelert an-swered, intrigued. He's terrified of even
being offered the possibility of being released on bail.

"All right," Matt said. "Let me art with the evening of June 16. Where were you that night?*
"Ellay," Cagtdlain sad.
"At around ten o'clock—"

"l wasin abar on Wilshire Boulevard,” Castelain said, looking from one of them to the next. Ashiseyes
lit on Lee, shedearly heard him thinking, nice-looking broad, shame about the eyes, they'd give you
the creeps if she looked at you like that normally, guess she doesn't, but how'd you tell until it was
too late— Then hewaslooking at Gelert again, and the thought ebbed in intensity and felt much more
din-icd, one of them deathhounds, keep expecting him to howl and jump you any minute, those
teeth are as bad as her eyes— But there was something € se going on there: some-thing he was much
more afraid of. Lee held her curiosity in check with some difficulty: "digging” in asuspect's sensorid
display tended to produce fase negatives. Just relax and See: the truth will reveal itsdlf, it wants
nothing more—

"| left around ten and caught the bus down Santa Monicato Eighteenth,” Castelain said. "'l walked up
Eighteenth and went around the corner to the club. | got into the doorway by there and waited—"

"Mr. Cagtdlain—" McGinity said, sounding much more concerned.
"Mr. Cagtdain,” Matt sad, "if you could just—"
"Mr. Carathen,” McGinity said. "May | ask—"

"Look, | told you, I shot him," Castdlain said, annoyed. "Don't you people listen? Guys from one of the
gambling clubs down here, they caled me, said he had abig debt for along time and he wouldn't pay.
Said they were done with him, he needed shooting or people would stop taking them serioudly. So | did
it. Pricewasright. Not ahard job, either. Guy walked out of the club like he was waking out of hisliving
room, didn't look right or left. Drunk, whacked out, who knows? He heard me then, saw me, started to
run. | fol-lowed him around the corner, blam, that wasit." He paused. "Actudly,” he said, "two blams.”

Matt and McGinity were looking at each other rather hel plessly. Matt was bemused. McGinity passed a
hand over hiseyes. But Lee spared neither of them much attention, for right now her intent was mostly
bent on Cagtelain. All over him, as Gelert had said, was the desire to be safely behind bars. It wasn't just
that jail was someplace Castelain was most familiar with after many years worth of insand outs, a secure
and structured environment where he knew how to behave. Much more to the forefront of hismind at the



mo-ment was the image of jal as somewhere where that one would not be ableto get him. A tall, dark
figure...

Lee bent her Sight againgt that shadowy background perception with dl her force. It faded, asif it had
stepped side-waysinto the air.

He thinks whoever tipped off the police will think he's try-ing to get out of the deal if he'sreleased,
Geert said.

Yes. But there'smore. Leelooked at Matt and willed him fiercely to ask the question that most needed
asking.

If he was aware of Lee's gaze, he showed no sign of it. "Right,” Matt said. "'If you indst on being so
forthcoming despite your advocate's advice, then tell me: was there any-one working with you?"

"No. | work aone."

Lee Saw clearly that Castelain was telling the truth. Her mouth went dry. Could it be that held genuindly
been un-aware of the Alfen figure watching him?

"You didn't see anybody €se?' Gelert said.

"Nobody. Y ou think I'm stupid?' Castelain gave Gelert one of the faintly irritated looks with which hedd
favored Matt. "That'swhy | shot him. If there'd been anybody el se around, | would've waited, got him
the next night or some-thing."

"Did you look behind you?' Gelert said.

"Huh? No. Why? Nobody coulda been there: | looked al around first. Then | went around the corner, |
shot him, I made sure he was dead. Afterward | ran down the road and over afew blocks, and ditched
the gun. Caught the bus afterward.”

Leelooked at Castelain and Saw nothing but aman telling amost dl the truth with akind of awful relief
to be doing o, certain that this was the only way he was going to stay dive. But one thing he was lying
about: the figure hed seen watching him after he shot dil'Sorden ... the figure that had stepped sideways
and vanished. Once again Lee bent her Sight againgt that memory, and Saw aglimpse of something else:
theinterior of the bus, fading around Cagtdlain's point of view asthe floor suddenly, bizarrely came close,
bumped up againgt hisface. Did he pass out? Or was he knocked out?—Then the point of view fading
back in, aglimpse of dirt: Castelain pushing himsdlf up to hands and knees, looking blurrily around him at
waste ground some-where. Up north, probably—

"Mr. Castelain,” Matt said after amoment, "under the circumstances the law requires meto offer you the
chance to make afuller satement regarding thisincident in writing. | am required to advise you that no
clemency in your caseisimplied or in any way guaranteed by your agreeing to make such awritten
statement, and that you may ask the Advocate to assist you with the statement if you desire.”

Cagtelain waved ahand in adismissive gesture. 1 can writejust fine by mysdf," hesaid. "Thanks."
"All right. Interview closesa 1156," Matt said.

He went to the door, touched it unlocked, opened it, and looked out. A few moments later auniformed
officer cameto take Castelain away.

Lee and Geert and Paul McGinity sat there for amoment closing their various visions down and sedling



off their recordings of what they had just perceived. When Matt came back in, Paul had stood up and
was recovering hisbriefcase. " Sorry, Paul," he said. "Lookslike awasted trip."

"Looks like?' Paul said, dry. "Matt, | think that boy needs a psych evduation: I'm going to order one."
"Y ou're not implying duress, though.”

McGinity didn't say anything immediately. "I think I'd liketo rule out insanity firgt," he sad, "especialy
consider-ing some of theimagery | saw at the end, which makes no sense whatsoever. I'll giveyou acall
later." He nodded to Lee and Gelert and headed out.

"I'll have a chanceto look at your sweeps after lunch,” Matt said to them, "aswell as Paul's. The boss
has been looking a them thismorning: I'll have his notes later." He rubbed hisface with one hand, il
looking thoroughly be-mused, and pleased in a cautious way. "For once a case is going the way the boss
wantsit to..."

Lee said nothing, strongly suspecting that this assessment had alife expectancy of no morethan half a
sandwich or so. "Call us after lunch,” Gelert said. "Well drop by."

It was actually around quarter to one when Mass relayed the first of Matt's messages to reach the office,
and Leewas glad sheld redtricted herself to afew pieces of sushi and some green tear her somach had
begun to roil. When they got up to Matt's office, one of about ten glass cubicles grouped around the
DA's office on the northwest corner of Parker's eighth floor, they found the glass frosted down around
him. Thiswas unusud for aman who, Lee knew, liked to watch everybody, trusting his evauation of their
ex-pressions as completely as L ee trusted her own Seeing—and with some judtification, for he was good
at reading people aslong as he didn't get too close to them. Lee had often thought Matt had some of the
Gift, but hed never had the patience to take it through assessment and training. The more physical and
concrete Sde of law enforcement was his chief love, and expressed itself dso in acertain distrust of the
less concrete types of detection.

Gelert scratched at the door, and Matt spoke it open for them: they went in. His desk was covered with
imegery asusua, some of it flat under the surface, some of it fill play-ing inthear in front of him asthey
walked in. He dapped one of the hot spots on the desk, freezing the playback, and waved them to
chairs.

"Y ou finished looking at the sweeps, | takeit," Leesaid.

"Just about," Matt said, collapsing the projection hanging inthe air. "But the DA saysthat after that
interview with Castelain, we've got more than enough to go to tria with aredlistic chance of conviction.
We have the murder weapon, and we have both physical and psychic forensicsthat link the suspect to
the time and place of the murder."

Leeredly wished she didn't have to say what she was going to: but she had no choice. "Mativation istoo
wesk," shesaid.

Matt gave her alook Lee had seen al too often and learned to didike, though she had never redly
broached the issue. The expression suggested that Lee was out of her mind, but he would forgive her
because he thought she was so cute. Problemwas, | always thought it was funny ... until 1 found out
that all of a sudden my "cute" had passed its sell-by date. "Lee, you heard him tdll us about the
gam-bling debt. It's more than enough to put Castelain away while we work on whoever took out the
contract on dil'Sorden, and why: because though he believed the story about the gambling debt, I'm not
surel do."



"I'd fedl happier about it if there was any evidence at al of gambling debtsin dil'Sorden's persond
profiling," Lee said. "Including his private mails, his banking and invest-ment information, or anywhere
else. And hel'sin an Alfheim-based Fund, Matt, just like every other EIf dive! How likdly isheto be
unable to raise money to pay adebt that could get him killed if unpaid? The Funds routindly ad-vance
hundreds of thousands of talersto any given member for usesalot lessurgent, just based on their life
expectancy data, without even referring to their credit line!™

Matt gave her an annoyed look. "So why didn't he apply for aloan?’
"l don't know," Lee said. "How about because there wasn't any gambling debt?"

"There may not have been," Matt said. "Buit it's going to be hard to prove that there wasnt, so for the
moment it'sthe story we're likely to run with. Assuming it is true, maybe there was something wrong with
dil'Sorden's rating with whichever Fund he'sin. The point is, dil'Sorden's dead. End of story, at least
insofar as we have a confession from the suspect to whom we were led by the forensics”

"End of Sory?' Lee said softly.

Maitt sat pushing a piece of paper back and forth on his desk for afew moments. " So now we cometo
the problem-atic part of this case. This mysterious Alfen of yours.”

"Not just mine," Lee said. "Someone ese was present at the murder scene, Matt. Both of ussaw him. In
my case, | saw him from two different angles. And more to the point, Castelain saw him—though not as
clearly aswedid. Don't you think it might answer some unanswered questions about thisinvestigation if
we could find out who that was?' And wher e the heck he went, Lee thought, but refused to say out
loud: and where Castelain went later ... and how.

Her restraint did her no good: Matt's thoughts were al-ready there. He glared at her. "The DA," he said,
"ishaving alot of trouble with your sweeps.”

"l just bet heis" Gelert said, looking down aong his nose a Maitt. "How do you think we fed? But
they're what we Saw, Matt. Y ou can't cherrypick a psychoforensics sweep for what you like and what
you don't. Thetrid judge won't stand for it, and neither will She; it'seither al admis-sible asevidence, or
none of it. And when thetria gtarts, if you're going to use the sweeps asthe evidentia link to the murder
wespon, and aso use the observation of the murder itself, then the defense team is going to use the
'vanishing' evidence as an excuse to discredit everything else. So maybe if everyone just getsto work on
undergtlanding the 'impossi-bl€ right now, and finding an answer that'll hold water, rather than trying to
pretend it just didn't happen, the case won't go down the drain.”

Matt said nothing. "Renselaar can't afford to be seen ducking a possible conviction right now just
because some of the evidenceis peculiar,” Lee said. "He should just take the case forward and stonewall
when the press starts making its usual noises. Then, when we chase down alogical expla-nation and he
breaks the news and takes credit for it, he getsto look like the stalwart defender of Justice refusing to be
distracted from Her service by the muckraking journdistsintent on aquick fix. Or on making the future
Mayor look stupid for the sake of ajuicy headline.”

Leetried her best not to sound too snide while saying this, but had no sense of whether she was being
successful; she wastoo busy holding Matt's eyes with hers, uncomfort-able though it made her, and
trying to make him see the lightness of what she was saying. She could get no sense, though, that he was
seeing any such thing.

Which |eft her with one remaining piece of business. "1 want to suggest one other thing to you," Lee said.
"Magdatells me there was atip-off that led the San Fran policeto Castelain.”



"Yeah, saw that."

"So where did that come from, Matt?' Lee said, possibly more sharply than she meant to. "Who knew
we were [ook-ing for him?"

"Everybody knew. There was an al-points out for him."

"Thetiming raises questions, Matt," Gelert said. "Theteam here at Parker ID'd Castelain yesterday
afternoon. Thetip-off came through just barely after they got in touch with San Francisco. Somebody
pushed him over the edge so that he would roll right down into our laps, just when we need him."

"So he had some enemies," Matt said. But he sounded uneasy now.

"You know it's not that smple. Theré'saleak here," Lee said. "And outside is somebody who wants us
to take the suspect we have and be content with him. And even the poor guy himself is desperateto bein
jal. Even you saw it: | saw thelook on your face. Why are so many people so eager to see this case
wound up in ahurry, Matt? And are you going to let them get away with it?'

"No one's going to get away with anything,” Matt said.

"Unlessyou talk yoursdlf into amigtrid by purposely ig-noring the implications of evidence,” Gdlert sad.
"Justice will be served, Matt. And I'd sooner be on the right side of Her when it happens. The other
gdesnofun.”

Matt said nothing for severad moments. Findly, he got up and looked at them both, expressionless. "You
have two daysto finish your casework,” he said. "The DA wants the completed case on his desk first
thing Friday morning, so he can find aplaceto dot it into the calendar. Don't missthe deadline.”

"When have we ever?' Lee said, but he didn't even look at her: he was already halfway out the door.

It closed dowly behind him, leaving Lee and Gelert St-ting there for afew momentsin rather shocked
slence. "Yes" Gdert sad, "he'sfeding the het, I'd say. Comeon..."

They went out and made their way down past the water-fals and out into the central plaza. The sky had
started to cloud over, just mackerel sky againgt pale blue at the mo-ment, but thickening: the Santa Ana
wind had broken, a cooler wind from the west beginning to take its place. "I don't think I've ever seen
him so abrupt in the line of work," Lee said. "No matter how bad things got..."

"He's having trouble understanding what he saw," Gelert said. "He doesn't likeit any better than you or |
do. If he supports uswith the DA, then his credibility aswell asoursison theline. And if the DA can't be
convineced..."

"Weadl go down together," Lee said.

Gdert shrugged his backpack forward alittle asthey came out on theflat after coming up theflight of
sepsto the plaza. "Elections are coming,” he said. "The DA moves up, dl the people under him move up
too ... if they're doing their best work and keeping him happy. If he gets unhappy, they get demoted. And
we lose our fred ance work for the DA's Office, and look stupid, or ineffective, or negligent. Which
affectsal our other work."

"So we have two daysto figure out exactly what we saw, and then convince Matt, but more importantly,
hisboss, to believeit.”

" Sounds abouit right.”



Leesghed. "Let's get back to the office.”
"Only long enough to tidy up loose ends. Lee, you prom-ised to come home for dinner with us."

Thelast thing shefdt like right now was being socid. But | promised... "Nudaisn't making anything
specid, isshe?'

"Oh, no. She suggested we might bring something home.”
"I could bring some pasta dough, make something..."

"No, you'll get dl caught up in ralling those little ear things again al night, and we won't get anything done.
How about Xainese? Thekidslike Xainese."

"...Okay. Let'sgo."

"So how do Elves disappear?’ Lee said softly.

They were gitting in Gelert's living room some hours later. It was the largest of severd adjoining domes
that butted against one another on severd different levels, arosette of hex windows at the top of each for
letting in day-light. The condo was a deek compromise between the den-structures that madrin built for
themselves, and an apartment more suited to a bipeda species, with asort of Southwestern
tribal-NorthAm look about it—the interior al smooth plaster, graceful curves and (Gelert's tastes being
in-volved) much holoprojected art. The stairs between levels would rel gpse into ramps when human
guests were gone, but right now most of Gelert's and Nuaa's pups were racing around and practicing
falling up and down the sairsin amood of generd rgoicing.

The floor was comfortably cushioned to ameter or so up thewalls, and Leein her jeansand T-shirt was
leaning againgt one wall, surrounded by writing pads, printouts, and trangpads hooked into her office
commwall, and by awelter of mostly empty Xainese food containers. In Lee'slap was a sx-month-old
madra pup about ameter long—Fhionn, she thought: even now she had trouble telling them gpart, since
they weredl il identicaly covered with undifferentiated pinky-white, wiry fluff—lying on hisback, legs
point-ing into the air in various directions, and snoring atiny snore. A couple of metersfrom her, Gelert
lounged amid smilar clutter, and behind him lay hismate Nuaa, alittle bigger and alittle denderer than
Gdert, lying listening qui-etly to them, only her eyes shifting occasiondly as she watched the children run
around.

"The answer, asyou well know, isthat they don't disap-pear,” Gelert said. "They're hominid bipeds, just
like you and the Xainese and the Huictli and the Tierrans and the Midgarthr. They have asmall range of
psychic and ps abil-ities, just as other hominids native to the various other Earths do, but teleportation is
not one of them.”

"But they'renot just liketherest of us," Lee said. "Even in terms of what they're made of. Matter
sourced from Alfheim sometimes has properties not common to artifacts from other universes. Specialy
some of the pure chemica eements, which behave differently from elements native to other universes.
The most obvious example being dlotropic gold." She glanced down at her pad, which was once again
showing the Britannica precis on Aul00+.

"That's not the only way the Alfen are different from other humans, of course,” Nualasaid in her soft little
voice.

"No," Lee said. She stretched, leaned back among the cushions. "Nuda, tell me something. How do they



look to you?'

"Redly?' Nudasad.

"Redly.”

Nudagave Leealook out of her big soulful eyes. "I don't want to offend...”

"Y ouwon't."

"They look to me the way humans should,” Nudasaid, sadly, asif in gpology, "and don't."

Leefolded her arms and leaned back for amoment, con-sidering. It struck her as a good explanation: for
when she, at least, saw an Alfen, there was dways a kind of backtaste on the experience: asense of
sadnessthat everyone couldn't look like that.

"But there's moreto it than that, isn't there?' Nuala said after amoment. "One does want to keep looking
at them, for somereason. | dwaysfed alittle foolish about it.”

"You wouldn't beaone" Gelert said. "Everybody doesit. Anyway, the differences between Alfen matter
and matter in the rest of the Earths aren't going to be enough to let them do the Tooth Fairy number
under their own power. What we perceived has to have been something technological .”

Leedghed. "I don't know if that's so wonderful, either. Alfheim hasalot of history of keeping advanced
technolo-giestoitsaf until it fedslike sharing them with other worlds. Usudly when it can get the biggest
political or fi-nancia return out of them.”

Gelert got up, stretched, turned around afew times, and lay down again: Nuala settled her head once
more on hisback. "Well," Gdert said, "seeing how tightly the govern-ment of Alfheim controls accessto
itsinformation, not to mention itsterritory, if they do have some new technology that lets people seem to
vanish into nothing, we're not likely to find out anything about it between now and the dil'Sorden case
goingtotria." He gave Lee amorose look. "No matter how many favors| cal in, thereésonly so much
that even | can do intheway of research in such ashort time."

Lee sighed, because he was, of course, right. A chorus of yelps descended the nearest flight of stairs, and
out of the midst of the storm of legs and muzzles and white fur that ensued, another of the kids flung
hersdf at Lee, more or less knocking Fhionn out of Lee'slap and taking his place. "Han'hi Hlee, Han'hi
Hlee" said Luin, the youngest and still the smallest, "Huan fell down and then Fahafdl on her and then |
jumped on top of them and | bit Huan in the m'hon!"

Lee gave Luin agood ruffling-up and ahug. "Y es, you did, didn't you?' she said. "What agood girl! You
just go do that again." She put the baby down on the floor, and she scampered away after Fhionn and
her other brothers, who were now running up the stairs again.

"Y ou'reinciting my children to do what they want," Nuala said, with an amused expresson. "Don't help
me out or anything, Lee."

Leegrinned and leaned back againgt thewall again. "1 don't know if I'm being much help to anybody at
the moment,” she said. "Gel, weredly have to get to the bottom of this, or at least be seen swimming for
it. How do people usudly vanish? | don't mean Elves."

"There are some persona stedlth technologies; light di-versonand soon..."

"Yeah, but Gd, I'd still See someone who was using something like that, just as you'd still Scent them.



What | Saw just went away and genuinely wasn't there anymore. He wasn't hidden: he was gone.”

Gdert rolled over on his other side, looking disgruntled. "And thereé's dways afade. Even when someone
isdyingit'saprogression; that'show you tel it from a—"

He stopped. Then Gdert sat up, so abruptly that Nualas head did off hisback. Geert sat blinking at the
oppositewall, asif hewere seeing visonsin it; and asecond later he began to howl.

Lee gtared a him. Nualawas sitting up, too, now, star-ing at him: and the pups came barking down the
garsfrom the den levd, faling over each other again. "Gderh't mehHrnhuuh,” Nuaabarked, "what's
come over you?'

"Premature senility! Gelert said between howls of laughter. Around him the pups bounced and barked
and tried to lick hisjaws, confused by what sounded like their sire's distress. Gelert wrestled a couple of
them to the ground, still laughing out loud; and when they had forgot-ten what their distress was about
and had run off again, he sat up once more and shook his head until hisearsrattled. "Lee" hesad, "
that's when you vanish in the Scent, in the Sight. The only time. When you're in the act of worldgating!
The cutoff is sharp: theré's no fade. It'sweird enough to be rare even in the literature: | ran acrossit just
once, along, long time ago in one of the forensicsjournas. Some-one was investigating amurder that
had happened in agat-ing facility, actudly in aprivate matrix cluster. The field of perception isdiced by
the rotation of loca space out of ori-entation with the ‘perceptud’ space in the gating matrix; it just cuts
off sharp—"

Lee stared at Gelert and had to try hard not to laugh. Hewas grasping at straws. "Uh ... Gdl. Theré'sjust
onelittle problem with that. Y ou can't have aworldgate without an accelerator ring. And there aren't any
accderator rings at Eighteenth and Wilshirel™

"I'll grant you that,” Gelert said. "But Lee, at least there is a prototype for what | Scented, what you Saw.
A rare one, abizarre one, but a documented one. Now al we haveto find out is, how do you worldgate
to someplace, and away from someplace, where there isn't agating matrix aready in place?’

L ee frowned as the pups began to flop down around Gelert now that the noise had stopped. Nuaa,
relieved, got up and headed into the kitchen, her tail swinging in bemusement. "What do you mean, that's
‘dl' we haveto find out?' Lee said. "Y ou can't gate to someplace that doesn't have a gate matrix tuned to
the originator gate, and in phase with it!"

"That'stheway itisnow," Gdert sad. "But think. It wasn't always that way, Lee. Otherwise, how did
the very first Macllwain, the one in Huictilopochtli, open the first gateway out of hishome universeinto
another one? There has to have been atime when there was only one accelera-tor, and no second oneto
tuneto.”

L ee searched her memory and came up empty. "If | ever knew that," she said, "I'veforgotten it. The
history of sci-ence wasn't something | went in for much after grammar school.”

"Weregoing togoinfor it now," Geert said. "I'm going to pull an dl-nighter onit." Hewasgrinning. Lee
had to grin aswell, for thiswas her partner a hismost rlentlesdy dive, baying on the track of data.
"And | intend to have enough information to hang atheory on by lunchtime tomorrow. Because heré's
your question: what did the Alfen verson of Macllwain use?!

L ee thought about that and didn't have even the begin-ning of anidea. "I'll leaveit with you, then." She
leaned back againgt thewall again; the pups, dightly disturbed by her movement, got up, and some went
after their mother into the kitchen, others up the stairs again. "Meantime ... what was al this other stuff
you wanted meto look at?'



"It'sdil'Sorden's banking and investment data.”
L ee reached over, found a spare cushion, and started punching it soft. "\Wake me up when you're done.”

"I don't think you're going to deep through this," Gelert said. His grin was stretching wide. " Just bear with
me"

Both their screens began showing echoes of Gelert'scommwall back in the office; bank statements
garted flow-ing by. "Thisisthe investment portfolio part of hisbanking information,” Gelert said. "He had
the usua ExTe package to start with—they have an employee share ded of the nor-ma kind. Nothing
unusud there: mogtly helet the 'smart’ fund manager program handleit for him. And his banking records
show regular contributionsto a pension fund and so on, aswell as his own contributions back to one of
the Alfen shared-equity trudts.”

Leeblinked at that. "I didn't know they had to contribute back. | thought those trusts were just for
disbursing each Elf's share in Alfheim’s profits from fairy gold sdes. Like that yearly oil-resources payout
for Alaskansin Tierra"

"No," Gelert said. "If they're working, they have to re-turn a certain percentage of their own earningsto
the trust; seemsto be a cultura requirement. Anyway, his contribu-tionswere dl in order—what he
seemsto have doneisjust roll over any profits the company investment fund made straight into the Alfen
trust. And by and large, hisinvest-ments were straightforward enough—pretty conservetive, redly. But
one place hedid swing out, alittle. Take abig guess?

"Fairy gold?'

"Seg, | told you you wouldn't go to deep.” Gelert nosed hisinfopad, and the view on it and on Lee's pad
changed to show a series of eectronic correspondences. "He bought and sold FG futures on the Chicago
Mercantile and a cou-ple of the other commodities markets. It makes sense; it wasabig interest areafor
him. And bearing in mind that most of hiswork at ExTe surrounded this huge new infra-structure
program he was working on, the price of fairy gold would have been something that he thought about
more or less congtantly. In fact it was the controlling factor in hisring expangion project getting off the
ground at all—the price was going to have to drop enough for the company to sanction it. To judge by
his |ettersto various colleagues a work, both in Ellay and el sewhere on the planet, he didn't think the
go-ahead wasimminent. But then the approva came through ... awhole lot sooner than he was
expecting. One or two e-messages to other people suggested he hadn't thought anything would happen
much before 2011; they were expecting a'cyclic' drop in the price around then.”

Lee shook her head. "Seemslike along timeto wait..."

"If you're going to live forever unless you get sick enough to die or someonekillsyou,” Gelert said, "does
it redly? But dil'Sorden knew it was amassive project when he and histeam proposed it, with avery
long lag time be-tween devel opment and implementation. It involved, among other things, ingtaling athird
data-only ring under-neath LAX ... and billions of talers worth of investment on just that. Not to mention
three other new comms-and-data-only gateways for the Ellay and New San Fran aress.”

"Suuz," Leesad.

"Exactly. So when the okay came through, it looksto me from his notes and mail asif Omren got very
curious asto the timing. He started making some discreet inquiries. At first he didn't find out much of
anything, and it looks like for a couple of weeks he gave up and just got on with work. But then there are
severd mailsto people, about amonth after he got the go-ahead, bringing up theissue again. And a
friend of hisin Accounting, whose anonymity has been carefully preserved in dil'Sorden's notes, tdlshim



that he thinksthe project got the green light because there's going to be achangein the price of fairy
gold.”

Gelert looked at Lee asif he expected some particular response. "Well, wouldn't that be kind of
unusud?' shesad, cautious. "Y ou told me that one reason fairy gold was such agood commodities metal
was because its price was so steady.”

"Yeah, but Lee, think about it. Most of thetime, asteady market impliestight control. Think of the oil
catelsin Tierraand Huictilopochtli: it'sthe same principle. | don't think there's ever been any doubt that
the Alfen influence the price of fairy gold by controlling the rate of supply. The only thing preventing abig
outcry on theissueisthat the Elves have never shown any Sgn of using that control to induce artificia
scarcity and push the price up.”

Lee leaned back and frowned. "Why haven't they?"

Gdert grinned a her. "Ah, the sixty-four-taer question. | doubt it's dtruism, but no one really knows.
Thereceived wisdom isthat it'sjust generally better for their business to keep the price steady—»but as
usua they're not forthcoming asto why that should be so: intra-Alfheim tradeis pretty much aclosed
book to economigtsin other universes. Some people say there's nothing sinister about it—it'ssmply in
linewith the generd conservatism of dl their other interuniversd trading policies”” Gdert shrugged his
ears. "Maybe. In any case, when the price fluctuates, it usualy hasto do with eventsin other universes,
and the price getsinflated only on the so-called post-supply 'middieman’ markets, where you don't have
to wait for a scheduled re-lease of the commodity—yplaces where you can gamble on making afast buck.
But thisisn't one of those."

Gelert leaned over and looked at the message on his pad. "And there's the line that makes me wonder,
right there. 'Main T& A,' that's ExTel trading and acquisitions, 'has au-thorized amagjor bid buy for early
2005 that will make the infrastructure projects more feasible than they would have been. And heréshis
note to that: 'Mai says off the record thet thirty tons have been bid at $1435.' " Gelert stared at the
glowing wordsin thefloor.

"So his project wouldn't have any problem going ahead.”

"No kidding." Gelert looked at Lee. "But that's where the problem lies. Fourteen hundred thirty-five
dollarsisjust shy of haf the present market price.”

"Half?" Leedtared a him. "How could fairy gold pos-sbly drop that much vaue on the markets by
then?’

"How indeed," said Gelert.
"And how would they possibly know it would? We're talking nearly two years from now."

"Whereas most futures contracts cut off at Sx months, ayear at most," Gelert said. He bared his teeth for
amoment. "Wel, ingder info gets spread around no matter how governments legidate againgt it. Sounds

like someone knows there's going to be a big change in Alfen government pol-icy, doesn't it? Except that
if there was going to be a policy-driven change, you'd expect it to drive the price up, not down."

Lee rubbed her head. "And you'd think that the news about the prospective change would have leaked
out by now."

"Of courseit would have, if this bid had gone through any public brokerage. People would be screaming
from the rooftops about it. I'm betting it went through a private one, though. There arelots of private



brokerswith links to Chicago Mercantile and Axquitl Modals who would accept abid like thison the
quiet. The undergtanding being that some of the profits would be spun off to them later, equally quietly, in
some other form—stock options, what have you. Theold 'l dig asecond hole, you drop your spare bone
init' routine.” Gelert'slip wrinkled back to show fangs.

Lee was beginning to shake alittle, the nervous tremor she dways got when fedling that shewas closeto
some-thing vital to acasg's solution. "Gd ... could this be why Omren dil'Sorden died? Was no one
supposed to find out about the size of the bid, or its price—but he did, maybe even accidentaly for all
we know, and then someone got wind of it and had him killed to make sure the information went no
further?'

Gelert took along bregth, let it out. "It could be s0," he said. "And I'd take it alittle further, and bet that
it'sthe price of the bid, not the Size, that's the issue. But proving it's going to be exciting business.”

"Gd," Leesad, "thisiswhy Jok Castelain was pushed out into our lgps, isn't it. To keep the investigation
from having to go any further ... and uncovering this. The redl reason why dil'Sorden was targeted.”

"| think you might beright,” Gdlert said. "And if our in-vestigation aong these lines becomes anybody's
knowl-edge, we become targets, too."

They looked at each other without saying anything for agood few moments. ™Y ou have amate and pups
to think about,” Lee said.

"It says 'partnership’ on our office door,” Gelert said, "and | take that serioudly, dong with my oathsto
the Lady with the Scales and Her Boss upstream. If you think I'm going to back away from thisand let
you take the heat just because—"

Leewaved him slent. For another few moments neither of them spoke.
"What do we do now?' shesaid at last.
"What weve been doing,” Gdlert said. "If only to keep from attracting attention to ourselves.”

"That's going to mean finishing the casawork and send-ing it to the DA," Lee said. "And meanwhile,
making pri-vate copies of everything so we can keep working. Becauseif you're right, were going to
have to seem to be moving on to other things. Renselaar and Hagen are both deter-mined to have abig
announcement real soon now about how the murder's been solved: Matt isn't going to be ableto buy us
any moretime. If hésevenwilling."

"There's something ese he might be ableto affect,” Gd-ert said, "much as| didikeit. Assoon as
dil'Sorden’'s mur-der case goesto tria, our psychoforensi cs records are unsealed and become public. At
which point the figure at the murder which you didn't mention to Hagen, the one he was scared you saw,
becomes amatter of record... and he immediately redizesyou lied to him, or withheld informa-tion, with
an eyeto getting hold of dil'Sorden's computer data. That meanstrouble for both of us no matter how
you look at it."

Lee nodded. "If we can keep the case from going to trid for awhile..." she said. "Gel, were prosecuting.
There are some procedural moves we can use to dow things down."

"But not for long,” Gelert said. "1t may just have to go aheed, finaly. The worst that can happen isthat
they'll dishar usfor use of confidentid information outsde of an of-ficid investigation, fine us everything
we've got, and chuck usin the clink for forever and aday.”

He sounded cheerful. Lee wasn't fooled, and could ad-ditiondly think of many worse thingsthat could



happen. Y et none of them seemed as bad to her, somehow, asletting this case go to trid merely oniits
surface merits, stopping short of what her own oaths to Justice required—the whol e truth, without which
the people perish. Castelain might have Jugtice executed on him for his part in the murder, cer-tainly: but
L ee was sure there were other things yet to be unearthed abouit this case that Justice ought also to be
a-lowed to ded with. That won't happen if things stop here...

And away on the edge of her Sight, asif percelved just outside the ambit of more normal vison, Lee
sensed some-thing e se wrong—something that would cause awholelot of perishing if it was dlowed to
progress unchecked. She had no ideawhat it was, and even less of an ideawhat to do about it. But
turning her back on it would be wrong.

"Meanwhile" Gelert said, "I'm going to stay up tonight and have alook at that worldgating materid ... see
if I can get asense of just how you gate without a gate. If we can manage to convince Matt and the DA
even partway that what we both perceived was something technol ogicaly based, then everything changes
... & least insofar asit makes us, and incidentally them, look lesslikeidiots.”

"And it givesusmoretimeto dig,” Lee said. "Because there's till the problem of Castelain passing out on
the bus, and waking up wherever ... not to mention the fading psychospoor. We may be ableto get a
postponement just on the grounds that we need information on that gating technology from the Alfen.
And if they try to Sonewd|—"

"When did they ever not?' Gelert said, and grinned. "It'sin their blood. To be Alfenisto be secret. The
more res st-ance they put up, the more time we have to dig even deeper.”

Lee stretched and leaned againgt the wall again, looking up the stairs, where one of the pups had flopped
down on the topmost step and was hanging half over it, adeep. "And the more time the forces dready
interfering in this case haveto find ill other waysto interfere.”

Shelooked over a Gelert. Hiseyeswere resting on her, calm, but concerned. "I'd take alittle more time
over my persond security than usud if | wereyou,” he said.

"If | wereyou," Lee said, "I'd do the same.”

There was nothing more they could do that evening. Lee got up and helped Gelert tidy the living room,
then softly went up the stairs to avoid waking up any of the small white bodieslittering the floors; made
her goodbyes to Nuala, and headed back out to the hov. Lee walked around it once in the parking area,
awell-lit place that suddenly seemed more threatening than usua. Shelet the Sight take her, and looked
the hov over carefully for anything that seemed wrong: but the vehicle sat there, untampered-with,
innocu-ous. Lee got in, started it up, and drove home.

The memory of the congtant state of nervesthat had fol-lowed the Eligieni multiple murder case was now
imposing itsalf on her again; she started to see something she hadn't thought of for a couple of years
now—images of that other parking lot where one of the two brothersinvolved had tried to shoot her.
Leewas nervous dl the way back, look-ing suspicioudy at the roadsides, at any driver who passed her
too fast; at everything. She hated this reaction—the upset caused by thefirst few momentsin agiven case
when she redlized that she wasin danger, that someone might very well bewilling to kill her to keep her
from proceeding. Certainly nothing overt had happened yet. But Lee couldn't get rid of the fedling that
there was going to be something overt: that Gelert wasright. Better to be prepared for it, shethought as
shepulled up in front of her house, caming down aready.

She went up the front path, gazing into every shadow: in fact, doing everything she should have done
except watch where she was going, so that she tripped on the cracked dab and nearly fell. "Damn, damn,
damn,” Lee said as shere-covered herself. What use is paranoia if it makes you break your own



neck? Stop trying to look judicially at everything, and just watch where you're going! She stomped
up the front steps and spoke the front door open. Asit closed be-hind her she actually leaned back
againg it tofed it there, reassuring, abarrier againgt what presently fdt like avery naughty world.
"System,” she sad, "secure everything.”

"Secured,” the house system said to her implant. The blinds rotated themsalvesinto closed mode; dl the
win-dows and doors double-bolted themselves.

"At least there's something | can depend on,” Lee mut-tered, and went into the kitchen. Coffee was out
of the ques-tion at the moment; her nerves were jangled enough. Xocolatl was more what she needed.
She went to the sink to fill the eectric kettle, set it inits tand and started it, then got down on her knees
to open the bottom cupboard next to the sink and try to figure out where she'd hidden the xoco thistime.

And dl the lightswent out.

Theterror went right through Lee in aflash that seemed to Start just above her kidneys and blast outward
al through her. Oh, wonderful! Someone's defeated your security system, and now you've locked
themin here with youl!

Thelights had been too bright when she camein; her vi-son would take too long to cope with this
darkness. My normal vision, Lee thought, and closed her eyes.

She heard the snick, snick of someone's gun being cocked. She was not a great expert on firearms, but
this one had avery big-gun sound to it; at the very least it was meant to sound big, and to scare her.
"Okay," said the voice. Mae, and processed: he was wearing aneolarynx of one kind or another. "Get
up nice and dow, lady."

"Uh, yeah, right, look, just don't do anything, okay," Lee said, doing her best to sound scared out of her
wits, and not having to work too hard at it. "If you want money, theré's asafe in the back bedroom—"

"Never mind that. Get up dow."

| gave you a chance to pretend to be a burglar, Leethought. Too bad you wouldn't take it. She kept
her eyes closed, silently feeling her way aong sideways viathe cup-board under the sink, concentrating
on Seeing. Without clear line of Sight, she had to depend on the directiona sense, dways a somewhat
dicey business. But the gun-man's sense of amusement and enjoyment of al this was palpable, easy
enough to fed; it was coming from over by the patio doors, where he siood, confident, sure that she
couldn't see him. Probably wearing nightsighters, too. Well, it's not going to be enough. Shewould
know this man's psychospoor again anywhere, but the way things were going, she might not haveto. "All
right,” shesaid, "I'm getting up. Don't do anything, okay?' Her voice broke most redigtically. "I'm getting
up—"

And perhaps the gunman then had reason to be surprised when Lee popped up from behind the
breskfast bar and shot him in the chest, because not that many householders keep their gun safe under
thesink.

He spun around sideway's, staggered by the dug from the big-cdiber Sig. Body armor. Dammit! Lee
dropped partway behind the breakfast bar again, braced, waiting. The man struggled to bring himself
around to face her again, and the second he was face-on to her, Lee shot him again in the chest, twice,
full onthistime. Theimpact of the first bullet smashed him back into the glass of the patio door; the
second one knocked him straight through it.

All the house darms chose this moment to go off, screaming and hooting bloody murder, though the



lights for some reason stayed off. Lee dropped down behind the breakfast bar again and put her head
around the side of it, where as she braced the gun again she could clearly see through the patio doors,
and could See the figure staggering to itsfeet, cursing at the broken glass—getting up, hesitat-ing a
moment, then turning, running, heading for the back wall. Five-foot-nine, Caucasian, light build, dark hair,
plad shirt, dark jacket, dark pants, black sneakers—she got a glimpse of the white soles as the gunman
went over the back wall into the aley, and kept on running—and his psychospoor nicely recorded in her
implant for the black-and-white to relay when the darm system finished cdling for armed response and
went on to cal the police.

Sowly and carefully Lee stood up. Behind her, the ket-tle boiled, and its switch popped up, snick! —and
Leewhirled and very nearly shot it. Then she stood still and, after afew long moments, found it possible
to laugh a her-sdf.

The black-and-white seemed to take forever to arrive, though in redlity it took no more than five minutes.
Lee had had plenty of time to make that cup of xocolatl, which had possibly saved her life, and to call
Gdert and tell him to have alook at his own security, before the armed response team rolled up a almost
the same moment the cops did. She stood there on the doorstep with the cup, getting past the shock,
heading along toward anger now as the security-system people came up to the front door. "Break-in?"
one of them said to her.

Lee shook her head. "Hacked. | haven't touched the sys-tem box ... go seewhat it hasto tell you."

Sheléeft them to it and went down to the end of the walk to talk to the officersin the black-and-white.
There were two of them, adark woman with negtly cornrowed hair, a Hispanic man: the woman |ooked
down at the datapad built into the dashboard, and said, "Ms. Enfield, isit? The system's got your load.
Y ou're going to press charges?

"If you can catch him. He came pretty well prepared; ar-mored, anyway. My money says he's been
picked up, and he's halfway to San Diego by now. Over the back wall, into the alley—it runsinto San
Dimas at the north end and Wil-low at the south.”

"WEéll go around and look."
"Take me around with you?"
"Sure

The officersin the black-and-white drove back down the street and around the corner, |eft and left again,
into the aley, along blind street lined only by garage doors and whedlie bins: today had been garbage
day. Leetsked. "For-got to put my garbage out,” she said.

"Didit alittlelate, maybe," said the femae officer. Lee grinned. They got out of the hov just before Lee's
property line, and Lee got out with the two officers, woke up her im-plant again, and looked at the wall
and the road. "He went down that way," she said, pointing south toward Willow. "Turned west. That's al
| cantell you from here.”

"Okay," the male officer said. "Well seeif we can find anything, Ms. Enfidd. But HQ notified the DA's
Office aout this ... and they want you to have asecurity detail. Well wait till the darm people have
restored your system and secured the back doors. Therell be plainclothes hovsin front and in back until
Parker can assgn you someone more permanent in the morning.”

"Thanks, Officer. Want some xoco?"



They both grinned & her.

It took nearly another hour to get rid of everyone—though perhaps Lee was glad enough, for the
moment, to see the dark car pull up out front as the uniformed officersleft, and to know there was
another one out in the dley. Gelert was on the comm again: it took longer to calm him down than it had
taken Leeto cam hersdlf. Findly, shetold him to go to bed, because she was going to do that whether
he did or not; and findly she sat down on the living room sofa with one more cup of xoco, staring & the
soft shine of the dimmed lights on her hardwood floor, sarting to fedl both very angry, and adso strangely
satidfied. We're on theright track, Leethought. No question about it now. No one bothersto try
killing you because you are getting it wrong.

The comm went again. She sighed and spoke the living room entertainment screen on, switched it to
commsand sad, "Hello?"

The screen stayed black except for the area which would have shown the ID of the calling number or
gation, and which now smply said, suppressed.

Uh-oh, Leethought. Our little friend, calling back to threaten me? "Hello?' she said again.

"Ms. Enfield," said avoice, another male voice, so cer-tainly processed; but not the same asthe last
one.

"Who'scaling?"

There was a pause, as much uncertainty on the other party's part, Lee thought, as anything to do with the
pro-cessing software. "There are some partieswho're interested in keeping you from progressing much
further with your present investigations,” the voice said.

A number of them, I'd say; which one do you represent?, Lee wastempted to say, and didn't. "Like
your little friend just now," she said, "was he one of yours?'

The voiced paused. "What?'

"The man who suborned the darm system in my house, closed it up after him, and waited for mein the
dark, dmog certainly with the intent to either put mein the hospita or kill me."

Genuine surprise. "'l don't know what you mean.”

"Then you may be good at getting comm numbers, but you're not real well informed otherwise" Leewas
fuming, and aso bemused. Possibly this person was not attached to the attempt on her life just now. So
thiswas some different loony. And why is he calling me here rather than at the of-fice? The answer
suggested itsdlf ingtantly: Because ther€'s no recording software on thisline ... and someone knows
it. Boy, is that going to change in the next day or so! Y et she il found herself getting a haunted
feding, with nothing to base it on, nothing that would ever stand up in court, some-thing purely subjective.
A tall, dark shape...

Ridiculous. That silhouette's been on your mind for days ... that's all it is. But still she could hear
Gdert say-ing, Follow your hunches...

"I'm sorry you've had trouble.”

"I'm sureyou are, but you still haven't identified your-sdlf ... so you have ten seconds to explain what you
want."



"There are people who want to give you ahand.”

Leelaughed. "Where were they thisevening?1 could have used them in the kitchen.” Okay, that
sounded dlightly hysterical. Fine. | have some hysterical coming.

"Hagen ian't one of them.”
Leewent quiet for the moment. "And? Five seconds.”
"He knows what you know."

She had to laugh again. "Who wasit," she said, "who suggested that the perfect way to get someoneto
leave town was to send them amessage that said, 'Hee, dl is discov-ered? What makes you think you
know what | know? Any more than Hagen does?'

"There are more people than just ExTd," said the voice, "who know what was in Omren dil'Sorden's
personnd records.”

Alfen! Leethought.

"Some of them are becoming nervous at what athought-ful examination of those personnel records might
reved," thevoice sad. "Some of them arein quite high places ... if not the highest. They'll betrying to
have you removed from the case to prevent that."

The highest...? Lee thought Her thoughts abruptly went back to Le Chaet Perdu, to that beautiful, silent
man Sitting across the room, listening, impassive, taking every-thing in, revealing nothing. "1'd say
someone's made astart on that dready,” Lee said. "What kind of help have you got in mind?!

"Advice. When an opportunity to leave town comes up,” thevoice said, "takeit."

Lee amiled sardonically. "What career | have hasn't been built on running away."

"Y ou won't be running away. Itll be pursuit. But it'll have the advantage of not looking likeit."
Lee sat slent for amoment. "I'll think about it. Assum-ing anything of the kind happens.”

"Don't just think about it. Y our position is getting worse. Y ou'relikely to wind up in astuation whereitd
take the roses of Aien Mhariseth themselvesto get you off with your skin intact,” the voice said. "Kind of
ashame you don't have one of those in your pocket to start with. It'd save you alot of trouble. Now, and
later.”

"It'snot something | expect to find in my pocket any-time soon,” Lee said. "L et's stick with the subject.”

"But it's very much to the point,” the voice said. "One could do al manner of thingswith such an
indrumentdity.”

Oh, really? What are you leading up to here? "For whom, exactly?' Lee said. "Who standsto
benefit?'

"The power of such an artifact, if imported without Alfen interference, would be consderablein this
world," thevoice said. "Its mere presence would render some Alfen technologies transparent ... some
ineffective. Insofar asthis touches on those who vanish without the benefit of any technology knownin
Earth's universe, I'd think the effect would be of some interest to you.”

Leewent firgt hot, then cold. " Accessing confidentia materia pertaining to an investigation in processisa



sri-ouscrime,” she said.

"Soisconspiracy to commit murder,” said the voice. "So ismurder itself. And there are worse crimes
that have no names as yet. But soon they may."

Lee held very ill, experiencing more strongly than ever again that shadowy behind-the-back feding that
she was becoming more and more deeply involved in something that, if not stopped, would involve alot
of death. "1t would help to be deding with someone who could declare himsdlf or hersdlf,” she said,
"rather than someone too scared to come out in the open.”

"Sometimesfear can be useful,” that voice said. It sounded amost cheerful. "Goodbye."

The connection cleared itself. Lee sat there looking at the dark screen for along time. Findly, shefinished
her xoco and made the rounds of the house onelast time, irra-tionally, looking into every shadow, and
spending along few moments looking up at the now-boarded-up and bolted-over patio doors. They
looked unusualy vulnerable, despite the armor-laminate on the boarding, despite the stedl strips, despite
the thought of the unmarked out in the dley and the unmarked out in front.

Fear can be useful , the voice had said.

But to whom? Lee thought, and took that uneasy thought with her to bed.

*5*

"Mikki wasright, Lee" Gdert sad down the comm. "They've gone public with the Five-Interpol
homicide re-port.”

She chuckled. "Wdll, certainly thejuicy parts have findly started to make the news.”

She had been up early, not anything to do with the report: rather her own shredded nerves, which were
taking revenge on her the way they usudly did ... astomach that felt like abowl full of acid, ahead that
ached even after the aspirin. So the early news had caught her at alow ebb, and had (bizarrely) cheered
her up. Mikki certainly had been right; the Five-Interpol report had been leaked as soon as it decently
could have—no more than two days before the "of-ficid" publication date, if there was such athing
anymore—and every news agency that came acrossit was mining it for the kind of content that suited it
best. Now she sat on the liv-ing room sofa, her legs curled under her, drinking xoco in akind of amused
acknowledgment of The Drink That Saved Her Life, wondering at the wide spectrum of responseto the
report. Even the newspeople at the local muckraking tabloid station had found as much materia for
scandd in the Five-Interpol report as she had ... though certainly not in the same places.

ARE ELVES THE WORLDS BIGGEST RACISTS?wasthe question plastered dl over that station's
sster "paper,” the one with the naked broads on page three. "The Pulchritude Paper,” Gelert usualy
cdledit, having adrictly out-of-species take on human pulchritude ("Not nearly enough breasts,” was his
usual comment). But the typicaly ample charms of the lady on three were somewhat over-shadowed by
the facing headline, which said, A MONOP-OLY REVEALED!

Only to your mouth-breathing readers, Lee thought un-charitably. To them, Their Paper apparently felt
it would be big newsthat Alfheim gtrictly controlled rights of accessto its universe, technological
information native to it, and nearly everything else that made lifeworth living ... and was therefore
Inherently Evil, possibly even communist. The problem (for the Pulchritude Paper's lead writers,
any-way) wasthat Alfheim aso had aking, and therefore seemed unlikely to quaify asacommunist
domain. The Paper tried flinging some speculative mud at the EIf-King ("mysterious.... secretive ...
extravagant, world-hopping lifestyle...") but was unable to make much of it stick: no one seemed ableto



find any evidence of murder, insanity, or even aromantic attraction in his history (much lessadi-vorce),
and they had been unsuccessful in getting any Alfen to reved any scanda ous secrets about him. To the
Paper, of course, dl of thiswasin itsdf evidence of aconspiracy. To be mysterious and secretive
automatically meant that you had something to hide, and anyone who couldn't be bribed into reveding
juicy secrets about ahead of state must be under some kind of duress, possibly even going in fear of their
lives

"They don't bribe nearly high enough, that'stheir problem,” Lee said under her bresth, turning over the
flexible display that she used to show her the papers. "Gedert, come on, I'm fine. I'm coming in."

"You stay right whereyou are," Gdlert said from the of-fice. "There's nothing happening here that you
need to know about.”

"I'd rather you'd let me be the judge of that.”
"After your bodyguard arrives.”
"Oh please," Lee said. "Someone eseto drink my xoco. | realy need this."

"After last night, I'd say you redlly do," Gdlert said, "so don't give metrouble about it. It's only until we
closethiscase out, Lee: just dedl withit." Helay therein his office, looking casudly over at hisown
commwall. "But what aday in the news. It's not aquestion of putting the cat among the pigeons. it's
tigers out there."

She had to agree. Every news/info channel from the Fi-nancial Times down had gone through the
Interpol report and found something "useful” for itsreaders. Of dl theloca news " papers,” the Times
was probably the most thought-ful ... but only insofar asits analysis used words with more syllables.
Five-Interpol Report Suggests Wide-Ranging EAT Conspiracy Between Alfen, Multinationals, the
column-one headline said. The story had been passed, not to one of their investigative reporters, but to
their leader writer; Lee sus-pected that some old scores were being paid off in the Times'sfront office
even assheread. "EAT" was "extra-"antitrust,” the term used for an agreement which was suspected of
having been congtructed specificaly to get around a given jurisdiction’s antimonopoly legidation. She
scanned down the article.

...the tip of an investigative iceberg that will probably be yearsin the excavation, considering
Alfheim's traditional reporting restrictions and equally restrictive attitudes toward legal
"discovery" and extradition...

How do you excavate an iceberg? Leethought, amused, while agreeing with the articles thrust. She
touched the con-trol on theflat paper display in her lap to "turn” the page.

...avell of secrecy overtly justified by "world sovereignty" needs which has also covertly assisted
Alfen-supported multinational entities, aswell as other ME's and "nonphysical sovereignties," ina
wide-flung network of (at least) collusion or (at best) corruption, all aimed at keeping Alfen
interestsin control of the price and supply of fairy gold.

The Five-Interpol report collates for the first time evidence from police and security forces on
Earth, Tierra, Huichtilopochtli, Earth/Xaihon, and Midgarth. This unusually large sampling, taken
over five yearsin the above sovereignties and "compound" sover-eignties, suggests that Alfen
interests have been using criminal means, even to the point of homicide, to in-fluence and/or
control the price of fairy gold and FG futures on the major markets—a strategy that also fi-nally
actsto control which markets, and which firms in which markets, have access to the single most
im-portant manufacturing and infrastructure commodity in the Sx Worlds. A disproportionate
number of the Alfen victims whose murders are detailed in the report were involved either in



industries intensively using fairy gold, or in banking or other financial institutions using FG or
tradinginit.

The report lends uncomfortable credence to a the-ory some have long lacked facts to prove: an
increas-ing tendency in Alfen governments to limit "expedited” access to fairy gold to those
countries or multinational entities that either agree with Alfen interior/ex-terior policy or are
willing to carry it out.

Senior sources in the Alfen government have to date only said that they are carefully examining
the re-port and will have no comment at this time. But inter-world opinion is likely to force their
hand, and some observers of Alfen affairs are already suggesting that the ramifications of the
report are so far-reaching—possibly extending even to the Office of the Laurin himself—that the
usual Alfen tactic of waiting quietly until the fuss dies down will be completely ineffectivein this
case. Among the final recommendations of the report is that the UN& ME should empanel an
inde-pendent investigative committee to look for more con-crete evidence of collusion or
conspiracy, the overt purpose of such a committee being to lift the cloud of accusation as quickly
as possible if no evidence can be found. If the UN& ME agrees with this assessment, the Elves will
have little choice but to agree to so seemingly reasonable a request—and will also know that the
other veto powerswill not take it kindly if they use their own veto to derail the empanelment. In
the face of what would seem like guilty behavior, intended to hide real evidence of Alfen
conspiracy to restrict free trade and communications among the other five worlds, especially at so
potentially unstable a time—when a new world has just been discovered—it would not take long
for the mood in the UN& ME to shift to-ward sanctions should the Elves prove refractory...

Lee sat therethinking. The very highest levels, her face-lesscaller had said. "Gel," she sad, "there's
something | want to look up. I'll be back online later.”

"Hne

She waved the screen off; it reverted to its nonbusiness appearance, agaudy Miro print, and leaned back
on the sofa. No one was going to call her up and give her covert offers of help without it being in some
way to their own advantage; she owed it to herself to find out why someone thought she would be such a
likely tool to use. If there was some advan-tagein it for Lee, of course, the picture would change
some-what. | just have to keep my own curiosity from running away with me on this, that's all, she
thought.

She could just hear Gelert laughing at the very idea. Sheraised her eyebrowsironicaly and started to get
up to get some more Xoco.

The screen rang again. "Oh, now what," Lee muttered. "Answer..." she said to the comms system.

Leefound hersalf looking at Maitt's face, and was horri-fied to fed the sudden wild affection that tore her
at the dght of him, making her both want to weep and laugh, even though his expression was furious. It's
just reaction, shethought. Get a grip!

"Maitt," shesaid, and it was dl she could manage.
"Well, you've doneit again,” he said.
"Donewhat?

"Youredl over the news. Prosecutor in Alfen murder case attacked, where was police protection, blah,
blah, blah. If | didn't know better, I'd suspect that you'd cooked this whole thing up to make me look



gupid.”

You?? So many possi ble responses ingtantly presented themselves that Lee was spoiled for choice. "
Making you look stupid? Why in the Worlds should we waste our time on that when God's doneit
dready?' wasthefirst one, closdly followed by, "Oh, I planned my own assault and pos-sible murder to
do something, anything whatever, good or bad, to your reputation? Call Webster's, because
'self-centered' isgoing to have to be redefined!” ... And severa other possibleretorts, far juicier, more
unprofessiona, and indeed more actionable, suggested themselves aswell. Lee could do little but
concentrate on her breathing until she was sure which part of her wasin control of her mouth.

"Did you look at the sweep?' shefindly said, asgently as she could.
"What?'

"The psychoforensic detal got off the guy while he was holding me a gunpoint, in the dark, in my
kitchen," Lee said, "or thought he was; and when | shot him, and after-ward, when he went over my
back wall, and after that, out in the alley. Did you have alook at that?"

"Uh, no."

"Do," Leesaid. "If he matches anything in the master database, let me know. I'll be happy to assst the
Assgant DA in pressing charges. Meanwhile, my complimentsto the DA: thank him for the security
detall." Of course, the detail had dmost certainly been Matt's immediate response after some busybody
at HQ called him last night: but at the mo-ment, Lee didn't care. "The casework he was inquiring about
will be on hisdesk on Friday morning. Along with our invoice. Good morning, Mr. Assistant Didrict
Attorney." And she waved the comm off and stalked into the kitchen.

Inthe living room, the commlink instantly started ringing again. " System, who isit?' shesad.
"Lest cdler."

"Refuseit. Redirect to the office.”

"Refused. Redirected."

"Son of abitch,” Lee said, getting down on her knees again to get more xoco. It would stay in that
cupboard, she vowed, until shefelt alot happier about life. "How dare you, you, you..." It wastoo much
trouble even to fed around for a satisfying epithet. "You,” Lee muttered, frustrated. She got up off her
kneeswith a couple of rediscovered filter bags of the real xoco, not the instant stuff but the organic Aztec
Black, and went rum-maging in the upper cupboard for the drip coffeemaker. Lee packed the beanbags
into the upper chamber and reached for the kettle. ""Poor baby," she said, dumping out what water
remained from the instant xoco shed made for the uniforms and the security peoplelast night, and refilling
the kettle. "I'm sorry | dmost shot you..."

Which reminded her: she had secured the Sig back in its place in the gunsafe, but it till needed to be
cleaned and re-loaded. Though maybe | shouldn't, they may want it later for forensics...

Screw that. They don't need it to be dirty for ballistics. And if someone else comesin here... Lee
opened the undersink cupboard, touched the gun safe open, removed the gun, and took it over to the
kitchen table to disassemble it on the kitchen counter while the kettle boiled.

The roses of Men Mhariseth...

The doorbdll rang.



"Oh, great," she said, and went to answer it. "Peep-hole..." she said to the screen in the living room. It
showed her the van from her security company parked outside, with alocd glazier's van right behind it;
the security-system guy and the glaziers were standing on the doorstep. "Open,” Lee said, and the door
swung wide. The three men walked in, and Lee was briefly surprised at the shocked ook on their faces.
"Weweren't that late, lady,” one of the glaziers said.

Lee stood puzzled for amoment, then redlized they were dl staring at the gun in her hand. "' Oh. Sorry!"
shesad. "l wasjust going to clean it. Come on, the broken doors are back here.”

She showed them into the kitchen, poured them xoco, poured some for herself, and put the gun away
again: it would wait until later. Then she went back out to the living room. "Directiond display,” she sad,
gtting down on the sofaagain, "and refuse everything except cdlsfrom the of-fice until further notice.”

The screen polarized itsdlf. Lee had severd waysto do anonymous research when she had to, and this
seemed like agood time. She had her implant feed the commlink the en-crypted password that routed
the link through one of the public anonymizing facilities, then went into the Britannica, brought up its
"search” facility, put a selection of search termsin, and waited to see what appeared. Meantime, it was
much too quiet insde the house. " Sound system,” she said. "Playback, classical, random.”

"Sarke scheite!" awoman began singing loudly to huge orchestra accompaniment; and Lee closed her
eyesin brief annoyance ... then had to laugh. Gelert had been playing around with her system'’s
programming features when held been herelast, and had dumped al her own settingsin favor of what he
considered amore "educationd" menu. In Gelert's case, this naturally meant heavy doses of the most
seri-ous composers of the previous two centuries, or the loudest ones—L ee suspected that for him, the
two were identicd. Wagner therefore turned up high on hislist, and the Ring cycle probably highest of
al, with Gotterdammerung, espe-cidly thelast act, winning by sheer force of sound effects. Lee sat
with it for amoment, reflecting, and then let it run; it effectively drowned out the sound of hammers and
saws from the back of the house.

The screen started showing results to her research, anumber of references; but they all seemed to beto
fary tdes. Once upon a time, a king married a dwarf woman, one of them began.

Leeraised her eyebrows. Mixed marriage ... it'll never work. She paged down. "Once upon atime..."
"Inafar-away land..." "Then the King stood up—"

"Expand that one," Lee said. The screen caught her choice from her implant's connection to her optic
nerve and showed her her full sdlection.

Then the king stood up

and looked hislast

on hisgarden, storied in song:

yet though he was chained,

he lifted his hands

to speak words that could not be imprisoned.
You cannot trample my roses, he said;
you cannot destroy my dreams!

Neither by day

nor yet by night

will they ever again be seen;

yet safe in the stone

the dreams will Sleep,

safe from your thoughtless destruction!
Stone the roses,



stone my dreams,
stone your mortal hearts!...

Poetry, Lee thought, amused. What am | doing wrong? Oh, wait a moment, | know. She went back
to the search form, removed the word "EIf and added the term "Alfen.”

The search ran itsdf again and till did not completely get rid of the fairy-tale references, though at least
now she started to get historical ones aswell. There were severa ref-erences to occurrences of the terms
"roses’ and "Alfen” in Tierra, though there they took the form of some medieva myth tangled up with the
history of the Ostrogoths, and with "Dierrich of Bern," who turned out to actually be the old Emperor
Theodoric, and not from Bern at al, but Verona. There was a sentence down in the body of that article
equating Elveswith Alfenin agenerd sense, but nothing more concrete.

Leeraised her eyebrows and looked at the last entry, which at least seemed to have something to do
with fact. ...the dolomite mountain range near Aien Mhariseth is famous in many old stories that
tell of how the early Kings of the Elves kept gardens there of fabulous flowers, power-ful for
magic and inaccessible to lesser beings. These myths may be traced back to Laurin XXXVII, who
founded what is now the modern city of Aien Mhariseth on the ruins of an older city of the
‘Central European’ Alfen, usually identified with the twentieth dynasty of the dil'Jhaira Hegemony,
the site a near-cognate to Earth's Bozen and Tierra's Bolzano...

"Y es, but what about the damn roses?" Lee muttered. She scrolled down severa more pages, but could
find no further referencesto anything but myths. Great, she thought. Some-one's sent us off to ook for
the Holy Grail.

... possible confusion of the true rose, Rosarosa, with Rhododendron ferrugineum, a species of the
Ericaceae pop-ularly referred to in several languages as the "alpenrose.” The plant which turns
some mountainous regions red with its blooms in mid to late summer...

Now botany, Lee thought. Who needs this?

But her curiosity redlly was beginning toitch now. Are these thingsreally just a myth ... or do they
actually exist, though very well concealed? Certainly the Elves had the kind of clout to conced
something by misdirection or other meansif they wanted to.

Look at you, she thought thenin disgust. You're getting as credul ous as the Pulchritude Paper's
readers ... think-ing that just because you can't find any information about something, someone
must be hiding it.

Sill...

Leesat therethinking. Her caller last night ... what was the phrase he had used? " Imported without Alfen
interfer-ence.”

Solen, Leethought.

She shivered. Theidea of the kind of trouble you could get into—getting caught stedling anything from
Alfheim, let one something that appeared to have some cultural signif-icance...

But why am | being invited to do just that?
The doorbell rang. Lee sighed. "Peephole,” she said.

The screen reverted to its security function. Standing on her doorstep she saw aman who could have



been mistaken for some ‘fortiesfilm star: big, rawboned, in adark and re-tiring suit that fit him much too
well, with open, kindly eyesin a chunky, honest face; an overall look that Lee had seen on enough
suspectsin her time to make her suspect him of white-collar crime. It was amost a disgppointment when
he held up a perfectly vaid LAPD ident to the door. "Ms. Enfidd?" he said, rather loudly.

Behind Lee, the sound system was reproducing the sound of the destruction of aneighboring universe by
fireand acollgpse of the local ethica system. "Just amoment,” Lee shouted over the storm of brasses
and thunder. "' System, open,” she said, getting up. "Then cdl Gelert at the of-fice..."

The officer stepped in, looking around; Lee went over to him and shook hishand. "Larry Mitcheson,” he
sad. "Divi-gon sent meto be with you until this cools off."

"Whatever 'this is," Lee said, "and whenever that might be. Can | offer you something? Xoco?"
"Cant gand it," Larry said in an I'm-sorry tone of voice. "Got tea?'

"Just the bad strong kind made from warehouse sweep-ings.”

"Thank you, mdam,” hesaid. "Mind if | look around?"

"Fed free," Leesaid. "Don't mind the security people, they're replacing the patio doors.”
"Armor glass?' Larry sad.

"Doesn't seem like | have achoice," Lee said, resigned, as Larry went prowling off around her house
God knows what he's going to make of the closets, Leethought. | knew | should have cleaned
those out. But that was probably like your mother's advice about wearing clean underwear, in case you
should be in an accident; you obeyed it and didn't have an accident for twenty years, and then let it dip
just once and got broadsided.

ON ANOTHER CALL: PLEASE HANG ON, said Gelert's personal herad. Lee sat down with asigh
and waited, while the sound system, having passed through the destruc-tion of the ancient world without
damage, began singing the risng of the waters of the Rhine and the motif of Redemp-tion Through Love.
L ee snorted softly; love had been singu-larly without redemption around here lately. But Gelert appeared
asecond later, lying in his office and looking through hismail on hiscommwall, and she let the wry face

go.

"My bodyguard's here," Lee said softly to the comm-screen. "And helookslike acrook. Or the
mahnen.”

"Best kind, either way," Gelert said. "In the second case, the kind no one sees, |et done suspects. I'm
glad you cdled, and I'm glad he turned up. Y ou need to comein.”

"Haf an hour ago you were claiming | wasn't needed. What happened? Mt put afleain your ear?'
Geert twitched the ear. "Rather the other way around, | think. He wants to apologize to you. Y et again.”
"Let himwait. Serioudy, Gd, what isit?"

"Not over an openlink, Lee" Gdlert said. "Wait till you get into the office.”

Indeed, Leethought. "Search pan out?' she said.

"In spades.”



"I'll bein as soon as the doors are fixed."

It took alittle longer than that, for Larry the Bodyguard took awhile to finish examining her house, her
gun, her yard, and her perimeter wall, aswell as carefully going over her darm and security systems until
he understood them. Then he gave the company hov the same treatment, until Lee wasfairly dancing with
impatience to get away. But Larry was methodical, and she supposed she couldn't argue the point: if
more people were going to be coming after her, which seemed dl too likdly, better that he should know
theterritory aswel as shedid.

Findly, they locked up the house and headed for down-town. At least Larry let her drive, which wasa
relief to Lee: she hated to be driven by anyone but Gelert, who was monotonoudy safe. When they got
to the office, though, Larry gave the place the same thorough going-over that he'd done with the house.
Leedrew theline at her and Gelert's office, epeciadly when Larry showed no Sign of stepping outside so
that Lee could talk to her partner.

"Look," Leesad, "thisis my office. | am safe here. Y ou do not haveto st in here with me! Look, we
don't even have windows. Just commwals. And confidentia things go on in herewhich, forgive me, are
none of your business evenif you are hereto keep meaive. It'sal right for you to make yoursdlf
comfortable outsde, dl right? | promise I'll et you know if I'm going to go out. Believe me, | have no
desireto go out without you at the moment. Besides, that's the only door out of here; | couldn't leave
without you knowing. Now can you excuse us?'

With arductant smile, Larry went out and let the door dip shut behind him. "Mass,” Lee said on the
private chan-nd, "give that nice man some tea and something to read. And warn usif he showsthe
dightest Sgn of coming in here.”

Gotcha, boss.

Lee sat down in her chair with asigh, looking at Saturn and the methane snow asif it had been months
since sheld seen them last. In someways, it felt like it. Gelert sat down by Lee and rested his head on her
shoulder. "Now," hesaid. "Areyou al right?'

"Yes. Well, no. Asdl right asI'm going to be. The only redlly good thing about this morning has been
being nasty to Matt.”

"He said he wasthe nasty one."

Leerased her eyebrows. "He's having an unusudly can-did phase,”" she said. "Never mind. What was
too sengtive for the commlink?’

"Well, now." Gelert walked in acouple of tight circles, then flopped down within gazing range of his
"desk." "Re-member that gating problem we were discussing?'

"How thefirg guy in Alfheam did it."

"Right. It turns out that theinitia gating ring broke through to the next universe over partly by virtue of
sheer brute power. It wasaredly big ring: apparently its builders had some concernsthat it might actualy
creaste aloca black hole, or cause the end of their universe.”

"And they built it anyway?' Lee said. "Says something or other about their mind-set...."

"No argument. But then the Macllwain in Tierra broke through much more easily by having the Huichtil
gate to tuneto. Each universe has followed the same pattern; once you don't have to build huge powerful



rings, you stop doing it ... especialy oncefairy gold getsinto the equation, making fine-tuning much more
accurate, and numerous, much smdler rings, viable."

And here Gdlert grinned. "But herésthe good part. The gating theorists say that the present technology
means that small high-power rings, 'brute force' ringsthat can drive so-called 'free stat€' gates, can easily
be built if anyone caresto. The point is, no one caresto, at least publicly, because they're redly
expensive. They need awhole lot of fairy gold for the multiplex core windings. And who hasawholelot
of fary gold...?"

"Elves" Leesad.

Gdert grinned wider. "Better Hill, Lee, one of thetech journals | waslooking at gives details of one
specific kind of particle decay that can be detected in the neighborhood of such gatings. | bet you that
our forensic sweeps can be rerun with an eye to looking for that decay. And if they can't, I'm willing to go
to the corner of Eighteenth and Wilshire to-morrow night late and seeif | can't wring just onelast sveep
out of the murder scene. Who knows what | might Scent?"

"Soundslike agreat idea," Lee said. "There's only one problem. What'sthis| thing?"
"Lee...comeon. Takeat least minimal precautions, al right?"

"I'll bring the bodyguard. Sorry. I'll bring Larry. HEsanice guy, youll like him."

"I like him dready, but that's not the point. The aredsjust too open.”

"It says reh'Mechren and Enfield on the office door, Gdl..."

"Soit does, and | want to keep the glass|ooking the way it does at the moment, and not like your patio
doors."

Leefrowned. Then something struck her. "Wait just aminute,” she said. "Y ou said that the Alfen
‘Macllwain' broke through partly by brute force."

"That'sright." Gelert smiled. "And that leads usto the re-dly interesting part. It ssemsthat there are
places where gat-ing occurs spontaneoudy.”

Leesat dtill for afew moments and tried to wrap her brain around that concept, with very little success. It
was liketrying to believe that it was possible to receive commi-cals on your fillings. "How in the
worlds...?" she sad. "Gelert, the whole gating concept relies on the gpplication of huge concentrations of
forcesthat don't occur naturaly.”

"That'swhat you'd think, normaly. But apparently, sometimesthey do,” Gelert said. "And no one knows
why. Except possibly some people ... who have been noticeable by their professed disinterest in the
subject.”

"TheAlfen..." Lee said softly.

"Thetexts| was using for research were pretty generd,” Gelert said. "But it would seem there are places
in Alfheim where gating phenomena occur naturally. Unpredictably, of course. But it seemslike the very
first Macllwain—his name was deDilhath in Alfen, apparently it means about the same thing—was
‘assisted' in his breakthrough by the fact that one of these gates was near the CERN-anal ogue where he
was doing hisresearch, aplace caled Ailathseneh. It had been notorious for centuries for disappearances
and strange occurrences ... rocks rolling uphill, strange lights, persst-ent lightning strikes. The best theory
isthat there may be some conditions under which a planet's surface naturally manifests cyclotron-like



phenomena, as opposed to the at-mosphere, which does that sometimes during sunspot highs. But the
initid breakthrough from Alfheim to the first of the other worlds would never have happened without that
'strange place’ being nearby.”

Leedigested that. "How many of these 'places aretherein Alfheim?’ she said.

"No way to tell. Interesting, though; theimplication in that very early theoretical work wasthat other
worlds might have such places, too. But the whole concept seems to have been abandoned by the
wayside very early on. Maybe with some reason. Once someone invents the commcaster, why keep
inventing it? Or in this case, why bother hunting al over your planet for someplace that may occasionaly
be-have as aworldgate, when with an accelerator ring and the right materias you can build one wherever
you want it, one that behavesitsef dl thetime?”

"And | bet | know who'll sl you the right materids' " Lee said. She sat and thought for alittle. "But,
Gd, this gtill doesn't help us as regards the corner of Eighteenth and Wilshire. If ‘cyclotron-like
phenomena happened at al often there, | would think we'd have heard about it by now."

"In that neighborhood,” Gelert said dryly, "I'm not sure | can agree. Nonetheless, another sweep isin the
cards, o I'll talk to our folks at LAPD and scheduleit. Tonight if possi-ble, because I'd love to put this
datainto the casework folder and send it off to the DA in the morning. Anyway, |'ve dready put dl the
hard citations about these so-called free state gatesin it. They'rejust what we needed, Lee: some-thing
concrete to hang our disappearing Alfen on. Take alittletimeto go over it and let me know if there's
anything | missed. If thereisn't, asweep tonight to detect that decay isal we need to justify our waysto
Bigdm."

"All right," she said. "But there's something el se we need to discussthat | wouldn't have wanted to go
down thelink, elther.”

"I'mdl ears”
"I'vedwayssad 0."

Gdert laid them back and gave her alook. Leeignored the look and told him about her unidentified
cdler.

"Alfen," Gelert said, when shewas done.
"It ssemslikely, though | don't have any proof.”

Gelert brooded for afew moments. "But with what axe to grind?’ he said. "Alfen politicsisastangled as
anybody's. There are people out to get the Elf-King, and people out to get his enemies, who are
numerous—it looks like the Elves are no happier about being stuck in a hereditary monarchy than some
peoplein the other worlds." He looked thought-ful. "And the thing with theroses.... That's odd. No
gues-tion that some Alfen artifacts are very powerful in other universes. Not that anyone knows why. But
someone plainly wants usto be thinking about these. | wish | knew why."

"Toget usintrouble?' Lee said. "To make us atarget, somehow..."

"Because of the dil'Sorden case," Gelert said. "Because we've aready found out too much about some
things ... and someone doesn't want us finding out any more."

"Simpler just to shoot us, I'd have thought,”" Lee said.

"Someone was cartainly willing enough to try that," Gd-ert said. "But that was astrangeline. Y oulll be



offered an opportunity to leavetown ... Tekeit.' A threat?"
"I don't know why," Lee said, "but it didn't sound like one at thetime.”

"Y ou haveto follow your hunches..." Gelert said dowly. "Wdll. I'll do alittle research on the roses mysdif.
They may not be just flowers: the term could be code for something else.”

Leenodded. "I'll copy my research run to you," she said, "so we won't duplicate each other. Meanwhile,
let's have alook at the casawork folder.”

It took rather more than "alittletime." After Lee read through the accumulated casework and reviewed
al their sweeps, she and Gelert spent most of the late afternoon and early evening on the fine points of
their depositions, before Gelert went out to do the final sweep, with hisimplant en-abled for detection of
particle decay, around eight. Gelert did it alone, ashe'd inssted, for Larry the Bodyguard agreed with
him completely that the area around Eighteenth and Wil shire couldn't be secured well enough for Leg's
safety. Shetried arguing with him, but she wastoo new at it to be very effective yet, and additiondly, she
was unusudly tired: the reaction from the previous night's excitement, Lee supposed, was setting in. The
result wasthat she rode home with Larry in the passenger seet, he checked her house out most carefully,
and then when she promised not to go out again, he left her ingde, locked in, with the unmarked hovs il
minding the front and back of the house.

Lee made dinner and fumed, waiting for Gelert'scal. It didn't come until nearly even. But when she
heard hisvoice, she grinned.

"Gotit," hesaid.
"Y ou got what you were [ooking for?"

"Exactly what | waslooking for,” Gelert said, and his grin matched hers. He was not going to be any
more specific over the comm, she knew. "I'll patch it into the spot in the casework that's waiting for it,
and then send this off to Big Jm's office."

"With our invoice!™
"I'd never forget. Mass has generated it ... it's ready to go."
Lee sat there for afew moments and said nothing. "Y ou look sad,” Gelert said.

"Tired," Leesad. "I'm gtill dedling with yesterday, | guess. But, Gdl, therés moreto it than that. The DA
will have enough to go to trid with ... but werre ill no closer to knowing for sure who sent Jok Castelain
around with the gun: who'sreally responsible for dil'Sorden's death.”

"I know what you mean,” Gelert said. "No closure.” He sighed. "Well, weve given them some good
indications of where we should start to work when the trial phase begins. Meantime..." He looked at her
thoughtfully. "Y ou cal Mait yet?'

Leerubbed her eyes. "It'stoo late," she said. "Tomor-row."
"All right. Sign off on this, and Masswill senditin."
"Right. Listen, Gl ... good work. Y our nose has saved us again.”

"Your noseisn't o bad either, Lee. Go get some deep, and don't even think of showing up here before



lunch.”
"Right."
To her own surprise, she rested well that night. But late the next morning, before the xoco was even

made, while she was till douching around the house in her bathrobe, al the good of the previous night's
dreamless deegp was shaken out of her by the commlink going off.

It was Gdlert. "Are you watching the news?"
"Huh. No. Should | be?!

"Turniton, fast. CTLA."

"System, plit channel,” Lee said. "Muckrakers."

The system kicked Gelert'simage over to one side of the screen and displayed, on the other, what Lee
instantly rec-ognized asthe front steps of Parker Center. It was a press conference. Indeed, it wasa
press conference with not only Big Jm Rensdaar in the flesh, and therewas alot of it, but the Police
Commissioner, aman not usualy known for en-joying press conferences very much.

Rensdaar wasin full flight. “Too many rubber chicken dinners” Gelert said, "look at him!"
"Shhh!"

"—pioneering investigation of violence by Elves againgt Elves. The rdease of the Five-Interpol report
makesit plain that the case we are presently investigating is merdly thetip of theiceberg...”

"lcebergs,” Lee moaned. "No moreicebergs, please...”

"Look at that," Gelert said. "Just ook at him taking credit for other peopleswork! Sheer genius. It'sno
wonder hel's going to be our next Mayor."

Leelooked around for somewhereto beill.

"And look at Matt standing there behind him, the loya assistant DA. If things go as planned in some
quarters, Matt's going to lose haf histitle..."

Thiswas athought that had occurred to Lee more than once lately. She refused to say anything; animus
did not re-flect well on the bearer. " Shh!"

"—obviousimplications of the Five-Interpol report for the Ellay Alfen community. We take attacks on
this commu-nity very serioudy, asis demondrated by our present inves-tigation of the murder of Omren
dil'Sorden, aheinous crimethat | am pleased to announce will be going to court within the next two
weeks—"

"My God, he read the casework that fagt??"
ll%! n

"—one of our star prosecution teams, Liayna Enfidld and Gelert ren'Mechren. However, the present
Stuation sug-geststhat their tremendous taents can be better used in an even wider investigative role than
in the present investigartion...”



"What the hell is he talking about?" Lee whispered.

"—inlight of the Federd Prosecutor's request this morn-ing to the UN& ME to immediately organize an
inves-tigative pand, | am seconding Enfield and ren'Mechren to the FP's Office with arequest that they
be part of any pandl. We are glad to lend the best and most expert aid we have to this wider investigation
into the unacceptable face of intraspecies relations—"

"No," Lee murmured. "Oh, no."

"Seethat now, Leg" Gelert said. "How doesit fed to be the biggest steppingstonein the DA's mayoral
campaign? Don't hide your fedlings, now. Aren't you proud and yet also humbled?”

"He'sfired ug"
"Not fired. 'Seconded.' Such a nice word. So rounded."”

"The sonofabitch hasthrown usright into the middle of it!" Lee said, lost between horror for herself and
Gdert, and fury, well mixed with astonishment, a Big Jm. "Hasn't he thought of conflict of interest?
Hasn't he thought of what happenswhenwe goto tria?* "No," Gelert said. "And | don't think he cares. It
doesn't matter now if the dil'Sorden case never goesto trial. HE's a-ready being seento do his partin
the crusade againgt vio-lence againgt other species, especidly Elves. He's dumped usonthe UN's
doorstep, to his campaign's everlasting en-hancement. Because how many of his éectorate—how many
of them who can count, anyway—are going to re-member our names, or care about them, when Big
Jm'smayord campaign beginsto roll?!

"Or whereweve been buried,” Lee said softly. "He's thrown usright in the laps of the other Elves, Gdl.
The Elveswho don't want usto know why they're killing their own people. Who bought him?Who told
him where to throw us?'

"Got acal into Hagen, Lee?" Gdert said softly. "Some-how | think he may be awhile getting back to
lﬁ"

She looked a himin silence and could think of not aword to say.

* 6*
It took the better part of two weeks for the noise to reach enough of a crescendo for the Alfen to
respond: and the noise that started them out of cover, findly, wasthe UN& ME's Secretary Generd
standing up in a Security Council meeting to "guilloting”’ debate and cal the vote on the empand ment of
the Specid Investigative Committee. The vote came down 10-6 in favor, Alfheim abgtaining. The
Assembly then adopted aresolution requiring the Alfen au-thorities (specifically naming the Laurin) to
alow more trangparency into Alfheim's relationships with other worlds, and to immediately agreeto a
more detailed investigation. To the gpplause of the delegates, at the end of the sesson the Alfen
ambassador waked out of the Assembly with her lovely face looking unusudly grim.

Leewatched al this happening with some concern, when she had time to think about it. Mostly shewas
an-noyed that nothing was happening, and apparently nothing was going to happen, with the dil'Sorden
case. Though atrial date had been set, no magistrate had yet been assigned: the reason Lee kept hearing
from Matt's office was "man-power shortages' caused by too many magistrates taking their holidays at
the same time. But she thought she knew better. Word was quietly about in the DA's Office: gdl. And
there were no more commcalls from Hagen.

"Butit'shardly asurprise, Lee" Gdert said to her one afternoon in the office. "Thisis going to be the best



way to make our discoveries go quietly away. The caseitself won't be postponed ... but its scheduling
will, again and again. Y ou know how the game goes, weve both seen it before. Meanwhile well have
been packed off to Alfheim for Her-salf only knows how long, surrounded by lots of lovely
bu-reaucracy, with our own communications curtailed, and amost certainly thoroughly snooped. We
won't be able to do anything concrete about the dil'Sorden case while we're stuck there. And anything
we do discover, were going to have a hard time communicating privately.”

"Assuming we actudly ever go," Lee said. "There's been nothing from the FP's Office, or the UN, for ten
daysnow."

"Oh, welll begoing, dl right," Gelert said. He stretched, rolled over on hisback. "It'sjust taking awhile
for the Alfen to blink. Sooner or later it's got to happen, though they're being dow abouit it ... probably to
look tough in front of their own people. Theimplication in the UN reso-lution was clear enough. If the
Laurin doesn't cooperate now, then any leads that suggest he'sinvolved in this con-spiracy will be
followed back to the source with vigor. And the Alfen don't like the idea of sanctions by the other worlds
even to be mentioned."

"It'sjust saber rattling,” Lee said. "No one's going to dap any kind of sanction on the Elveswith an eyeto
iso-lating them. It can't be done! They're too tangled up in every part of interworld relaionships.” She
pushed acan of green-teadrink across her desk, brooding. "What's going to happen is that after our
committee makesits report, dl the interestswho think it's going to benefit their own agendas will start
ydling for Alfheim to implement the findings, be-come more transparent, more accessible. And it won't
stop there. Big money and big business al over the worlds are going to start pushing that little crack
wider and wider, until findly they're demanding an open-door policy.”

"The Alfen will never gand for it," Gdet sad.

"Nope," Leesad. "But the other interestswill al keep pushing. They'll call for the end of the monopaly,
maybe an interworl d/internationa body set up to administer the dis-tribution of fairy gold.”

"Enforced by an interworld armed force." Gelert said. "And just as any other world would, the Alfen will
refuse. They'll say they have theright to sovereignty over their own world, and the right to control access.
Itsdl right therein the Five-Geneva Pact.”

"Which isnot going to stop some people," Lee said. She swalowed. "They're going to perceive the
monopoly asatool that can be used to put a stranglehold on other worlds, whenever Alfheim getsan
Elf-King who's prone to hold agrudge ... or get territoria. Which means sooner or later, thereés going to
beawar."

"Probably sooner,” Gdlert said. "Theré's never been awar between worlds. It'sgoing to be interesting.”

Lee could hardly think of abigger understatement. "Were thinking along the samelines" she said softly.
"But G4 ... heréswhat's bothering me. The Alfen are not a stu-pid species. Or awarlike one. They
should have been able to defuse this particular problem along time ago, but didn't. Why not? And why is
thisal coming to ahead now?'

Gelert shook his head until his earsflapped. "Noidea. But | wonder ... is he having political problems of
hisown?'

"Whao? The Laurin?' Leeraised her eyebrows. "'If he was, how would we know?"

"Makes me wonder, though. How do you get anew EIf-King?"



"Theold onedies, | think," Lee said.

"Takesagood long timefor that," Gelert said, "a least from our point of view. | wonder if Alfen politica
usage in-cludes atradition of assassnation?..."

"Not something I'm read up on," Lee said.

"It might be worth checking,” said Gelert. "Not that they let other worlds know that much about their
politica sys-temsto begin with. More secretiveness...”

"Why are they so secretive, | wonder?' Lee said, getting up to go over to their little cooler for another
tea

Gelert rolled right sde up again and put his head down on his paws. "That's something well probably
never find out,” he said. "But then why are humans S0 aggressive in one universe and rdlaively pacifigicin
another? Why has Midgarth never had awar bigger than the one that leads up to each
Fimbulwinter—just little settlement-to-settlement raids—while the Huichtilopochtlin cultures seem to have
wars every weekend, the way other species have footbal 1?7

"Ethicad congtants set differently in the different uni-verses” Lee said. "Or so they told usin history
class"

Gelert snorted softly. "It'sanicetheory, but until | see an ethica constant running down the street, clearly
enough to sink my teeth into it, I'll withhold judgment ... Any way, we have other thingsto think about.
When they findly do get the pand al chosen, and the Alfheim government fi-ndly blinks, werre going to
have to make sure that our own agenda doesn't get buried under everybody else's.”

"I've seen some of the names dready,” Lee said. "Not abad group. Mellie Hopkins, you remember her.
And guesswho dse? SA Griffiths.."

"Redly. Wdll, they're solid enough, I'll grant you that. But most of the rest of them are going to be
drangers, and most of the rest of them will have their own axesto grind.”

"It's not the humans I'm concerned about,” Lee said. "It'sthe Alfen.”
"Stll thinking of your midnight cdler...”
"Yes." She popped thetop of her green tea, had adrink. "Gel, something bigger isgoing on.”

"Bigger than the run-up to awar between worlds?' Gd-ert said, giving her an odd look. "What could be
bigger than that?"

"l don't know," Lee said. "But you keep telling meto follow my hunches.... And my hunch says
something far worse than just awar is coming. Change. Or death. And we're going to be going into the
middle of it, going into aworld we don't know very well at dl, into the midst of a people we don't redlly
understand...”

Gdert'sgazerested on Leefor alittlewhile. "If you get anything more concrete in the hunch department,”
hesad, "let meknow."

L ee nodded, wishing that this would happen as soon as possible ... for the shadow brooding over her at
the mo-ment was making work increasingly difficult; asense that what was coming was not merely degth,
not merely change, but something ineffably worse than ether.



Lee shivered and turned back to her desk.

It was perhaps just as well that there wasn't much work to do in the office a the moment. She and Gelert
had been concentrating on clearing away any remnants of earlier casdload in anticipation of the cal from
the Investigative Committee. That afternoon there had been no reason to hang around, and both of them
had prepared to head home early. "Larry," Lee said, sticking her head out into the front office and
looking over into the small corner niche he had made his own, "school's out for the day..."

"Right you are, Ms. Enfield." She could not break him of forma address, no matter how shetried.

She got her work bag, and they headed down to the hov together. " Going to be aquiet timefor you
when we head off," shesaid, asthey got in.

"Not so quiet,” Larry said. "They'll post me back to Homicide." He smiled dightly.
"Whereyour heart is, huh?’

"Yeah." Leepulled out of the parking space and siwung out into the main flow of traffic. "1 guessthe Alfen
will be giving you one of their own people as abodyguard when you go over..."

That was athought that Lee didn't relish. Having either amale or femde verson of that difficult beauty
around her for al her waking hours would not be terribly pleasant. She had managed to get used to Larry
somewhat, but an EIf... "I don't know how they're going to manageit," she said. "They haven't even said
yesto the committee yet..."

"But they will," Larry said asthey got onto the freaway. Lee glanced sdeways, alittle surprised to seethe
frown settling onto Larry'sface. "They're going to have to. And probably it's about time that they had to
cooperate with something. There's dways afedling about them like they're better than you, somehow ...
and they know it ... and they know you know it And that, down deep, they redlly likeit that way. Be
kind of fun to see them having ahard timefor achange.”

Goodness, Leethought, my bodyguard is a bigot. But then shethought, Or is he? Any more than |
am? ... For her thoughts went back to Nuaas line about Elves looking "the way people ought to, but
didnt," and her own thought about how looking at and considering that beauty |€ft her, at least, feding
sad. If you dwell on that feeling for too long, how soon does it start to turn to a sense of

unfairness? And after that comesthe anger that leads to the desire to do something about the other's

unfair beauty...

"I think | can see your point,” Lee said, her patented neutral reply. They chatted about this and that on
the way home, and in the house, Larry went carefully over every-thing before letting Lee settlein. "The
unmarkedsaredl set," Larry said. "If you want to go out anywhere, just cal...”

"l will. Thanks, Larry."

She shut the door behind him and flopped down on the sofa, rgjecting the idea of going anywhere at dl;
an after-noon off was something that lately she'd only have had time to dream about. There was some
gardening she might do—whét passed for her garden in the backyard, mostly summer succulents and the
occasiona sandpit cactus—needed to be raked. And there were various other tasks she'd been
avoiding...

Lee sat therefor amoment more, staring at the screen, and thought, Right, let's get it over with.
"System," shesad. "Cdl Mait..."



The screen flicked on and immediately showed Leethe "busy” herad. "Please hold,” said the LAPD
comm sys-tem'svoice.

Lee went into the kitchen for some water, paused there amoment, looking out a the garden. It really is
a mess, shethought. Look at those leaves ... And the grassis dying. | keep forgetting to tell the
house to water it. I'm going to have to get the landscape guy out here...

She waked into the living room and was surprised to see Matt's face looking out of the screen, peering
around. "Oh," shesaid, "sorry! | didn't hear the hold go away."

"| thought maybe it was amessage of somekind,” Matt said.

Lee sat down on the sofa. "Uh, no," she said, "'l try to be alittle more direct about my messages than
thet."

"Yes, | noticed,” Matt said. "Lee..."
"l know, you're sorry."
"Y ou won't even let me apologize, will you?'

Maybe she was doing him adisservice; but at the mo-ment Leeredly didn't care. "I don't know thet |
can gop you," shesad, "if you redly set your mind to it."

Matt smply looked at her for amoment, then let abreath out. "All right,” he said. "Never mind. But I'm
glad you caled: | needed to tak to you."

"About what?'
"Dil'Sorden."

"Ah, our famous non-case," Lee said. "1 wish Big Jm would just make up hismind to either throw it out
or pros-ecuteit.”

"Thisisabout that."

"Oh, redly?"

"Y es. He wants you to continue your investigation when you go over to Alfheim.”
"'If," | would have thought. 'When'isill upintheair.”

"Not for long," Matt said. "Lee, there are sill alot of unanswered questionsin that case. Y ou know it
yoursdlf. Yet your casework up till now has been very, very sharp ... maybe too sharp. The DA wants
you to just qui-etly keep looking into it, while you're over there. In partic-ular, he'sinterested in what
possible political connections or ramifications there might be regarding this murder in Alfheim itsaf. Not
as part of the bigger picture, necessarily; asan individua caseinitsownright. Asit seemsthat theré'san
unusua amount of interest in it over there...”

Lee sat quite still and pondered, just for asecond, whether to tell Matt about her midnight caller.

"Y ou're the obvious choice," Matt said then. ™Y ou must be getting something right ... Snce no one has
tried to kill anyoneeseinvolved inthisinvestigetion.”

"Thank you so much,” Lee said. "So you're going to push mealittle farther out on the limb, are you?



Wherewould | be without my friends?"
Matt was silent. Maybe the bitterness of the words ex-ceeded what L ee had intended. She didn't care.

"Serioudy,” Leesaid, disgusted, "1'm beginning to think everybody involved in this case has a scheme but
me"

"Even Gdert?'

She grinned sourly. "Oh, dmost certainly. Gelert always has a scheme. But in hiscase at least | know
which sde he's scheming on. Whereasyou—" She glared at Matt. "Forget it. Go find yourself some
other girl."

Hewinced. Geg, did | have to phrase it just that way? Leethought. And to think | did that without
even trying. Maybe | really am a bitch. And maybe | have reason to be.

"Lee" Matt said. And then paused. "Look," he said, "I'm not going to get into the whole thing with us
right now. | grant you, you have no reason to want to listen to anything I'm suggesting. But thisis
different. Yes, Big Jm has been whedling and dealing as dways. The man can no more avoid politicking
than he can avoid breathing.”

""Shame about that," Lee said. "He used to be worth something as a prosecutor before his priorities
shifted.”

Matt winced again. Good, Lee thought. See that fate coming toward you, too? So do other people,
and it's best you know it. "That's not the point,” Matt said. "L ee, thistime the politicking has been to
some purpose. Jm's managed to put you right where you'll bein aposition to find out thingsthet are
going to make a difference to your case. And hesmadeit look asif it was just paliticsthat did it. With
you seconded away to thisfact-finding mission, you'll be able to get alook at things and people that
amply haven't been accessible to investigators from our world before—"

"l am not going to be a party to some random fishing ex-pedition,” Lee said, starting to get angrier and
doing her best to keep it from showing. "Do you serioudy bdlieve that the Elves are going to dlow meto
get within screaming dis-tance of anything that's going to break this case open theway it could be broken
open, if our suspicions are correct? They're not stupid, Matt!™

"They have no choice but to cooperate now, Lee," Matt said. "Thereisavery narrow window of
opportunity here, oneit would be stupid to ignore. Just in the wider sense! Elves have been killing Elves,
al over theworlds, in larger than usua numbers. Y ou just happen to beinvolved in one such caseright
now. Under no circumstances at any other timewould an investigator of such a case have been d-lowed
into Alfheim to do casework. Y ou've seen the report, you've seen the way these requests are dways
refused as'not in Alfheim'sinterest,’ ‘pregjudicia to world sover-eignty,’ al the other legal fast-talk. But
just thisonce, they can't doit. And you want to walk away? | would have thought better of you."

L ee opened her mouth, closed it again. He sounds com-mitted.
He sounded committed before, too. To you. And you saw where that went.

"Comeon, Lee. You'retoo much of aprofessonal, too much devoted to serving Justice, to turn your
back on this. Y ou know it'strue.”

Bagtard, Leethought. Tell me the truth about myself ... or what | really want to believe about
myself. What a nasty trick.



"And yes, | know what you'rethinking. Forget it for amoment, Lee! Think about those remaining holesin
your prosecution case. They're smaler than they were... but they're dtill there. Thiswhole 'free state
gating' thing is very nebulous as yet, very technical. But now you have achance to just walk around insde
Alfheim, perfectly inno-cently, with your eyes open for anything that will substan-tiate the line of
investigation you most want to run down—most especidly this clandestine worldgating thing. If you can
find any kind of concrete evidence on the ground in Alfheim that supports your theory, anything at all ...
then you've got a potentia win. Right now the case might smply have to be shelved because awin with
the present evidence isimpossible. Too many unanswered questions about your sweeps. Big Jm has
bought you some time to answer those questions ... even to find plausible theories to underpin them.
Something that'll lead you to dil'Sorden's redl killer, not some poor schmuck of atriggerman.”

He has me. Oh, dear sweet God, he has me, and what do | say? "Matt, they are going to know
exactly what I'm therefor. They're not going to likeit."

"It's not going to matter whether they likeit or not. The UN&ME isgoing to be staring over their
shoulders the whole time. No one would dare move against someone as-sociated with the official
investigation: not achance. Y ou'rein the postion of alifetime.”

She sat back on the sofaand looked at Matt hard. "1 think you know perfectly well it'snot just Alfen
back-ground figures that are going to be dragged out into the daylight if our own investigetion redlly takes
off," Leesad. "It's people from Earth aswell. It's sure not going to hurt Big Jm's position, politically,
when they're dragged kick-ing and screaming into the spotlight, isit, Matt?'

Hetwitched. It was asquirm, stopped hafway through. Aha, Leethought. Now we get to the meat of
it. Let's see how hereactsto this

"Beddes," Leesad, "the Alfen have come alittle way out of the woodwork of late. I've had overtures
from them. Did | mention?"

Matt's brief slence, and the sudden alert ook in hiseyestold her dl she needed to know. "What did they
want?'

"They were being cagey. But the roses of Aien Mhariseth were mentioned, Matt. The Elf-King's roses.
Someone was suggesting they might be useful. Someone was suggesting that we should try to ... acquire
some, as something that might be useful in our case.”

Matt took another long breath. "Go for it, then," he said.

"Areyou out of your mind?"' Lee shouted. "Go for it how, exactly?Y ou'd have as much luck watzing
into the Blue House's rose garden and taking some of theirs. Morel—since the Secret Serviceisat least
vaguely ac-countable to the Treasury Department when they shoot you, for the cost of the bullets if
nothing else, and the Elf-King is accountable to no one but his own sweet self. Where are these roses?
What do they do? How do you use them? Who keeps them, who guards them, who knows how you can
get them out of Alfheim without being nabbed at the nearest gating facility by the Alfen Department of
Agriculture?' Shethrew her handsintheair in disgust at his obtuseness.

"I'm just suggesting that you should seem amenable to the overtures they've made to you," Matt said.
"But resist. Whoever was making the suggestion may come alittle fur-ther out of their shell and giveyou
some information that they can be traced by."

And that you or your boss can make political hay out of, Leethought. It'sall politics for you, isn't
it. And thisleaves me and Gelert where?



"Oh, yeah; right. And when they don't resist,” Lee said, "and we find ourselves on Alfen soil and actudly
having to produce a result? Having to get out the secateurs and raid someone's garden in some
high-security compound? As-suming it actudly exists as something besides afolktale?!

"It must exist," Matt said. "Otherwise, no one would be asking for the roses.”

Leewanted to clutch her head a his naivete. "Theroses may only exist asaway for usto prove that
some Alfen legk isleaking the way they want it to," she said, "or that they don't. It's going to present
problemsfor Gelert and me, after thefact.”

Matt said nothing for amoment. "Obvioudy going that far out on alimb would warrant you some form of
protec-tion—"

"Oh, some form. And who exactly is going to protect us?'
"The DA's Officewill do everything it—"

"Bushwah! | want it in writing, Matt. | want a piece of paper with the Bear Sedl onit, saying This
absolvesyou of al blame.' | want a piece of paper that says 'What the bearer did was done for the good
of the State." It's probably not going to be good enough to keep us from being killed, but it'll clear our
poor tattered names after we're dead.”

The slence surprised her. He genuinegly had not consid-ered the possibility that pgper immunity might not
be enough. "The gate Attorney Generd—"

"Thiswould go straight to nationd level, Maitt, if your boss had either the inclination or the power to
swing it. But the state AG's Office will haveto do asastart until he seeswhere the political advantages
lie" And please Hersdlf, he'll seeitina hurry, because if he doesn't—

The sllence stretched. Findly, Matt said, "I'll fake acopy of adraft agreement over to your officein the
morn-ing. I'm surethe DA will seeit your way."

"Areyou?' Leesad.

Shelet that slence stretch, too. Findly, she said, "1 could say I'm sorry that you're the one that Big Jm
has made the bearer of this particular bad news. But | won't, because | don't believe you refused the job
very hard. Y ou are getting alittle too used to doing things for expediency's sake, Matt, and one day
you're going to go looking for your soul and find that expediency isdl that's|eft. Meantime, I'll be waiting
for that paperwork ... much good may it do us."

She waved the comm dead and sat hunched over in astate of the most profound annoyance.
He wants me to just trust him.
Hah. 1 did that once.

Leelet out along breath. But could it be... the thought came up, could it just possibly be that if | had
turned a blind eye ... the trophy babe would have gone away, and everything would have been the
way it was between us, eventu-ally?

Was it my pride that killed this relationship? My refusal to be second best? Or seen as second
best?

She entertained the thought for no more than afew sec-onds before pushing it away. It annoyed her, for



thisline of thinking had come up severd timeslately. It hasto be stress.
Or desperation, said that annoying voice in the back of her head. Or plain old loneliness.

L ee cursed softly and got up to go into the kitchen; cleaning her gun was on her mind again. Matt's
handsomeness, his kindness—early on, anyway—had lulled her into a sense that everything between
them wasdl right, would dways be dl right. To find out how wrong she'd been was still an open wound.
| won't be trusting anyone else that way, shethought, not for along time ... if ever.

She sighed, and went out back for another look at the garden.

The next morning Gelert called her, sounding both tri-umphant and alarmed. "They blinked,” he said.
"Solsee.."

The release of the news had been embargoed so as to make the morning live news services: the "papers’
would be alittle dower in getting it out, but Lee could imagine the headlinesin the Pulchritude Paper and
itsilk: ELVES SAY YES! would probably be the politest of them. Thelocd live newswas running and
rerunning the video of that morning's press conference by the Alfen Ambassador to the UN&ME. She
stood there, fair, blond, radiant, dressed in forma black skintights with the typical short Alfen cloak-wrap
over it dl, and looking for dl the world like this whole business had been entirely her government'sidea,
as she madetheformad statement. She did it fluently, grace-fully, without notes. Just like an EIf, Lee
thought...

"—full cooperation with the desires of the UN&ME in light of the findings of the Five-Interpol report,”
Elen dil'Khdlev was saying. "It isthe judgment of our govern-ment, and of the EIf-King, that our people's
long tradition of privacy in our dealings with the other Worlds, while neces-sary for the protection of our
culture, should on some occa-sions be relaxed somewhat when good and sufficient reason is presented.
Wewill therefore look forward to receiving the investigative committee empanded by the UN& ME, at
its earliest convenience, and will extend it every appropri-ate cooperation. That's the forma statement;
and now I'll take some questions.”

The reporter whom she chose jumped up said, "Maam, why hasit taken the Alfen government so long to
reach thisdecison?'

The Ambassador laughed gently. "I would instead say, isn't it unusual that it'staken so short a
timel—which can only be an indicator of how eager we are to cooperate with our cousin worlds and
organizationsin the UN. None of you will beignorant of our long history of protecting the privacy and
culturd integrity of our people, or of the viola-tion of that principle by citizens of other worldsin the
ear-liest phases of 'tween-universe commerce, before the Five-Geneva Pact. Many priceless cultura
artifacts werelost to us during that period, and the will of our people that Alfheim should be protected
from any such further losses has away's been one of our government's highest priorities. We were equdly
sendtive to the destabilization sometimes caused in other sovereignties by the very nature of some of the
artifacts removed from Alfheim without proper protec-tive measuresfirst being taken ... so that it's
always seemed the better course to be overly cautiousin alowing access to and egress from our world.”

L ee sat there with adry smile. The ambassador had suc-cessfully avoided using the words "treasure
hunters” "smugglers” or any other term that would say in the open why peoplein those earlier times
would go to Alfheim and try to smuggle artifacts out: because their inherent power, compared to matter in
other universes, could in some cases bend the fabric of local redlity awry into most unusua shapes. As
the roses apparently would... "Inthis case, however," the Ambassador was saying, "we could only be
genuindy grateful for the concern among other worlds for the figures concerning mortality among our



peoplein the outworlds, and with some reservations we share their inter-est in determing the cause of this
phenomenon...”

Leeturned to the side of the screen where Gelert waslounging in hisliving room, with pups scattered
around him, deeping. "So," she said. "Full coopertion...”

"Full ‘appropriate’ cooperation, whatever that is," Gelert said, amused. "For the sake of 'greater
trangparency.' ‘A confidence-building measure.' | guess we'd better start packing. Have you heard any
suggestions as to the date”?”

"Nothing concrete yet. | think their people have to get together with the FP's Office and synchronize
everybody's schedules. Plus we're probably all going to have back-ground checks run on usfirgt..."

"Inour case, | suspect they've been run dready,” Lee said. "Have you looked over Matt's little note?"
"All fifty-three pages of it."

"Isit going to be enough?'

Gelert looked up from his pad. "Wdll, the languageisfairly robust.”

"It'sgoing to haveto be, if we're going to be success-fully extradited after they chuck usin jail over
there.”

Gdert sghed. "That little reference to logt cultura arti-facts...” he said. "Wasthat pointed at us, |
wonder?"

"Hmm. Paranoia, G4dl...?"
"] wouldn't be so sure."

"It sounded more like generd exculpation to me," Leesaid. A kindly way of saying, 'Some of you guys
ran amuck in our universe two centuries ago and stole "magi-ca” things from us, and they blew you up,
remember? So don't be surprised that we're so sengitive. And don't get cute, because you till don't
know how those thingswork, or how we don't get blown up by them.'—Nyaah, nyaah.”

Gdert chuckled.

"And it might have been aimed at us, t0o," Lee said, re-signed, "so don't ask me. | have no ideawho my
mystery caler might have spoken to, or who's behind him, or indeed who may right this minute be
wringing him out in some ex-clusve clinic with whatever the Alfen usefor babblejuice, or even Sight.”

"It's been giving me some concern,” Gelert said. "...Y ou scrambled?!
"YS."

"Thethingswewere discussing ... if they exist, their affiliation with a certain entity would seem to indicate
they're potentially far more powerful than other, more mundane objects,” Gelert said. "1 had alook at
some of the reports on the artifacts removed from Alfheim during the Tierran raiders "acquisitive period.'
Universal law itsdlf, in Tierraanyway, was profoundly subverted in places when these items were brought
in... gravity, lightspeed, other forces and powersthat are usudly well beyond human in-terference.”

"Judtice?" Lee said softly.

"Hardtotel," Gdert said. "'l didn't see anything in the literature. But if that wastrue ... if you knew what



to do with it, maybe even if you didn't ... such an object could ater how one perceived the truth, even
with the Sight.”

"Break acase open,” Leesad, "or destroy it. Possibly pervert Justice Hersdlf..."

Gelert shook hishead. "Or maybe just blow aholeinthe LA areathe size of Lake Va San Fernando,”
Gdert sad, "theway alittle jade statuette about two inches high blew up the Tierran gating complex at
Mexica"

Lee st there for amoment. " "Hagen knows what you know,' said my cdler.” She mused. " 'All is
revealed...' Probably it's smarter for usto act asif the Alfen on the other side know exactly what our
cdler told us, too."

"But do they know what we're going to do about it?' Gelert said.

"Right now," Lee said, glancing at the screen and won-dering how secure the scrambling redlly was, "'I'm
going to forget about it. We have the dil'Sorden case to go over, with an eye to where we're going to be,
what information islikely to be made available to us, and what we might be able to push them into
releasing that they don't redlly want to."

"I'vegot alittleligt,” Gelert said. Behind him, Gilbert and Sullivan started playing. One of the pups,
Fhionn, Lee thought, woke up, twitched his ears, then sat up and started to howl aong.

Lee smiled, sat back, and looked at the list Gelert showed her; and they started to make their plans.

Some hours later they were done, and Lee got up and went to make hersalf a sandwich. She had shut the
screen down, but [eft the commlink active, feeding the linkage from her implant into it; and that link she
was sure was se-cure ... here, anyway.

So now we wait to see if our unknown friend comes out of the woodwork again to see what we're
going to do, she said, watching the P merrand characters stream by aong the bottom of her field of
vigon. With an eye to finding out more of what thisis all about. Because, by God, if we're going to
be used as pawns by him or the people behind him, we're going to be alert pawns ... ready to use
whatever we find to our own advantage, and "take" anything that gets too close.

And when we're over there, Gelert said, we make damned sure we don't get caught with
somebody's roses ac-tually in our teeth. I'm none too confident in Matt's won-derful piece of
paper, or even of the protection of the UN& ME.

But if we look like we're looking ... then we draw our mystery man out a little further.

Which | would like to do, Gelert said, since | want to know why we're suddenly so attractive as
tools. But in the meantime, all we can do istidy up our work and be ready for the call.

The officid announcement by the Federd Prosecutor's Office of the Hemispheres Union came three days
later. Not too eager, Leethought, but not too slow, either ... in case someone was thinking about
changing their mind. Thein-vestigative committee was a group of twenty-five account-ants, fisca
anayds, police, and Federd detective staff, and three " coordinators’ whose function, Lee thought, was
probably merely politicd. Ruffled-feather smoothers... But she and Gelert were the only onesin the
group who were psychoforensically trained: afact that both interested Lee and bothered her. They were
all directed to meet their Alfen escort in two days time at the gating complex at JFK to begin their work.



Lee and Gelert both spent the next two days at the office, dealing with loose ends. It was quite late, the
night before their departure, when Lee stuck her head out into the front office: both Gelert and Mass had
dready left. "Larry? Ten minutes.”

"Right, Ms Enfigld."

She shut the door, looked around to seeif there was anything el se she needed to pack from the office.
Her travel "pad” dready had al the casework for the dil'Sorden mur-der packed away in it, dong with
other relevant case law and a hundred other odds and ends of data she'd thought she might be ableto
use. Therewas nothing in there, though, that had anything to do with the various confiden-tia information
searches she and Gelert had been running of late. Better to keep that safein her head ... as safe as even
that is, anymore...

The commlink rang. Lee stood till for amoment. | was half expecting this... shethought, glancing
down at the desktop to make sure that the recording facility was work-ing.

"Reh'Mechren and Enfidld,” shesad, "good evening..."

Thistime therewas at least a shape looking back at her from the commwall .. but only a shadowy one,
slhouet-ted but only indefinitely; ashape that might be human, might not, theway it wavered. "So what |
predicted has happened,” the voice said.

"Yes" Leesaid. "Could this possibly be because you set it up?'

The subsequent silence actualy managed to sound sur-prised. "Not sure how | would have managed
thet."

"Neither am|," Lee sad, "but then | have no ideawho or what you are.”

Silence again. "And what are you going to do there?' the voice finaly said.

"My job."

"Evenif it may bring you into persona danger?'

"It'sdone that before. One of thelittle perks. I'll take my chances, | guess.”

"And what about the roses?'

"What about them?"

"l see," the voice said. Thistimeitstone was too even to betray anything of the user'sthought.
"| doubt that," Lee said—but it wastoo late: the line had dready gone dead.

She sat back down at her desk again, looking at the commwall, which had reverted to methane snow and
Sat-urn, gibbous at the moment, the rings casting a knife-edge shadow on the swirls of vague golden
cloud below. What am | getting myself into, she thought. Or more accurately: what am | being set
up for?

Therewasno telling. Y et she couldn't back out. Even Matt, damn him, had been right. Leewasinwith a
chanceto discover the truth about something important. If | had more of a hint what it might be...

But no such hints were going to be forthcoming. She wasjust going to have to go in there and See what
she could see, and hopeto get out of Alfheim again with information that would be of usein their case.



She touched the desk. "Savethat,” she said. "Flag it for Matt's attention: store it in 'safekeeping’ and
encrypt a copy for the 'double redundancy’ file."

The desk flickered the commcal's file designator at her, then vanished it, confirming Storage. Lee touched
the desk down into standby mode, picked up her pad and her bag, and | eft.

Larry brought L ee back to the house, checked it onelast time. "I'll see you tomorrow morning early, Ms.
Enfidd,” Larry said. "Then the Alfen will be handling security for you after the gates, my boss says."”

"Back to Homicide, huh?' Lee said.

Larry grinned. "For theimmediate future.”

"The happy hunting grounds. Have agood time, Larry..."

Leelocked up, and Larry drove off. Time to pack, she thought. She headed into the bedroom.
And what about the roses? the voice said, in memory. What about the roses?

Shewas il uncertain of the answer.

* 7%
Gedert waswaiting for her at the curb with his hoverpack, sitting there with his ears up and his coat

bristling alittle. "I know, | know," Lee said as she got out of the hov and went around to the trunk to help
Larry with her bag. "I'm late, I'm sorry..."

"Good luck, Ms. Enfield," Larry said, shaking Leg's hand. "Good luck, Madra Gdert. Good hunting...”
"Thanks, Larry. Take care," Lee said. And he was gone.

"Off to Homicide," Lee said with adight smile. "Bodyguarding isn't the right work for him. | hope they
don't re-assign the poor guy to mewhen | get back..."

"Wadl, hedid agood job," Gdert said. "Meanwhile, what kept you?'

Lee guided her bag up onto the curb and started digging around for her travel dips.
"l overdept.”

"Today? Y ou haveto bekidding me."

Lee shook her head, annoyed at herself. "I couldn't get to deep,” she said. "When | findly did, I'd turned
theadarm off, because| didn't think | wasgoingtodeep at dl..."

They waked into the terminal under its great dome, haf amile across. The sun glittered off the dome's
myriad Fuller joints as Lee and Gelert threaded their way among thou-sands of other passengers, heading
for the target clusters at the core of the dome space. LAX was a breakaway from the basic "engagement
ring" architecture popular worldwide for gating facilities. The FG-augmented magnets that served the new
generation of accelerators had made it possible to bend the targeting path so acutely that gating clusters
could be sited directly on top of thering: and LAPort, taking advan-tage of thistechnology, had used it to
consolidate under the one domeall the facilities that would normally have been strung out long milesof a
ring's circumference at multiple fixed targets. "It's beautiful in weather likethis" Lee said, "when thesun
comesin..."



"Y ou mean, it Sarted to be beautiful once they got the air-conditioning problem handled.”
"Well, that didn't takethem so long. But | ill hate dl thewalking...”
Gdert produced agrin. ™Y ou mean you wouldn't rather be stuck on anice maglev for hours at atime?

"Please" Lee said. They came up to the centrd ring of check-in desks, found the ones with the TransCon
logo showing on the displays above them, and gave the attendant their SlipCasesand ID. Lee yawned.

"Well, maybe | shouldn't giveyou trouble," Gelert said. "I didn't deep dl that well ether.”

Leelooked a him thoughtfully, unwilling to say too much more about what was concerning them—at
least while they stood somewhere so public. "You dl right?' she said.

Gdert shook himsdlf, hard enough that hisearsrattled. "It's nothing | won't get over,” hesad. "Anyway,
we're early enough that welll have alittle layover time at Kennedy. | can have anap there.”

The attendant gave them back their documentation, and Lee and Gelert headed in through the desk ring
and toward the gate cluster. Lee glanced at the virtud travel dip now glowing under the surface of the
SlipCase, checking the gat-ing time, but also looking curioudy and with some concern at the second line
of therouting. TC 8665 LAX-JFK, said thefirst line: but the second one said XX 1024 JFK-AXX. Just
ablanket identifier for their destination in Alfheim, nothing specific as regarded the location: and no
"carrier” designator, nothing to say who was responsible for their travel, no one to make responsibleif
something should go wrong...

"Not overly forthcoming, arethey?' Gelert said. He paused and turned to the gate attendant to let her
wave her reader wand over the SlipCase in his pack.

"Not terribly.” Lee held out her case to be waved, and they walked on through, making for the central
array of hexagond target rooms. Most of them were opaque at the moment: afew had vanished their
front faces and were tak-ing incoming passengers. Leelooked for the TransCon her-ald on the displays
over the hexes asthey waked. "Y ou have the usud trouble packing?' Gelert said.

Leelaughed a him. "For once, no. Any other time, yeah, I'd be running around in circlestrying to figure
out how to pack for auniverse I'd never been to before...”

Gelert looked Sdewise at her. "You are nervous,” hesaid. "Y ou can't even pack for adifferent climate as
arule, let done another universe.”

Leeraised her eyebrows. Sheld been determined to say nothing further about the night before. Y et if she
was going to say anything further to Gelert about it, thiswasthetime: it was afair bet that nearly every
communication between them from now until they got back from Alfheim would be insecure. The Elves
would be eager to make sure that none of their guests were abusing their hospitdity, and even more
eager to hear what they were saying about the progress and business of the commission.

At last she shook her head. "It wasn't anything, redlly," Lee said. Gelert put hisearsback in an
expression of skep-ticism, but said nothing.

"What about you?' Lee said, asthey cameto a till-opagqued hex labeled TC 8665, and stood in front of
it wait-ing with afew other passengers—afamily from Xaihon, dl in ornate, bright tabards, a Midgardner
inafur cloak that must have been killing him even with the air-conditioning, various humans, and some
assorted adiens from the Xainese Pangemony—a pair of salamandrines, and someone who at firgt glance
looked like adinosaur in morning dress. "Did you talk to Nuala about things?"



Shedidn't say which things, or need to. Gelert sat down and looked up &t the glowing sign, which said in
severd fontsand severd different frequencies and colors of light, 5 minutes to pretransit. " She doesn't
likemeto," Gelert said. "Her fedling isthat the less she knows about some things, the happier sheis. If |
try to push her onit, it causestrouble later. I've learned better, over time."

L ee nodded, though gtill shethought, Maybe it's just a cultural thing, but 1'd find that hard. If you're
going to live with someone, you should live with them, not around them. Then she Sghed. It wasn't
going to be anissuefor awhile, if ever. After the businesswith Mait, it had become more ob-viousto
Leethan ever that living with someone that closdly wasn't something she needed to be thinking about: it
wasn't going to happen.

Thewadl infront of them went trangparent, and from be-hind them, one of the L APort gate managers
went into the gate hex with an activation pod. The sign on the still-opaque part of the hex changed to
Assembling, and the automated annunciator system started calling the trangit.

Lee and Gelert showed their dipsto the attendant as they stepped in, made their way to the back of the
hex, and turned to face the open wall. "1 don't know why we do this," Gd-ert said, "when the odds of us
actualy being turned the right way on arrival are as poor as we both know they are.”

"Socid conventions,” Lee said. "Habit. Torschlusspanik. What climate did you pack for?"
"Wha?'

"What climate did you pack for?'

"Not that what. Tor something??"

The door in front of them went opaque again: apparently thetrangt dot wasn't very full. "Trangt in fifteen
seconds, ladies and gentlemen and so forth," said the gate manager, glancing at his pod with sublime
indifference.

"Torschlusspanik,” Lee said. "Fear of being locked in somewhere.”
"Fine. Explain to me what which way you face hasto do with this wonderful new panic.”

Theworld went flick! Lee knew from various articles sheld read that the bland plain surfaces of the hex
booths were an attempt to minimize the visud sde effects of tran-git, but it never worked for her: that
sght of the world seem-ing to wobble under her asif in two big waves, asort of visud hula, followed by
asensation as of her eyes wobbling in their sockets and taking some momentsto steady down, was
something she had decided she was just going to have to live with. No one else she knew seemed to get
it asbadly asshedid. "Gglp," she said asthe transit completed and the people around them started to
move toward L ee and Gelert with the bored, |00k-elsewhere expressions of commuters everywhere.

"You dl right?' Gelert said, asthey turned and followed the small crowd out into the trangit section of the
ring at Kennedy.

"FirE"

"Y ou dways say that. And you're not. Maybe it's some-thing chemicd,” Gelert said. ™Y ou should go to
that doctor that Ledietold you about. Maybe it'sjust some inner-ear thing."

"| read an articlethat said it might just be aside effect of traveling in agraight linefor the only time that
anyonere-dly doesit,” Leesad. "All therest of thetimeit's curves of somekind or another.”



"That'sjust what I'm saying. Maybe it's like when you've been on amerry-go-round for awhile and then
you get off and try towak straight. But in reverse.”

Lee shrugged. Thetwo of them waked counterclockwise dong the ring, with clusters of hexes on thelr
left and the inner ring-rail system on their right, toward the next car stop, maybe an eighth of amile away.
Gelert looked with in-terest at the windows of some of the small shops between the hex clusters asthey
passed. "Y ou didn't finish about the torschlussthing,” Gelert said.

"And I'm not going to. Y ou just can't et go, can you?"

Gdert grinned. "My people have asaying—"

"They usudly have asaying.”

"—Bitetill your teeth meet, and after that, keep your mouthful." "
"Profound.”

They cameto thering-rail entrance and studied the display beside it, which claimed that the next
transport would be dong in five minutes. "It dways saysfive minutes" Gelert said, Stting down again,
"and it's never been right. Not once.”

"If people didn't keep holding the thing's doors open past the timeit's supposed to leave,” Lee said, "it
would beright."

"Sointhe middle of the night it may be on time occa-sonaly,” Gelert said, asthe display started scrolling
through lists of gates due for departure in the next hour. "A lot of good that does us. Thereit is, though.
XX 1024, cluster 015." He got up again, sghed. "Typicd, it'sright acrossthering from us..."

Lee amiled just alittle as she Sghted the transport com-ing toward them aong thering. ™Y ou know," she
said, "I'd swear you're going out of your way to sound blase' about this. Listen to you, grumbling about
shuttlecars and coming out on the wrong side of thering. It's Alfheim were going to, Gel. Were not
even having to pay for it! Thisisthe dream run, the trip everyone wants to make and no one's a-lowed
to."

The transport pulled up: the glass doors did aside, inner and outer, and they got in as severd people got
out, includ-ing aBorastran of truly tremendous size. Again Lee had to remind hersdlf not to tare asthe
person just managed to wedge itsalf between the doors when they were open at itswidest " That's why
these are late," Gdlert said, asthey got into the now-empty transport, and the doors closed immedi-ately.
He nosed his hoverbag over to the side of the trans-port, out of the way, and watched idly asthe
Boragtran went rolling away across the ring concourse behind them like a giant rogue green-leather jelly
donut, various legs and other gppendages waving asit went. "But you're right. Sometimes | wonder why
they don't loosen up alittleand let moretourismin.”

"More? Let some tourism in, you mean. Rather than the minuscule amount that they presently clear
through."

Geert shrugged and turned to look forward, the way the transport was going. "Maybe things are going to
gart chang-ing soon,” he said. "I'm not even sure that it matters, in some ways, what the committee's
findings are. The Alfen are going to have to loosen up some of the access restrictions alittle. Or rether,
they're going to have to be seen to loosen them up. A little creative PR could do alot for them.”

"While | understand your point about the commisson'sfindings," Lee said, "l think the PR is necessary
anyway. It's not like they're not an incredibly intelligent and successful people; it's not like they're not



entitled to that success—but by and large, whenever the Alfen are in contact with the media, they don't
seem to careif the contacts suggest that they could do just fine without us. That they don't particu-larly
care what we think—or what anyone thinks."

"Maybeit'strue" Gelert said, glancing at Lee.

"Maybeit is. But it's not smart to rub peoples nosesin it. Sooner or later it's going to come back to
haunt them.”

"It'sdoing that now, | think," Gelert said. "1 think some-one high up among the Elves hasredlized that
they'd better ook cooperative with the UN." He looked back the way they came again. "But | don't think
that's necessarily going to mean they're going to enjoy the process. | imagine we can expect alittle
hogtility dong theway.”

Lee nodded. The transport stopped to let on anumber of passengers from some other gates that
TransCon was using a the moment: humans from various universes, various sdlamandrines and apair of
Kewa, dl spindly legs and spines, and acouple of Alfen. Leedidn't look straight at them, but she didn't
have to do that to see the way other human passengers, even the other aliens, edged away from them a
little while trying not to look like they were.

That made her wonder, as she turned away to look the way Gelert was looking, a the maglev track
curving and curving away to the left in front of them. But it had often made her wonder before. Humans
she could understand being intimidated by that perfect beauty. But why the diens? Why should one
species sense of beauty, so different from humans, be affected by it? Even just on Earth, the definition of
what made a human being attractive shifted wildly with climatic and cultural zones. What is it a Kewa
senses about an Alfen that makes them take a step back?...

Unfortunately that was something no Kewawaslikely to confidein Lee, since they were so protective
about the lan-guages in which they discussed persona matters. But then even humans are reticent
enough about it, Lee thought, asthey pulled into the next transport stop. In fact, about most things...

"Thisour stop?' Gelert asked, craning hisneck alittle to look out the window.
"Threemore," Leesad. "Thisonesaloca.”

The doors opened, and the two Alfen, adark-complected, ebon-eyed man, and atall fair woman with
streaming Slver hair, strolled out, followed by their luggage. L ee watched them go, especialy the woman,
and wondered how some-onein a T-shirt and jeans could manage to look so much like exiled royalty. It
was more than just carriage, or bearing ... there was something else going on. Lee glanced sideways and
saw dl her fellow passengers watching the Alfen, too, though they, like her, were trying not to be caught
at it. Even the Kewawere covertly danting their spinesin that direc-tion, like two brown broomstrying
to peek around a corner.

Lee sat back asthe maglev started up again, watching the curve of the tracks before them pour past.
After afew more stops, the one they wanted came up, and Lee and Gelert got out, their luggage floating
aong behind them. Y ou see adisplay anywhere?' Gelert said, gazing up and down thering.

"Over there..." They madetheir way to thetall stack of displays by alarge hex cluster set asde for
custom trangts. The X X-designated gate wouldn't be patent for an hour yet, and there was as yet no sign
of any other commission mem-bers. "Hereé's where you get your nap,” Lee said.

Gelert heaved asigh and looked around. There was awaiting lounge not far away, with abar next to it.
"No," hesaid. "I have somejournalsto read: | might aswell get caught up. Y ou want to go do some



shopping?’
"Not today. Might take awalk, though."

"Right. I'll watch thisfor you." Gelert nosed Lee'slug-gage to activate the follow-me function, and
wandered off toward the bar, the bags trundling obediently aong behind him.

Leewaked around thering alittle ways, looking at stores and newsstands with no grest interest, until she
cameto afacility map. The structure of Kennedy's ring facility was open to the sky, but not to either
sde—the 9gns hover-ing just below the glass calling were usudly the only way to tell where you were.
But the facility map confirmed for Lee what she'd expected: she was ill on thelandward side of thering,
and there was access to an observation platform not too far away.

She waked on alittle farther and went up the escalator, then showed her SlipCase to the reader by the
glass doors, they opened and let her out on the platform. Lee stepped out into the st breeze, looking
around. The square platform was glass brick underfoot, and surrounded by the stanchions of agenerd
restraint field. To her back was sat marsh, and then the endless jumble of the roofs of Brooklyn and
Queens. Before her wastherest of thering, stretching away to either sde, following the old lines of
Sheepshead Bay and reach-ing out to complete the great glass-roofed circle in the warters of New Y ork
Inlet. Far off to her right was Manhattan, crowned with towers, glistening, bristly and brittle in the early
un.

She stood there for afew minutes, smelling seaweed and ocean, listening to thewind hissing in the
marshgrass and the distance-attenuated sound of surf rolling up on the Rockaway beaches. Up here, the
tension that had kept her up al night seemed unreal. But so did the shape that had appeared in her
commwall, indigtinct, its voice dtered.

Why be so obvious about it? Leethought. Why not just assume a virtual seeming that has nothing
whatsoever to do with hisor her or itsreal shape? Heaven only knew there were enough commwall
utilitiesthat would let you do some-thing of the kind. What's served by turning up in my office with |
AM IN DISGUISE written all over you?

It was puzzling enough. But more troubling was the idea that her visitor had put into her head. Every now
and then you hear some speculation about some weird or powerful Alfen artifact, something else
that can affect its surround-ings the way fairy gold does ... the same kind of syncatalytic response.
The roses, whenever they're mentioned, seem to be something like that. Though asfar as| can
tell, the Elves never comment past the basic insistence that there'sno such thing.'

Yet that's not what my visitor thought. It was sure they were real. And that they would have
power here: that even a single one of them could be used somehow. And maybe not just as a way
to reveal Alfen technology, render it inactive. Something that powerful, if you understood it, could
very likely have applications as a weapon...

She wandered forward to lean on the neutral top of one of the stanchions, gazing out at the sun-glitter on
the water, the cloud shadows that did acrossit. Her concerns about who might be behind this, who might
want such atool, such awegpon ... The Elves had made themselves more than enough enemies over
time. And by and large, over time, they had aso proved themsdves invulnerable to any red damage.
Anyone who redlly wanted to hurt Alfen interests had to get into Alfheim—but their controls were so tight
that there was no way to do that. Which leaves some people wanting to hurt them as best they can
on the outside, in the other universes where they have influence, or significant holdings. Maybe
even to use their own technologies, some-thing Alfen, to do it—to rub some salt into the wound.

What bothered Lee was her visitor's assumption that she would be willing to cooperate with such people,



no matter what the reward might be. She was offended. But she was & so fascinated—and she wanted to
get to the bottom of why this offer was being made to her and Gelert now. Obviously something to do
with the dil'Sorden case. Obviously some-one sees us as usable, one way or another. As
independent investigators ... or as pawns.

Or else someone sees this as a way to find out just how independent we are. Whether we can be
fooled into being useful to them, while at the same time setting our selves up to be discredited and
removed from the UN& ME investigation. Any sense that the commission had been seeded with
people covertly hostile to Alfen interests, or in cahoots with such people, would give the Elves the
edge they needed to have the whole thing called off.

She turned into the wind, running her hands through her hair to work out some of the tanglesthat the
wind had a-ready put there. Thisisa very fine line we're going to be walking, shethought. Sray too
far over it oneway or the other and we're dead, in terms of business. The DA's Office will unload
us on the spot, no matter how successful we've been for them, and we'll have trouble getting any
work any-where el se.

Not that that wouldn't please some people.

Lee sghed a the thought of Maitt, and pushed him res-olutely out of her mind again, in an exercise that
had be-come al too common these last few weeks. Am | ever going to feel any better about him? she
thought, feding forlorn. Is this sadness ever going to go away? Clinically speaking | know it will ...
but right now | feel like I'm bleeding all the time. And if the pain makes me careless, makes me
make a mistake...

She took amoment to detangle her hair again. The wind was picking up, making her eyestear. But |
have to follow this up, Leethought. | have to know. And in sudden memory Mart's voice said,
laughing that dark laugh of his, You al-ways have to know, don't you? No matter who it pisses off.
That curiosity of yoursis going to get you killed someday. But because it's what makes you good
at your work; it'll be the death you'd prefer.

Sheld had no answer for that at the time. Matt's genuine humor was often so heavily flavored with irony
that it was easy to mistakeiit for hotility until you learned to read its other accompanying signs. Lee
pushed the thought aside again. All she had to do now was work out some way to do something that
would help her find out what was really going on, without seeming to be doing anything.

Her hair was about to become one big knot. Lee gri-maced, cast one last ook at the New Y ork skyline,
and went back through the glass door. Once out of the wind she spent afew minutes unknotting herself,
then went back down the escalator into the termina and made her way back to the bar where she'd | eft
Gelert.

Hewasn't done. Standing there talking to him was abig, bulky man, dressed in an incongruous
combination of anavy blue three-piece suit with aMidgarth-style daycloak over it in gray; and dl of it
looked rumpled, asif hed dept init. Lee grinned at the sight of him. Of al the other people who'd been
picked to participate in commission, Sa Grif-fiths was probably the one she knew the best, and certainly
the one she liked the best. He was out of the Manhattan DA's Office, with years of experiencein
racketeering law and the investigation of money laundering; it was Legs opinion that he could smell a
quarter in your back pocket two blocks away, and tell you whether it was heads or tails. "Sd," shesad,
coming over with her hand out, "you're early.”

"Alwaysbeearly,” Sd said, and pumped Lee's hand the way he dways did, asif he wastrying to
jump-gtart her. "Gd heretells me you overdept thismorning. Not your style.”



"No," Leesaid, giving Gelert alook intended to suggest that he should keep his muzzle shut. "My fault for
taking work home with me. Sit down, Sal. Y ou have trouble pack-ing, too?"

Helaughed at the look she was giving the daycloak. "No ideawhere we're going,” he said, "so I'm more
or less pre-pared for everything with thisrig. Short of Antarctica. Arethere Elvesin Antarctica?'

"Probably there are," Gelert said. "And probably there are people who wish all the Elveswerein
Antarctica

"Huh, Huh, Huh, Huh," said Sdl. Leerestrained her own laughter: Sd'swas nearly black with
concentrated sarcasm, and until she'd gotten used to it, dways sounded like he was in the early stages of
an asthma attack.

"Y ou and the audit team get al your prep work done?’ Lee said.

"Everything we can do without seeing their books in their own computers” Sd said. Thoselittle close-set
eyesof hisnarrowed, alook that aways made Leethink of a particu-larly intelligent and motivated rat
getting ready to start gnawing through adoor. "Of course, no way our work is going to be done when
we've finished going through those. We have to find the pointers to the books they're not going to let us
see. By which | don't mean the first extra set they release to us, privately and under great protest, when
the pressure sartsto go on." He amiled. "And we have to do it before they chuck us out of Alfheim,
because getting in again to follow up the dirt, once wefind it, isgoing to be damn near impossible.”

"Y ou'rethat sure about the dirt?' Gelert said, very quietly.

"Therésawaysdirt,” Sd said, nearly as softly. "Come on, Gel. They may be Elves, but they're human, or
humanoid, anyway. They're no bunch of Kvei, who don't even know whet alieis, or Demesh, who'd
immolate themselves rather than tell you one. Our psychol ogies are close enough for my understanding of
the rulesto work just fine over there, too. Theinitid figures they showed us aready have some hints of
thingsthat don't work out. Broad hints, any-way. Some of them are broad enough that they look like
they're meant to distract us from the fine detail. Well allow ourselvesto be distracted ... at firgt..." And
there was that smile again. Sa loved hiswork, and Lee was glad of it.

Lee nodded. "Hey, here comes Doris," Sd said. "Dorid" Hewaved at the tall red-haired woman who
stood across from them out in the concourse, looking at the cluster dis-play.

That wasthe way it went for the next twenty minutes or so, as one by one members of the commission
gtarted to show up. The bar got full, and dightly noisy with the sound of people looking each other over,
Szing each other up ... and occasiondly glancing over their shouldersto seeif their Alfen escorts had
shown up yet. Within maybe twenty minutes, everybody was there, the whole overqudified crowd,
people from al over this planet and various oth-ers—Ol af sson with his big blue eyes and wild blond hair,
abulky guy with abrain full of economicsand astring of probably unnecessary but decorative degrees
from UEU; Erlimi seTen, the Wasai politica economigt, tall and dark in plush tabby-patterned fur, with
her manetied up in an Her-mes scarf, and her right forefang pierced and inlaid with ruby, like adrop of
blood; Mélie Hopkins, like alittlefierce tropical bird in her spiky red hair and her bright sari, and tot-ing
abriefcase stuffed with legal briefs and chocolate; |eHeksat-urM ekevet-Elte, sitting in abucket chair and
wreathing hir tentacles gently around hir while s/he dis-cussed neoK eynsean finance theory with Méllie;
Ke YuHwa, asmdl, dark, silent, watchful man who for no reason Lee could understand had |eft the
fabulous wedlth of his home and family at the heart of the Xainese space-travel empirefor ajob asa
Frankfurt-based commodities broker.

There were various others Lee knew only dightly—both alien and human—»but knew, because they were
here, that they were the best in their variousfidds, possibly even irreplacesble. If a bomb dropped on



thisroom... Leethought, and then shied away from the thought. Of course we're in no danger. Slly
idea. The whole UN& ME is watching. But what about when they're not watching? said some-thing
inthe back of Lee's head, as she spotted an Alfen walking toward them down the concourse.

Others saw her, too, and the ruckus at the bar began to quiet down alittle. The approaching woman
wore asober charcoal business skirt suit, and what Lee at first took for adark vell, it was so long and
swirled so lightly around her. But as the woman got closer Lee saw that the darkness was waist-length
hair, black as night on Midgarth in the middle of the Winter, dmost invisblein its blackness. Suit or not,
she looked about eighteen; but her eyes suggested a placid and wicked youth, somewhere in the high
three figures. She paused near where the bar seating spilled out into the con-course, and the assembled
members of the UN&ME Specid Investigative Committee for Alfen-Intrauniversal Overview, silent now,
looked at her asthoughtfully as shelooked at them.

"Ladiesand gentlemen,” she said, "my nameis|sf dil'Hemrev. I've been assgned by the Elf-King's Office
asone of the Committee'sliaison officers, and I'll be assisting in escorting you to your various destinations
in Alfhem. Would you follow me, please?"

Everybody picked up or poked or kicked their assorted luggage and went after her, dowly, as
dil'Hemrev made her way over to the hex cluster that had been flagged for the Alfheim trangit. It went
trangparent as she approached it, without any sign of her having used one of the usua activa-tion
keypads that port gating personne usudly carried. Lee gave Gelert alook; together they lined up behind
Per Olafsson and a few others and began entering the hex.

A presenceto her left and asudden scent of bitter lime made Lee glance that way. "ExAff," Médlie
Hopkins said under her breath, without looking at Lee.

"Sorry?!

"Alfen Bureau of Externd Affairs™ Hopkins said softly, amid the rustle of footsteps and jostling luggage,
as she stepped into the hex beside Lee and Gelert. " She'sa spook.”

Lee put her eyebrows up. She'd been of the opinion that pretty much everybody they'd see from this
point on would have been a government operative of some kind or another. At least Hopkins shared it.
"Pretty one, though," Lee said very softly.

Hopkins snorted. "Pretty is as pretty does, and her heart'sasblack asher hair," she said, amost
inaudibly. "Ran into her on an antitrust case afew years ago. 1'd like to feed her to ajesh, except it'd give
thething indigestion.”

Lee made awry expression but said nothing. "'Is every-body in?' dil'Hemrev said. "Good, well trangit
right away then." Thewalls opaqued.

Lee swalowed and braced hersdlf for the usua hula, but was surprised when suddenly the wal of the
cubicle behind her vanished. What happened? They forget somebody? was her first thought. What
went wrong? But dil' Hemrev was gesturing them out. "Thisway, everyone, if you please...”

Another layer of security? Leethought, confused. But she followed dil'Hemrev out with the others, and
quickly saw that wherever thiswas, it wasn't Kennedy anymore.

She and the others were standing under adome more likethat of LAX'smain termina than anything ese:
maybe only a quarter-mile or so across, but impressive enough in that it wasn't Fuller-braced, but used
instead amore widely spaced bracing system more reminiscent of Gothic arches than any-thing e se, the
ribs as transparent as the glazing between them. Through the dome poured the cool, faint amber light of a



sky shrouded in high haze: Lee was strongly reminded of an afternoon during her last visit to San
Francisco. But another thought was more to the forefront at the moment. | didn't feel anything! How
did they do that?

Shefollowed the others out of the hex cluster, glancing back at it. It wasin the center of that big space:
there were no other clusters, just that single one of seven cells. Some-body's private ring? Lee
wondered.

"Interesting,” Gelert said under his breath as he padded aong beside her. "No controls. None that we
could see, any-way."

"Not asinteresting as completely getting rid of the tran-sit Sde effects” Lee said softly. "If they could
bottle that and sdll it, they'd make nearly as much asthey do from FG futures.”

Dil'Hemrev paused in the middle of the pace, |etting the commission members gather around her. They
were dl looking around them in dight confusion: therewas no oneesein al thisbig space but them. "Do
we need to walit for trangport?' Olafsson asked dil'Hemrev.

She shook her head, smiled, glanced up. Lee and the oth-ersfollowed her glance. Above them, the
quality of thelight coming through the dome changed suddenly, subtly, and it took the moment during
which the first breeze reached Lee and ruffled her hair for her to understand that the glazing, whatever it
was made of, had smply gone away. A second or so later the bracing that had supported that glazing
began to dip away, running down the "surface" of where the dome ought to have been like rain running
down awindowpane, contracting toward the shining white floor, vanishing. They were sanding ona
whiteidand in the middle of aplacid sea, and off to one Side, the westering sun eased itsdlf through fading
veils of passing cloud and dowly came out in a splen-dor of tarnished gold.

"It'saniceday,” dil'Hemrev said. "I thought we might put the top down.”

Lee was both impressed and faintly annoyed at the stag-geringly offhanded display of technology, for to
her eye there was amessage added: Bet you don't have anything like this. Seeing it, though, she had
second thoughts about how few hex clusters stood under the dome. They probably have a whole
battery of matter-handlersin the floor, so that they can manifest clusters on demand, as many as
they need. But then that kind of matter handling, based on Bose-Einstein condensates, needed huge
amounts of fairy gold. Which they unquestionably have...

There wasthe dightest shudder: the floor moved, settled. Everybody shuffled alittle, balancing
themsalves. Dil'Hemrev turned, and most of the other commission membersturned to look the way she
was looking. There was some low cloud on the horizon: but the wind now ruffling al their hair and clothes
was running through it, and it started to bresk and dip away.

"Suzanne H. Chrigt," Gelert said under his bregth. "Will you look at that.”

Leelooked at the near horizon, asthe idand on which they al stood began dowly to move toward it, and
thought of al the old stories about the city of Y's, Y sof the bells, which sank benesth the sea. But which
sea? Leethought. The old stories got so tangled over and through one another, even in the same
universe—| et done with stories from other universes. Which world had had aking intent on building a
city so splendid that al the men of histimewould call it par-Y's, "like YS' or equal toit?

Now, looking at that city's towers asthey gazed down at themsdavesin aseadl brazen-blazing with

afternoon, Lee thought that the poor king would have had hiswork cut out for him, if thiswasthe city he
meant. Described broadly, the place wouldn't have sounded al that specid. A bay, the city following the
line of the bay around, the spires of its great-est buildings centered on the center of the bay, dwindling in



height as they spread around the crescent: handsomely de-signed, yes, the shapes of the towers deek,
varied and ele-gant, the colors and materias varied, too. It dl looked planned, even studied. There was
nothing haphazard or spontaneous about it, and it was unquestionably awork of artt—nothing "extra’
there, everything building necessary to the design, everything contributing to the effect asawhole.

Yet al your bresth was taken away, not by the size of the buildings or the ambition of the design: nothing
S0 heartless. Somehow this skyline said to you, not "'l am grest, | am powerful,” but I am fragile, | am
temporary.” Someim-mortal architect or planner, had looked on the passing things of the world and felt
sorry for them—all the common, mor-ta, materid elements of life, the things that crumble and fade and
areoutlived. That builder or designer had found away to make the stone and the steel and glass
themselves ex-press that sorrow. And somehow the fegling came to you, across the water: it struck you
about the heart, so that you gasped with the immediacy of it, and with the feding that you and that city
were kindred somehow.

"Wedcometo Alfham," dil'Hemrev said. "Wecometo Ys."

Leeblinked back the tears without being particularly concerned who might notice, for nearly everyone
elsein the commission party was either wiping their eyesfurtively or looking for someway to turn to
avoid having others see them doing it. One or two of them were actualy crying on other commission
members shoulders, overcome, and plainly mortified by it.

Dil'Hemrev looked around at them, grave. "The ... distress.... will pass shortly,” she said. "'l apologize
for not having mentioned it earlier, but some guests don't experi-enceit, and we've found that mentioning
the effect can ac-tualy induce it. The phenomenon seemsto have something to do with the angle of
orientation of the trangt between our home universe and Earth's: it's much greater than usud. Please

accept our gpologies.”

There was no immediate answer but some subdued snuf-fling. "The accelerator ring,” Lee said after a
moment to dil'Hemrev, for she gathered that it would be afew moments before any of the otherswere
ready to spesk, "it was right under us, wasn't it? It follows the arms of the bay around..."

Dil'Hemrev nodded. "It was installed under the seabed here, about forty years ago, around the sametime
the city was expanded and redesigned. It's not our biggest access ring, but probably the most powerful "

Lee nodded and gazed at the city again, and past it. Be-hind it, maybe fifty milesto the east, arange of
massive, spiky, jagged peaks rose up and up behind it, matching the towersin symmetry, but rendered
indistinct by distance and low cloud—an insubstantia barrier, haf airbrushed-out in the pale gold of misty
afternoon. They made the composition complete, for they were the permanence againgt which that
fragility had to be balanced to make sense. Beautiful though they were, Leefound hersalf ever so dightly
irked not to know what to cdl them. It's amazing how little we know about this place, she thought,
even though it's been part of the Five-Geneva Pact for ninety years. Most of their maps are
classified, and even the ones that aren't have big empty spaces all over them. Paranoia?...

Leeblinked again, starting to be annoyed at the irrationa tears, and paused to fumble through her bag for
ahanky. Still, even paranoiacs have red enemies. They probably have their reasons, | just wish we
knew mor e about them.

Thetarget platform kept on progressing across the water, heading for the city. Lee was surprised by how
littleit rocked asit went. Either they've got really wonderful stabi-lizing systems on thisthing, she
thought, or it's absolutely massive. It occurred to her that the ring's whole actuating apparatus could
well be stowed away in this structure, mak-ing the gating complex even more secure. Moving it would be
like removing the key from adoor: without the gate tar-gets and the actuator in place, thewhole



accelerator circlewould be usaless. More paranoia? Or just clever design? Or both?

Sowly they did closer to the city, between the arms of the bay, and findly headed over toward its
right-hand side, where there were some docks for boats—hovercraft and hydrofoils, aswell as yachts of
al szes, and more mundane sailcraft, in about equal proportions, with the lower sky-scrapers of the city
towering over them dl. "Lookslikeamillionaires convention,” Mellie muttered just behind Lee.

Lee nodded, feding the whole platform dow as they ap-proached what looked like a curving glasswall
jutting out into the water. The circle of the platform did ever so dowly up againgt it, then snugged, softly
but very solidly, into something far below. Lee could fed severd different sets of vibrations, each
terminating in agentle"closing" shock that came up through thefloor. This has to be the whole
actua-tor array, shethought. If one of us hasto leave herein a hurry for some reason, thisisn't
going to be the way to do it.

The glasswall before them dipped down to ground level and vanished as the dome had done. "Thisway,
please,” dil'Hemrev sad, leading them off theidand and onto along white marble jetty that joined what
looked like awide curved promenade paralding the shordline. The commis-sion membersfollowed her,
gazing up and around at the buildings by the shore.

"Wewon't be needing ground transport,” dirHemrev said; "al your accommodations are afew minutes
walk from here, and they back right up againgt the three buildings that make up Y ss'financid didrict.' "

"Very convenient,” Olafsson said. Lee could just hear him thinking what she was sure some of the others
were thinking too: how convenient that well see aslittle as pos-sible of the city without Alfen guides
hanging around. She glanced at Gelert, who wasinnocently doing agood imitation of atourist, gaping at
everything: the look of witlesswonder he threw her was as clear acomment as L ee needed.

After just acouple of minutesthe group came up to atdl and graceful building with a cafe terrace in front
of it Asdil'Hemrev led them up the walk that bisected the cafe and toward the main doors of the building,
L ee began to twitch alittle at the looks from the Alfen who sat in the cafe, drink-ing their wine, or egting
their medls, and who now paused to stare, coolly, at the new arrivals. The shoe's on the other foot now
, Leethought Here we're the exotica ... and we're not entirely welcome.

The group made their way in through doors that vanished to admit them, and saw from the logo on the far
wall of the entry hall that thiswasahotd. "I didn't know Hilton oper-ated here,” Olafsson said to
dil'Hemrev.

"Werunit for them under license" said dil'Hemrev. "The same kind of arrangement they have with their
proper-tiesin Midgarth. Come on over thisway, well get you checked in.”

L eefollowed the others to the reception desk, meanwhile thinking that thiskind of setup was
"convenient” for the Alfen, too: it meant that only local people would be running the hotel. | really have
to watch this blanket paranoia... shethought, as asmiling Alfen woman took Leg's SipCaseto waveit
over the registration reader, then handed it back to her. "Suite 312," she said, taking the SlipCase that
Gelert proffered her in hisjaws, "enjoy your stay. Good afternoon, gr..."

Leelooked over the case, which was now showing her directionsto the room and athumbnail layout: the
suite had a common living area and two bedrooms. Olafsson and sev-era others who had aready
finished checking in had gath-ered around dil'Hemrev and were looking up from the reservations gdlery
into the center of the hotd atrium, in which ahuge stylized fabric sculpture of some kind of winged
creature hung, dl donein flame-colors and seem-ingly caught in the act of soaring toward the roof and
the starry stained-glass ceiling at the top of the atrium. Lee joined the others, looking up at it.



"Y gertve” dil'Hemrev was saying to Olafsson: "lifere-born. It'savery old symbol, from afolktae. They
say that this city was built on the foundations of another one that was drowned, millenniaago. The
archaeologists have found signs of settlementsthat old some miles away, but no cities. None off the
coadt, either. Still, the story persists..”

"The Phoenix," Médlie Hopkins said, wiping her eyesagain.

"That would be one of your versons of it, yes," dil'Hemrev said. More of the commission memberswere
gathering around them: shelooked around. "Ladies and gentlemen, | get thefedling you'l al have found
thetranst wearing. With that in mind, there's been nothing planned for the rest of the day: you're at leisure
to rest or have amed or tour around, as you please. We do ask that you respect our peo-ple's privacy: if
you want to go out, get in touch with the front desk and someone will be glad to escort you around. As
for business, that won't start until tomorrow. The e evators are over thisway—"

Everyone began to head for the elevators. Lee and Gelert found themselves walking next to Sd Griffiths.
"I hatethis," he muttered, "but | fed like I've just changed abouit fifty time zones at once, and I've got to
crash and burn.”

"We'retired, too," Gelert said, before Lee could open her mouth. "A nice afternoon nap, that's what we
need..."

"Absolutely,” Lee said. She smothered anot entirely sin-cere yawn.

They made their way up to their suite, waving to those they left behind them in the dlevator: Sd and afew
others got out on their floor, and headed off toward rooms on the other side of the elevator bank. Lee
glanced at her SlipCase, which was now showing her alittle arrow pointing down the hal to their room,
asif it was necessary. She aso noted the directory of commission members e sewherein the hotel that
had appeared. "Weredl on thesetwo floors, it looks like."

"Convenient," Gelert said. Ahead of them and to the right, their room door felt them coming and opened.
Lee stepped in, looking around the big Sitting area. Gelert came in behind her; the door closed, and
Gdert nudged hislug-gage, tlling it to set itsdf down. "Well, | fed alittle better,” he said, glancing
around. "Not even the Elves can make a chain hotel surpassingly beautiful." He sighed. "But that'sthe
only exception to therule. Look at that view... "

Leewas doing o, and having trouble managing the lump in her throat. The mist over that distant
mountain range was lifting, and she was discovering that she had never before been so affected by amere
landscape. But there was nothing mere about this. Those mountains called to her.

With some difficulty she tore herself away and went over to the bedroom on the right-hand side. "Wow."
"Big bed?'
"No, thisone'syours, it's got the padded floor and the custom bath. Look at the size of that plunge!™

Geert wandered in behind her, looking at the bedroom and bathroom. "Don't get ideas, you probably
have one this big. Did someonejust knock?"

"Uh—" Lee went back into the sitting room, where someone had dipped a sheet of paper under their
door from outside, and by the sound of it was now heading on down the corridor. Lee waited amoment,
then went over to the sheet, picked it up, looked it over.

"The schedule for tomorrow,” she said. "Morning meet-ing with the fisca experts and the accountants
and account-ing team. Therest of us get an orientation tour."



"Sightseeing in Beautiful Ys" Gdert said, sounding unusudly dry. "Probably even more boring than what
we're going to be doing.”

"Oh, | don't know ... it redlly doeslook like such agor-geous place: it'd be nice to see some more of it,
especidly consdering that were going to be inside hunched over computer terminasfor most of our
stay." Lee went to have alook at her own bedroom, and found inside it a bed that de-served to have its
own zip code. She sat down on the silky bedspread and stroked it idly, looking around at the room, and
at thewindows that gave on that spectacular view.

Gdertlookedin. "Nice" he said, glancing around. He was looking for listening and viewing devices, Lee
knew: she dso knew that it was probably usdless, these days when you could hide acamerainacoin or
amikeinapinhead. "l guess| take back the line about chain hotels. Their furnitureis nicer than usud."

L ee nodded, looking down from the view to the golden bedspread. She was surprised to find hersef il
sroking it, and indeed unable to keep her hands off it: the texture was ridiculoudy seductive. Annoyed,
she stopped. Damned if I'm going to be seduced by a bedspread. She got up and walked back out to
the lounge, gazing out at the view again. After amoment or so she rubbed her eyes.

"Allergies?' Gelert said.

"No. It'sjus—" Shewasgoing to say "I'mtired," but that wasn't exactly it. "I fed like I've been in court
al day," Leesaid. "LikeI've been Seeing judicidly—" Then she stopped again. "No. Like I've been
resisting Seeing judi-cidly.”

"The same kind of worn-down fedling you get when the litigants are bogging a court down in procedura
rigmarole, before you can get to the meet of the matter..."

"That'sright." Shelooked out at the mountains, away acrossthe plain from the city. The clarity of the blue
sky above those mountains seemed impossible to an LA native: but then Lee wondered if it wouldn't
seem impossible to anyone. Nothing here looked ordinary, she redlized. Every-thing looked
preternaturaly sharp, asif even though your vision was aready perfect, someone had found a corrective
lensthat would make things seem clearer ... and it was giv-ing you a headache from looking through it.
"Like someone had used image enhancement on redlity..."

"What?'

"Just thinking." She got up and went over to investigate the minibar. There were some soft drinks, some
Alfen wine, both gtill and sparkling, some minera water. She pulled out one of the minera waters. ™Y ou

thirsty?'

"Not right now," Gelert said, turning away from the win-dow to pad around from sofato chair to table,
looking them over without trying to be too obvious about it. " Something else | noticed,” Gelert said. "The
way they have their gate access handled from the main gating facility. Very interest-ing."

"Scenic," Leesad. "Lovey view from out there." But the view wasn't what she had in mind, and Lee
knew it wasn't what Gelert meant either. He meant there was no way to get in or out of Alfheim without
the Elves assistance. We knew that before, of course. But only in an operational way. It hadn't
occurred to me at the time that they might have also made it simply physically impossible.

"l wasn't thinking of that specificaly,” Gdert said. "I wasthinking that the arrangement would makethe
access very easy to service. But that view..." He was gazing out the window again. "Amazing how it
affectsyou.”



"Me, maybe," Lee said. "And everybody else. But you looked lesstroubled.”

"My people don't have our tear ducts arranged the way you do," Gelert said. "It'snot like | didn't want to
st down and have agood howl. But | have my dignity.” Heturned in acouple of circlesand lay down on
abig slken pillow on thefloor.

"Y our people aso came from here, origindly,” Lee said.

Gdert waswashing one paw. "A long time ago,” he said. "Y oud think that would make usimmune.”
"But you werent."

"Not quite," Gelert said.

"Maybe you've been away for too long."

"Could be." Gelert put his head down on his paws, rolling hiseyes.

"Youtired?'

"A long day," Gelert sad, rolling hiseyes up in his head again, then closing them. Lee held Htill, carefully
not look-ing at the light fixture above both their heads, which Gelert had indirectly been considering.

"I could probably use abath mysdf," Lee said. She wan-dered into her own room, and the bathroom
past it, taking alook at the fixtures and fittings. Not one, but two tubs, along one and around deep one.
"lsn't thisnice" she said, and started to fill the degp one. From the Sitting room, she heard Gelert'stiny
snore. That, at least, was genuine.

Shetook her time about preparing for the bath, bringing her jotter into the bathroom with her while
congdering which way one might Sit in that round tub that would bethe least likely to favor any viewing
device. If they've got sig-nal snoopersin here, too, that's something to think about. But even so,
they may have some problems with this...

Thetub filled. Lee siwung the bathroom door shut, not en-tirely but enough to block the view of whatever
might be up in that light fixture. Then she got undressed, put her hair up, turned to the tub, and put ahand
inthewater. Ow! No point in making a lobster out of myself. Sheran some more cold water into the
tub while pulling over asmall table that held towels and so forth: she positioned it by the tub, dropping
her jotter on it, then checked the water and found it accept-able. Lee climbed in very dowly and
carefully, for thewater was il redlly haot, a that point where moving too fast in the water actudly stings.
Sowly she got hersdlf settled, leaned back and got comfortable, then reached over to thelittle table for
her jotter. She thumbed a couple of the controls at the bottom and brought up a broadcast of "The
Worlds Today" that the jotter had picked up for her from Kennedy's wireless broadcast network as they

passed through.

There Leelay soaking idly for agood while, looking at the home news, then selecting worlds news and
gpending awhile listening to an analysis of the new Xanese trade ini-tiative with the newly discovered
Melekh systems. Under that display, though, where no inquisitive eye could seeit, the Smaltalk program
that she and Gelert used in the court-room was running. It was a stepchild utility, fathered by the more
modern wireless trand ation technol ogies on the old shorthand and stenography concepts, and cousin to
the in-body neural broadcast trand ation technology that made it possible for Gelert's people, and other
paravocal or non-voca species, to produce words that speaking peoples could hear and understand.
Some years back Lee had had atwin to one of Gelert'stiny implantsingtalled just behind the cricoid
cartilage in her throat, with one sensor connection running to the vocal cords and the other end



neurilemmald into the sixth crania nerve. In open court, without anyone being the wiser, she could
subvocdize and send silent-yet-"spoken™ notesto her own pad, or to Gelert's, or even straight to hisown
implant if it was something urgent. Or, if there was any question of eavesdropping, she could do asshe
was doing now, and transcribe her subvocalizations directly to one of the steno languages like
Pdmerrand or Doorsll.

She didn't need to see readout at this point: the implant was giving her the little "feedback” echo which
meant that what she was saying had been transcribed properly to PAlmerrand. At the end of sentences
she could hear the little in-system hiccup that meant her content was being saved for later transmisson to
Gedet'send of their paired system, ei-ther on Lee's command or Gelert's. Anybody using a char-acter
"sniffer" on her would get scrambled PAmerrand characters or an encrypted growl, not much else.

"I saw what you saw, | think," she said slently, and heard the machine transcribe the sentence. " At
least, about the room. First impressions..." She spoke for alittle about what she had seen, or thought
sheld seen, on the way in. She was detailed about it: there was no telling what might turn out to be
important later.

Findly, Lee noticed that the water was getting cold. She paused, listening: from the Stting room she heard
more snoring. Dusk wasfdling, and no lights were turned on there, though she could see adim orangy
glow: probably anight-light or one of the other “finder" lights that agood hotel room might turn oninthe
dark. Lee smiled at the sound of the snores, scaling up. No point in moving him: let him sleep. She
closed down her jotter, putting it aside, then let some water out of the tub and ran some more hot water
intoit.

A little while later, she got out, dripping, and wrapped atowe around her. It was aimost dark out in the
gtting room. Lee dipped in and scanned the walls, looking for the con-trolsfor the light switches. Now
where have they put them? And where's the night-light? For the source of the deep red-dish glow
she'd seen wasn't in the room. City light, | guess. Lee turned toward the windows.

The mountainswere &fire. All the plain between the city and the peaks was drowned in twilight, with here
and there the bright points of local streetlights showing in knots and tangles—little towns, villages,
individua houses. But be-yond them dl, those mountains reared up glowing asif lit frominside, burning in
the deepest imaginable carmine, ared hotter than any mere blood-color. They dmost vibrated against the
sky behind them, now a profound indigo in which the earliest stars were coming out. Lee stood there,
gazing, hardly daring to breathe, asthe Sight woke up in her and held her there, frozen, telling her that this
mattered, this meant something. But what? | just got here, | don't have enough information, | don't
under stand—

Even as she watched, that light began to lesk out of the mountains, irrevocably, asif someonewith a
dimmer switch was turning it down. Soon it was just the palest rose; then gone. Lee stood therea
moment, shaking her head.

Then she got dressed as softly as she could, without both-ering to look for the light switches. By thetime
she was done, the last embers of that light had dwindled to ash, and L ee spent afew moments more
looking out the window, wondering at how pae the mountains|ooked even with the light gone from them.
There was no moon up, and the city light diffusng up from street level shortly washed out any remaining
Sght of them.

Leethought briefly of food, then redlized how thirsty she was. She went to the minibar and pulled out
another bottle of minera water, then looked for ice: there wasn't any. She glanced briefly a Gelert, il
snoring away, and smiled rue-fully. Their parties may never run out of ice, as he claims, but their
hotels still need work...



She rummaged around in the cupboards near the minibar, found the ice bucket, a plain square job, and
then pocketed her SlipCase and went out, closing the door softly behind her. Down at the end of the
hall, Leethought. As far away as possible. Inevitable, isn't it?...

She went dl the way down there, found nothing, and had to backtrack to find what she'd missed the first
time, adoor that |ooked exactly like dl the others except for aminuscule Sgn that said servicein Alfen,
English, and Xanese. Lee pushed the door open and found a soft-drink vending ma-chine, and an
icemaker gtting and humming demurdy toit-sdif.

Lee put the bucket in place and pushed the button. The icemaker did what icemakersal over the six
worlds did: dropped cubes into the bucket from the greatest possible height and showered her with wet,
cold chips and shards. Lee brushed herself off aswell as she could, picked up the bucket, and pushed
the door open.

"—not his problem at this point,” someone was saying down the hal. What stopped Leein her tracks
was how loud the voice seemed: it sounded asif it wasimmediately to her right, down toward the end of
the hdl. Y et when she looked down there, she couldn't see anything.

"Yes, well, heisn't going to want it to be aproblem later, either. And we should be able to do something
about that."

Why arethey as loud asif they're shouting, when they're not even in sight? Lee wondered. She
paused, listening when they stopped speaking. Therewas afaint hum in her right ear. Something wrong
with the implant. Oh, that's just great! Why couldn't it have failed two hours ago, instead of—

"Let'snot play games: I'm too tired for that right now. And you look worse than | do. What the Senator
isgoing to want to know is exactly what kind of something.”

"I wouldn't care to get too specific at the moment. Cer-tainly not about anything as crass asfigures. He
doesn't need to, elther. But we've been watching the way he's been voting on the bills that've come up
over thelast few months.”

Leeheld il for amoment. Then very, very dowly, to keep it from making any noise, she began letting
the door closein front of her ... but not al the way.

"Ohredly. And your conclusonswould be—"

"That the Senator is going to start needing some hefty contributions to his campaign war chest pretty
soon, because the benighted apathetic el ectorate don't seem to be obliging him. Not even after that last
tax cut. Ungrateful of them. Hell never make it past the NY -Hampshire primary, theway he'sgoing.”

No voice spoke for afew seconds. Then thefirst one said, " And you were thinking of—what, exactly?'

"There's some business going on in Ellay at the moment that could use some quieting down, to makethe
Stuation easer for your man. Thedil'Sorden thing. Just having them hereisn't going to do much about it in
thelong run, | don't think. Additional measures may be needed. A word with some of the media... some
kind of resolution. We can help with that."

Leeflushed firg hot and then cold. Them?

"Whereisthisthing?' said thefirst voice. Faintly, Lee could hear abutton being pushed, angrily, severa
times. After a pause the first voice spoke again. "Obvioudy these arrangements go both ways."

"Of course. Later on, when your man's where it matters, then we sort out the details. Open accessis



goingto beanissue”

"Oh, to the candidate, certainly.”

"No, afterward.”

"Held never want to be seen to do anything, you know, unethica.”
"Hewouldn't haveto do anything. Not about this. Just refrain from—"

Ding! the devator sad, the fake dectronic "chime' deaf-ening in the implant. Lee clutched theright side
of her head, cursing under her bresth. "—until the issue's settled,” said the second voice asthe eevator
doors did open. "After that SO many people are going to be grabbing for the goodies that any one
politica figures—"

The devator door closed. All Lee could hear was some faint muttering noises, lost in that eectronic hum.
The Senator.

The dil'Sorden thing.

Having them here.

Her feet were cold. Leelooked down and saw that the ice bucket was dripping condensation on her
shoes. But that had nothing to do with the way she suddenly found hersdlf shiv-ering.

Softly she pushed the door open again, listening hard. There was nothing to be heard but the same
annoying hum from her implant. Lee came out into the hallway and walked back to the suite, et hersdlf in,
put the ice bucket down by the minibar, sat down in the dark, and thought asif her life depended oniit ...
because possibly it did.

*g
The next morning she found Gelert eating tidily from what appeared to be a Sevres soup dish, glancing

occasionaly at the pad on the floor besideit. The pad was showing anews feed recorded the previous
day and handed off to it by thelocal Alfen network. "What isthat?' Lee said.

"The Worlds Today."

"l mean in the bowl."

"Best dog food I've ever had,” Gdert said. "Either veni-son or buffao. How're you fedling this morning?*
"Better."

"Metoo..."

Leewent over to the two-level table that had been rolled in by room service and uncovered some of the
dishes on the top table. Mostly they contained fruit, some of which Lee didn't recognize, ceredls, and
breads and cheeses. "Nice," Lee said.

"Yeah. Not to my taste, but | thought you'd like the look of the stuff. What's that weird fruit with the
ridges?' And silently, into her implant, Gelert said, | read your notes. Our impressions coincide, pretty
much. | left you some.



"Uh, it looks like carambola. No, wait, it can't be, it haslots more points.” She paused asif to count. I'll
look at them later. "Eleven. How about that..."

"Waerd." You want to check them on aregular basis after this, Gelert said as he licked the bowl,
because | don't feel comfortable directing your attention to them openly. Our hosts can't read
what we've got encrypted, but damned if I'm going to draw their attention to transmissionsin
progress. They might start looking for some way to crack them, and if they manage it and then
overhear us, we're going to have problems.

Okay. "Y ou want some toast?"
"Isthere marmalade?"
"Youll getitinyour fur."

"Will you stop worrying about my fur! | can take care of my fur. And no, | don't need the toast. Eat your
breskfast."

Lee smiled dightly and started assembling a plateful of bread and cheese and afew dices of the fruit. She
poured a cup of coffee and took it to sit down at the table by the win-dow, looking out at that astonishing
view again. The gagp-ing, dightly heartsick feding caught her again, but thistime it wasn't asstirong. Lee
picked up adice of the greenish fruit, sniffed it, bit into it.

Her senses washed right out. Suddenly she was aware of Gelert sticking hisface into hers, and looking at
her most peculiarly. "Lee?’

"What?'
"That's the third time I've spoken to you. What's the matter?”

Lee gared a the fruit. "Wow," was dl she could say for amoment. Then she held the dice out to Gelert.
"| think," she said, "that this could be what Eve was supposed to have offered Adam. | think | understand
the problem now."

Gelert gave her an odd look, then stood up and came over to her. "I'm not normally aveggie person,” he
sad. "However—" Gelert took the dice of fruit in hismouth, swal-lowed it.

For along moment he said nothing. The moment stretched into two, or three. Leelooked at Gelert
curioudly; hiseyeswere glazed. But finaly he blinked.

"QOuoowawa," hesaid.
"YS"

Geert sat down, looking bemused. "There dways used to be those stories,” Lee said, "about how it was
dangerousto eat anything the Elves gave you. That the way time passed got Strange: that ayear might
seem likeaday..." Sheraised her eyebrows. "After this|'ll stick to the bread.”

"It'strue," Gelert said. Helooked at her with adightly cockeyed expression. "1 wonder why | didn't get
anything like that with the meat?'

"We dready know you're alittle resstant.”

"I'd be happier to understand why," Gelert said, shoul-dering under his saddlebags where they stood in
their brace: the brace retracted itsdf and fastened around him. "Wdll, | should get going: the finance team



iSmeeting downdarsin ten minutes.”

"Y eah, the tour group's meeting downgtairs about haf an hour after that." Leelooked over at the
breskfast cart again and decided to stick with the coffee. "Seeyou later." Good hunting, big guy.

"Right. Have agood day." Meanwhile, you know what you're here for ...
Yes. And so do they. But I'll get out there and see what | can See.
Gdert grinned, though not straight at her, asthe door shut him out. Keep your mouthful , he said.

L ee sood there for amoment, then sat down and started shaking. The brain-blasting intensity of the
fruit'sflavor when it had been in her mouth, and the choiceless bliss of surrendering to it, scared her
badly. And even so, she till wanted to go over to that cart and eat al that fruit, then go downstairsto the
hotel's restaurant and demand al of it they had, and et that, too, until there wasn't any more of it to est,
or until sheburst. This placeis not safe, she thought, shiv-ering. As far as that goes, the storiesare
true. We know noth-ing about these people ... the dangers of them, the secrets they hold. But we've
come blithely on in here, into the lion's den, to go digging around for the truth. What we dig up ...
will we survive finding it, | wonder?

She sat there until she thought she wasin control of the shaking, then got up and went to get her jotter.

L ee spent perhaps ten minutes reading Gelert's notes, which were as unnerved as her own, if for different
reasons. Then she got ready to go. At the door, she stopped, with afeding of hav-ing forgotten
something, and found herself staring at the breskfast cart, on the very point of going over to it again.

L ee shuddered and went out the door fast.

The guide for the tour group was waiting for them down-gtairs, and Lee was surprised and faintly
concerned to find that it was ISt dil'Hemrev. "Thisismy home city," she said to the smal group that
gathered in the lobby—L ee and Méellie Hopkins and afew othersthat Lee didn't know sowell. "So |
thought | would walk you through afew of the high-lights. It's not asfamous or as historic acity as, say,
Aien Mhariseth, but certainly it's pleasant enough...”

They headed out of the hotel into that bright morning. "We're lucky with the weether, so far,” Melie said,
throw-ing Lee athoughtful glance. She dso had not missed the choice of tour guide. She's a spook,
Méellie had said. Lee had always known in agenerd way that they would al be watched when they got
here, but now she found it hard not to look at everyone they passed asif they were spiesor in-formers.

Dil'Hemrev smiled that cool smile of herswith itsfaint edge of superiority, charming but very much there.
"It'ssummer here a the moment,” she said, asthey headed out of the main street in front of the hotel; "we
don't get alot of wet weather until thefdl. Even if we did, many of the streetswelll be going down this
morning are arcaded. Come dong thisway..."

She led them down streets that grew steadily smaller in scale, compared to the taller towers that seemed
to encircle the harbor proper. Leelooked around in some admiration as dil'Hemrev talked easily about
the history of the Alfen who'd first settled here, the industries they practiced, the trade routes they
established. Thecity itsdlf, at least inits older buildings, had alook of both antiquity and calm pros-perity,
its architecture featuring both sharp and curved arches, and agreat deal of what looked like a soft green
sandstone, the delicate carvings pleasantly blunted by time.

Leewalked aong behind the others and | et dil'Hemrev's narration wash over her as she looked at the
buildings—apartment houses and shops, rarely more than three or four stories high, with an odd tendency



for windows and flights of stepsto comein groups of eleven. Something cultural? she wondered.
Something to do with religion, or superstition?

Sheresolved to ask dil'Hemrev about it later. But asthey waked through the mild, pretty morning,
passing various Alfen in the streets and being courteoudy saluted by them, something began toitchin the
back of Lee'smind. The color of the sandstone started to look alittle strange to her: watery, somehow.
She would glance a aworn, charming old build-ing that from the corner of her eye had seemed to waver
dightly, asif submerged, only to find it perfectly steady when shelooked at it. I'm not trying to See...
shethought. Y et that was the effect shewas getting ... asif shewas bringing judicia Sight to bear on
something, and being resisted.

Or asif thiswhole place was under a glamour, Leethought. Initialy, the thought was laughable. There
were ways to lay adeceptive seeming over physical objectsfor short periods—appearances generated
by mind or by me-chanica insrumentaity—that could deceive people without the Sight easly, and those
with it with more difficulty. But these required a considerable outlay of energy and couldn't be maintained
long. If what she was perceiving here was in-deed aglamour, it was one of acomplexity and power Lee
had never seen before. And if it isa glamour ... why are they doing it? Are we being shown a kind
of Potemkin vil-lage?

What for?...

Leetried to keep hersdlf from showing any unease and followed along behind their guide, who was
talking again now about parts of the city that were said to have sunk under the sea. "There isan
earthquake fault not far from here," dil'Hemrev was saying. "Every thousand years or so it tendsto dip;
that may have happened in prehistory, and so the legend persss...”

She wasrefraining from using the Sight just now, if only because it tended to make her walk into things.
But even as she and the group turned another corner into yet another tiny street, lined with small and cozy
buildings, Lee began to wonder whether the innate "fragility” of Y's she had per-celved yesterday was just
that: perception, no more, well di-vorced from redity—or from any redity that mattered here and now.
For a psychoforencisst it was dways a question: were you doing physica reality adisservice by
congtantly prying around underneeth it, trying to find out what it meant? And here more than usud, the
physica redlity was so arresting—

But that was the problem. Leetrailed her hand idly aong abuilding's ssonework as she passed, looking
at it asshedid: looking, just for aflash, judicialy—though not very deep, and not long enough to be
caught at it. And then she glanced away again, as casudly, for what sheld seen was a odds with what
sheld felt. The stone under her hand was stone, right enough: but it was being misrepresented by what
Leesaw. It was not asmal building, but atall one, possibly even a skyscraper. She was certain of that,
without even looking.

I'm being had, shethought. We all are.
And at all costs, | mustn't et them know that | know it.

Lee kept on walking aong with the rest of the tour, and thought, looking casually at everything, trying not
to be seen looking at any onething terribly hard, storing away detailsfor congderation later. In one of the
main shopping sreetsinto which dil'Hemrev led them, Lee spent some time play-ing the witless shopper,
garing in store windows which were admittedly full of wonderful things, clothes and gppli-ances and
furnishings and art the likes of which sheld never seen. All her credit platesitched. It was the better part
of an hour before she again dared to touch the corner of abuild-ing asthe group and dil'Hemrev turned
into aside street. But by then, Lee was ready for the difference between what she felt and what she saw.



It was not adifferencein anything so smple astexture. It was the attitude with which the build-ing had
beenraised. It said, | am the matter of eternity: | will last forever: | am permanence, hewn. It said
the exact oppo-site of what the skyline had said. There was no tug at the heartstrings, here. Thiswas
careless strength, unconcerned beauty spoken in the Alfen accent that Lee aready knew quite well.
These stoneswore in spirit the same expression that Lee had seen on adead Elf in the street, on Omren
dil'Sorden'sfacein the Ellay County Morgue, belying the fear of afew moments before.

So we're being shown the beauty that moves ... but as a weapon. Or as something to put us off our
guard, to keep us from seeing another truth. The question was, was that truth necessarily important?
Or doesit just seem so to the Elves? That was going to take awhile to determine. But asfar asLee
was concerned, she had had enough of having her heart-strings tugged. What's behind the facades? she
thought.

They had been on their feet for nearly an hour and ahdf now. "We might st down for alittle while, if

you like," dil'Hemrev said, again with the dight smile that suggested atouch of pity for humans, who tired,
as compared with Alfen, who didnt, or at least not so easily. "There's a cafe near here with aniceview
of the parklands behind the city..."

"Soundslikeagood idea," Leesaid, if only to break her own silence; sheld been quiet while the others
had been oohing and aahing over the surroundings. "1t'd be pleasant to sit and have a glass of something
and look at the moun-tains, in such nice westher..."

Dil'Hemrev turned to look at Lee. The shocked, suspi-cious look sedled over dmost ingtantly, leaving
dil'Hemrev's face serene again; but seeing it, Lee knew immediatdy that sheld made amistake, and she
had to concentrate on keeping her own face innocent ... for whatever good it did.

Oh, God, we're not supposed to see the mountains, either.
But why?

Dil'Hemrev didn't deal with what Lee had said, and as she led them to the cafe, Lee did her best to
concentrate on seeming harmless. There was no way to call the word back, no way to cover, and no
way her guide was going to forget.

What else have | seen that I'm not supposed to? Lee won-dered in near-panic. Thisis going to mean
trouble...

Dil'Hemrev ordered drinks for the group, and they shared them uneventfully enough; and afterward their
guide led them back to the hotel. But dl the while, Lee could fed dil'Hemrev's attention on her, if not
actualy her gaze. The Alfen was playing it cool. Lee did her best to do the same, at least until they got
back to the hotel.

She was somewhat surprised to find Gelert lounging around in the suite when she got back. "Y ou finished
ealy,” shesad.

"It'sjust that there weren't alot of us still standing after yesterday'stransit,” Gelert said. "Well haveto do
tomorrow alot of what we thought we'd be doing today. But we got some preliminary work done.”

"That'sgood,” Lee said. She keyed her implant on, and said in PAmerrand, | think their bug isactivein
here now...

| heard it, Gelert said. Those relays make a teeny, tiny noise when they shift states. Heflicked one
ear back and forth. E-flat above C above high C, minus a quarter tone.



Lee avoided giving him the amused look she would have a home. The opera fan speaks.
"So how was the architecture?’
"Extremely beautiful," Lee said. "There are some pat-ternsthat repest..."

"Thedevensthing?' Geert said, sounding idle. "'l no-ticed that in passing.” What's the matter with you?
You look rattled.

Partly that | heard more history from dil'Hemrev today than | think I've ever heard or read, Lee
saddlently, and I'm still trying to digest what | remember of it. But there's another problem. |
mentioned the mountains.

Helooked at her oddly. What mountains?

Lee's heart seized. Have you looked out the window lately?
First thing this morning. Lovely countryside, | thought.
But no mountains.

Geert looked at her strangely. Lee, thisis the flood plain of the Seine, or what would be the Seine if
we were at home, which I'mreally beginning to wish we were. Mountains are in short supply here.
Or they should be.

I'm not arguing. However, | am seeing mountains. And | don't think our hosts expected me to, or
any of us, for that matter.

You think thisis going to be a problem?
| think maybe it already is. But there's nothing | can do about it.

Gelert looked thoughtful. And your implant's been work-ing a little strangely since we got here.
Picking up things it wouldn't normally. Isit some effect on the machinery ... or are our own
sensitivities being sharpened by our presence here?

It could be both. Something to watch out for... Lee said.
You mean, besides dil'Hemrev. Well, we'll see what comes of it.
There's till the problem of what | overheard last night.

| just wish the ice machines had been closer to the eleva-tor, Gelert said. What you got was
tantalizing. And | have one easy guess which Senator he was discussing. Milelgua. He's widely
known to be scraping the bottom of his cam-paign chest.

What | want to know is what the ‘goodies'were that they were discussing, Lee said.

Gelert let out along breath and rolled over. Not enough data... he said. Meanwhile, can you spare a
few minutes? I'm chary of getting into long conver sations inside the hotel, and Sal wanted a word
before we move on to our next loca-tion.

Already? Leesaid.

Yes, Gelert said. Therecords we're investigating, after all, aren't physically located here. They're



going to run us up to Aien Mhariseth tomorrow. There's some weekly, or ten-day-ly, meeting of
the Alfen Grand Council tomorrow; they want to bring us up there and give us the official seal of
approval. | don't know whether we'll be reconvening down here again. But thisis either a big
honor, or an attempt to keep us from getting comfortable in any one place.

If they try to take us over to their version of North Amer-ica, | guess we'll know for sure, Lee
sad. Meanwhile ... we roll with the desires of our hosts, | suppose. Where's Sal going to meet us?

He'll be down in the bar. We'll go for "a walk in the park.” They may have that bugged, but we
can at |least pick the least buggable parts of it, and Sal's carrying a change-able-frequency
multispectrum surveillance-buster. We'll find but soon enough if it works...

L ee changed into something more casua than sheld been wearing, aloose tunic and light pants suitable to
the nearly tropica weather, and wandered out with Gelert, for dl the world asif they had no plans. The
people working behind the desk looked at them curioudy asthey passed, but seeing that they were
heading straight across the main road into the parkland by the lake, did nothing else.

Lee and Gelert went out across one of the paved paths that led through the perfect lawn running to the
perfect |ake-gde. There they found abench to sit down on, and did noth-ing for fifteen minutes or so but
admire the perfect view out acrossthe water. "Would thisbe the Atlantic,” Lee said at last, looking out
into the rainbowed mig, "or the English Channd?"

"I haveto confessthat geography isnot my highest pri-ority inlife" Gelert said. "Especidly Alfen
geography, which is half-classified anyway. But this should be central France, not the coast asit occursin
our ownworld ... | think. The cognacy with Parisin our world is supposed to be fairly close.”

Lee heard a step on the nearby walk, turned to see Sal coming. "Have you ever noticed,” she said, "that
Elves don't make any noise when they walk?'

"A whole lot less than humans of your type, anyway," Gdert said. "And aton lessthan Sd. Hi, S4..."

Sd lowered his considerable bulk to the bench beside Lee. "Gdert,” he said, "you bad mouthing me
agan?'

"Somebody's got to do it."

"Y eah, well, you're not the skinny runt you used to be, el-ther. It's those expense-account dinners. Look
at the gut on you—"

"If you two could stop dagging each other ever o briefly,” Lee said, "who knows how human knowledge
might beincreased.”

"Huh," Sdl said, aworld'sworth of doubt in the word.

"Y our widget working?"' Lee said softly.

Sa nodded just once. "Far as| know. Let'skeep it fairly brief, though.”
"So did your team have agood day?' Gelert said.

"Huh, huh, huh, huh," Sdl said, laughing, and went onin that vein for so long that Lee became serioudy
concerned. That much laughter from this man usudly indicated a disas-ter in the making.



She leaned back on the bench and waited, while Gelert lay down on the ground and rolled hiseyes at the
impossibly blue sky. Findly, Sd went quiet. | takeit," Lee said, "that your initia findings have been
positive.”

"Ohyes" Sd said. "Everything very much on the up-and-up. If you have about as much math, or

networking ex-pertise, asahigh school graduate. I'd beredly insulted, if | didn't find it al desperately
funny.”

"So they've showed you the 'not so public' version of their books," Gelert said, "as regardstheir mining
records, and the data that suggests how much FG they rel ease to the markets of the other worlds, and
when, and in what amounts to which markets."

Sa nodded. "There are some holesin the numbers a-ready,” Sd said. "Nothing we can authenticate from
thein-formation they've let us see so far. But what redlly interests me isthe detailsthey've let fall about
their accounting com-puters connections to the worlds computer networks ... which may present some
possihilities for authentication from our sde of things. Whether they likeit or not.”

Leegavehim alook. "I thought there were no direct con-nections between their home computersin
Alfheim and the subsidiary computersin other universes” Lee said. "Privacy concerns, territoria
information sovereignty, and dl that.”

Sd sniffed. "That'swhat they want everybody to think,” he said. "But it's operationaly impossible. Oh,
they go on in public about their secured data transfer, but it's just more obfuscation designed to direct
attention e sewhere and make their own lives easy.”

He leaned back and folded his hands over hisample ssomach. "They have direct transfer, dl right," Sol
said. "They squeeze the data down to packets, and transmit it at unpredictableintervalsusing a

randomi zation paradigm, using standard 'tween-universe protocols and comms chan-nels. How better to
cover their tracks than to blend in with al the other traffic between theworlds? And | can't believe they
think we're so stupid as not to have seen the comms callsin some of their code. Y es, their cryptography
isof avery high order. Not unbreakable; as usua, what the mind can devise, the mind can bresk. But in
terms of anybody cracking their traffic in real time, which would be their main worry, they're safe

enough.”

Sd looked thoughtful. "Wheat does seem to be very se-cureis access to their machinesfrom outside
their universe. They can get into our networks anytime they want to: but since they're the oneswho
control information flow, by con-trolling the 'ring time' that permitsit in thefirst place, they makeit dmost
impossiblefor anyoneto get at their ma-chinesfrom outsde.”

Gdert'searswent up. " 'Almost’' imposs ble?!

Sa got adreamy look that Lee found most provocative. "When adata ring here getsin contact with one
in one of the other worlds," he said, "they have to exchange authenticartion information first. Now, there
are, oh, fifty different ring systemsin our Sx worldswith which the Alfenringsat Y sand Aien Mhariseth
communicate on aregular basis”

Gdert's eyes narrowed in sudden amusement. "But only two Alfen datarings.”

"Three," Sd said. "Therésacomms-only ring at Ayehmendeh, at the foot of Manhattan Mountain: their
Brookhaven. Their first ring, | think—they keep it around for sentimentd reasons. Or some other.” He
frowned, hisusua ook when he suspected an answer to aquestion hid-ing itself from him. "Anyway,
each of their ringsis pro-grammed to generate anew ID herald each time they ‘call up' another machine.
But they can't changeit too much: it'ssmpler and much more secure to change the cryptography in the



message, rather than in the tranamitter.” Sal amiled. "But thisalows usto compare dl thelog-in heradds
from the smal number of Alfen machines againg the large number of herads from the machinesin the
other five universes, and deduce ... though very dowly ... how to fake an Alfen herald that's likely to
occur in afuture cycle of communica-tions. After that it's just amatter of sending it back to them, over
and over, from al those other machines, for along time. Sooner or later the Alfen machine at the other
end of the linkage hearsits own newly generated herald echoed back to it by the other machine, then
goes on to the next step of the process, which is spilling its guts. Or at least, |etting us capture the whole
message it would have sent to that ma-chine, without raising any warning flags.”

"Have you been caught at thisyet?' Leesaid.
"Lee" sad Sd, "isthat aquestion you redly want me to answer?”
"Uh, no."

Sd'ssmile got moreironic. "1 trust the cardina Virtuesto know that I'm on their Sde,” hesaid. "But I'd
sooner not have to discover the truth about that in a courtroom. My god isto make some other poor
sonofabitch discover it. And with that goa in mind, I'll keep certain detailsin my own head until they need
toget outinthefresh air.”

"You'd need alot of cooperation to do that kind of thing," Gelert said.
"Yup," said Sdl. He amiled.

Mist was beginning gently to gather over the water as the shadows lengthened. Lee watched it cregpin
toward the shore. " So eventualy you're going to be able to derive information, at home, to compare
againg the information you're being given here." Lee didn't have to say, "to see whether werebeing lied
to."

"Eventudly?' Sd said. Hesmiled again.

Gelert rolled over on hisside and fixed Sa with one eye. "I'm glad you're on our side,” he said, "that's
al"

"But these people are deep in deception, Gelert,” Sa said softly. "Deep. We are going to haveto chase
them right around the block, up hill and down dale, before we get what we redlly need to know out of
them. The second 'set of books lookstight enough ... but the third set is going to look absolutely
watertight, I'm sure. It's going to prove everything they've said to us about their balance of trade; it's
going to confirm that they are on the straight and narrow, and al these other people are out to make them
look bad. So you guys, and the other investigators, had better come up with the goods within aweek or
30, and give therest of usareason to stay around and dig deeper. Otherwise, thiswholething isgoing to
turninto a PR exercise, for them, proving how hard-done-by the poor Alfen are. Played for afool by
naughty Interpol and the silly UN, so full of mere humans, so easily led astray. We need some nice solid
excusesto hang around ... and we need al the rest of the team, of which you two are part, to provide
them to us. Otherwise, my data suggests they're going to turf us out of herein lessthan aweek."

"Well do what we can,” Lee said, though she wasn't sure what that might be. "Gelert?"
"I could bury something and claim to forget wherel Ieft it," Gelert said.

SA nudged Gelert with hisfoot. " Someone's reputation, probably,” he said. "But somewhere here there's
asmoking gun. Weneed tofind it ... and pronto.”



*O
The people gathered in the hotel 1obby the next morning looked like an unusualy worn-down tour group,
gtanding around with their luggage and regarding the morning with bleary equanimity. Some of them
looked much more bleary than others. Lee guessed that she was probably well into this second camp, for
she hadn't dept well the previous night. She hadn't exactly been expecting to, anyway. But it had come as
ashock to her to return to the suite and find alow mist lying over everything outside ... and when the mist
rose, there had been no sign of the mountains.

That had shaken her badly enough to make L ee spend the whole night curled up on one of the couchesin
the suite's Stting room, looking out into the darkness, past the city lights. Morning began to gray out the
black of the sky, little by little, and L ee sat there fixedly watching the horizon for the least Sign of the
jagged shapes she knew should be there. But they didn't come. And finally dawn dipped up over thefar
edge of theworld to illuminate a broad and smiling plain, abeautiful green patchwork landscape of fields
and forests, mogtly flat until it melted away into gently rolling hillsand the mist of distance away at the
hinted-at horizon; but no mountains were to be seen anywhere.

Through her frustration and unease, Lee knew her own uncertainty was being used against her asa
weapon. It was a potent one ... and the only way to take it out of the hands of those using it against her
was to admit that she had no ideawhat was going on here, and resign hersdlf to appre-hending what
might present itsalf before her, rather than ac-tively searching under appearances.... for the moment. If
they think they've thrown me off the scent, as Gelert would put it, then they may get carelessin
some other way. So, fine: let them think I've learned my lesson. Or that I'm scared.

| won't have to fake that very hard...

Exactly on time ISf dil'Hemrev turned up, looking what wasto Lee almost intolerably beautiful, asif she
had bathed in morning dew, that swirl of hair like night around her shimmering where the sun caught it as
she escorted the group out to the pavement in front of the hotel. There Lee had amoment'sirrational
satisfaction as, ever so briefly, she saw dil'Hemrev look up and around at the sky and display annoyance.
Her eyeswent chilly, and alittle straight deep frown line drove down from the middle of her forehead to
the top of her nose, disfiguring that perfect face for just afew moments. Lee began to fed ashamed of
herself for being so pleased to see the dabaster perfection marred. Then the shame gave way to
puzzlement. What's she so upset about? It'sjust a late bus or something...

Beside Lee, Gelert looked up, hisearstwitching. "Not bad,” he said under his breath. Lee looked where
he did, where dil'Hemrev was |ooking, and saw the transport an-gling in toward them in utter silence, the
sun glinting on itslong deek shape through the dtill-fading morning migt asit landed with exactitude out in
the center of the greensward near where she and Gelert and Sal had had their talk. She glanced over at

dil'Hemrev and was bemused again to see her beautiful face get angrier dtill, before thelook sedled over.

The craft was abig one, aforty-seater at least—a broad oval main body, with adenderer ova of
clearsted or some smilar substance mounted atop it. A door appeared in the craft's Side as Dil'Hemrev
led them out to it, and not until Lee was hafway there and waiting in line to go up the ramp the craft had
extruded did she notice the symbol on its side near the nose—not the undifferentiated golden sun-disc of
Alfheim, but an irregular green hexagon, wider than it wastall, pierced from below by an unfletched
arrow or spear. Lee's eyes widened at that. Oh, really?, she said to Gelert viatheir PAmerrand link, for
the Sgn wasthat of the Alfen Miraha, the executive body comprised of the Grand Coun-cil, the Survivor
Lords, and the EIf-King.

Not what she was expecting, | take it, Gelert said. Appar-ently the unexpected annoys her.

Lee thought of the woman's expression yesterday. That's not exactly news. Shewas dill worrying at the



questions raised by dil'Hemrev's reaction yesterday. The Alfen had to know perfectly well that shewasa
Seeing psychoforensicist. So why should dil'Hemrev then have been surprised that she'd Seen the
mountains? And since the mountains had been gone again, this morning, why should she now betry-ing
to get Leeto admit that she'd Seen them?

... And again, if | wasn't meant to See those mountains, why were we given a suite on that side of
the building, where | wouldn't have any choice to See them if | could? Unless someone counted on
me Seeing them. | was meant to See them. Meant to be noticed Seeing them.

By whom?...

They climbed up into the craft, found seats. Leetook awindow seat behind Mellie Hopkins, but just as
Gelert was about to dip into the same row and jump up on the seat be-side her, dil'Hemrev sidestepped
him and gracefully sat down there hersdlf. Gelert flicked one ear at Lee, and went around to the next row
behind. Asthe craft lifted, again in silence, dil'Hemrev turned to Lee, and said, "I'm sorry | didn't havea
chanceto talk to you after the group outing yesterday. We've been remiss, it seems.”

Leewas uncertain just how to take this, but dso intent on giving dil'Hemrev no leadsto pursue. "I'm sure
you've been very busy..."

The craft angled out over the sea, gaining dtitude, then turned inland again, till gaining height and speed;
Y sdropped away behind, more and more quickly, becoming in-distinct under the scattered morning
cloud. "Not so busy that we would willingly pay lessthan full attention to our guests security,” dil'Hemrev
sad, sounding apologetic. "Weve had arather angry communication from the LA Police De-partment
this morning, wanting information on what per-sona protection we've assgned you. They're very
concerned for your safety, and so naturaly we are, too."

The second part of this, she had been expecting ... but thefirst part took Lee by surprise. Assuming it's
true... "It'scertainly nothing I've asked them to act on,” Lee said. "I'm convinced the bregk-in a my
house was a one-off, and the extra security was probably unneces-sary ... certainly after the damageto
the house was re-paired, anyway. And as for security here, | very much doubt that common thieves or
housebreskers are going to have managed to follow meinto Alfhem.” She smiled a dil'Hemrev. "I'm sure
the security arrangements you have in place for the group as awhole will be more than adequate to keep
mesafe

"All thesame," dil'Hemrev said, "'I'm not sure we would fedl comfortable with going againgt the express
wishes of the organization which employsyou. If we—"

"I'm sorry,” Lee said gently, "but there's some misunder-standing here. I'll grant you the situation is
complex; poss-bly theré's no equivaent structure in Alfen law inducement. I'm not an employee of the
LAPD: I'm an independent con-tractor. If anything, | employ them, from timeto time, with an eyeto the
furtherance of Jugtice, Whom | serve. | under-stand their concern, on their own ground; but hereit's
a-mogt certainly unnecessary.”

"Ms. Enfidd,” dil'Hemrev said, "I'm sorry too, but | find mysdlf in apostion wherel must ingst—"

"l don't liketo cause you trouble," Lee said, aflat lie for which she would have to make recompense
later. "But if you do ing g, then perhaps matterswill be most smply handled if as soon aswe set down, |
make arrangements to be re-turned to Ellay. I'm sure the Security Council's oversight committee will
understand when | explain the circumstancesto them.”

That produced abrief silence during which Lee concen-trated on looking guileless and watching
dil'Hemrev'sface asmildly asif there was nothing unusud to be seen there a dl. The Alfen woman did



her best to keep her expression serene, but wasn't entirely successful. Lee knew what she was thinking:
that any departure of amember of the inves-tigative committee at this point would be looked upon most
suspicioudy, as possibly involving some kind of coer-cion ... and Lee's Side of the story, suggesting that
the Alfen were trying to impose persona surveillance on her againgt her will, would only serveto
reinforce that suspicion back home.

"I'll haveto tel my superiors, then, that you've refused protection,” dil'Hemrev said.

The darm dready growing in the back of Lee's mind suddenly gathered itself into an entirely different
shape. But she was not going to let that show. "I'd gppreciate it if you'd do that,” Lee said.

Dil'Hemrev got up with asmile and anod, and headed away to sit down by Per Olafssen, beginning to
chat with him asif nothing out of the ordinary had just happened. Lee spent the next few moments
looking out the window as the craft ascended farther and farther above the clouds, begin-ning to shudder
ever 0 dightly asit accelerated. The thought of dil'Hemrev's expression asthis craft had landed was
again on her mind. Not at all what she was expect-ing... And dil'Hemrev was ExAff, Mdlie Hopkins
had said.

There's a tendency for usto think of Alfen asif they all had the same agendas and all answered to
the same author-ities. And maybe it serves their purposes to have us think that. But Lee was now
beginning to suspect what she should have redlized long ago; that there were factions among them, and
infighting, just as among any other kind of hominid. And spotting the sigil of the Miraha on this ship
threw her off-balance somehow. Was our group being covertly "sponsored” by one group, one
governmental agency, for one set of purposes, until another one co-opted us? One higher up?...

She felt the dight thump as someone sat down in the seat next to her, and across the bottom of her vision,
the charac-tersran by: That was a bluff that could have gone fairly wrong...

Shedidn't turnto look at Gelert right away. It didn't, though. Now all we have to worry about is
who's going to attack me here, and how...

She didn't actually threaten you, did she??

Oh, no, Lee said. She was the one who felt threatened, if I'm any judge. But she does think
something's going to happen to us, or to me. They're trying to cover themselves. But at the same
time, she thinks something's gone wrong—

They both started, then, asthe craft shook with the char-acteristic double bang of avessdl going
hypersonic; and Leelooked a Gdert, amiling dightly at his nervousness, and her own. But beyond that,
shedidn't fed much likesmiling. I think we're caught in the middle of some kind of obscure protocol
fight, Leesaid. If I'mreading the signs right, ExAff was supposed to be in charge of our group ...
until sud-denly the Miraha took an interest.

| would have thought the Miraha would have been inter-ested from the beginning, Gelert said. But
what do | know? Meanwhile, there could be other possible readings, Lee. Herself only knows what
theinternal political situation hereislike at the moment. The Alfen are pretty close-mouthed
about their government departments’ interrelationships...

| suspect they'rerelying on our ignorance, Lee said. Well, we'll see what we can do to remedy that
over the next few days. And in the meantime, no matter what they may in-tend to try, | didn't
want some Alfen version of Larry sleep-ing across our threshold.

"Wdll, we've got half an hour or so before we get there, | believe," Gelert said. "Coffee?!



Leeturned to see one of the craft's Alfen staff standing by their seats with atray, and noted in passing
the Miraha'singgniaon the man's one-piece uniform. " Xoco if you haveit," Lee said.

"Certainly, Ms. Enfidd. A moment. Lhei'madra?"
"Water would befine. Still, please; at dtitude the bubbles give me trouble.”

The Alfen walked away. Lee looked at him idly as he went; he was as usud too handsometo be
believed, aswell astall, radiantly blond, big-shouldered and narrow-waisted, though not too much so0—a
wrestler's build. What | want to know is, where in that uniform could he be hiding a weapon?

Gelert caught her look. "In the market for a'professiona boyfriend?' he said, pulling hisgrin wider than
usud.

Lee shook her head. Not an Alfen one, she said slently down their link.
"Y ou sure? He might look decorative deeping across the threshold...”
"Gdert..." Leesad.

Their drinks arrived. Leetook her xoco and tasted it cau-tioudy; she had no confidence in the food here
anymore, not after that piece of fruit back in the hotel, and she didn't want to be taken by surprise. "It
would make Matt crazy,” Gelert said, bending his head to the bowl that had been put on the sidetray for
him.

"Maitt," Lee said under her breath. "Please don't mention him right now." She was wondering how she
was going to find out anything useful a dl if the Alfen kept hauling them from placeto place before she
had a chanceto ook hard at anything. How did | let you inveigle me into this, Matt? | swear, when
we get home, I'm going to take it out of your hide....

The problem was, she knew she wouldn't There were too many memories of him lying back againgt the
pillowsin the early morning, lazy, smiling tenderly at her...

Lee cursed hersdf inwardly and looked south out the window, ahead of them, toward the very dight
curvature of the earth that concealed their destination.

Theflight was as short as Gelert had predicted. They had hardly spent fifteen minutes cruising supersonic
before the ship shook with subsonic re-insertion. It was ill strangeto do it in utter silence, except for the
roar of air past the craft's hull, and even that was muted to afaint demure rushing sound like
ar-conditioning. Another technology they've declined to share with the rest of us. | wonder, did
they get it from the Xainese?. .. For Xahon was as protective of its universe's monopoly on space
travel and space technologies as Alfheim was of fairy gold. Possibly these two cultures have better
grounds for understanding each other than the rest of us know...

They were dropping into alandscape of mountainstall enough to be snowcapped even at thistime of
year, in these latitudes; Alfheim's version of the Alps. Wherein Legs world those mountains were asfull
of the marks of civiliza-tions as anyplace else, now she looked down out of the win-dow and saw no sign
of roads or habitations, nothing at al—awhite waste lined here and there with green vadlleys, but the
valeyswere empty.

On the southern side of the great Alpine watershed, though, the picture began to change astheir craft
dropped lower. The character of the mountai ns changed, too; they became lower, the valeys wider and
greener, and now signs of life began to gppear—small handsome cities, valleys wide enough for
cultivation, roads winding among the pesks. And then, without warning, the character of the mountains



changed.

Before they had been more like the Rockies, granite or basalt, dark gray or dmost black in places, an
older, vol-canic stone in stepped peaks and great massifs. Now, sud-denly, asthe craft descended, Lee
found hersalf looking at a sharper, more dangerous landscape, a maze of upward-pointing daggers of
white stone set againgt a cloudless blue sky. At the heart of one cluster of those daggers, dmost asif set
therefor protection, a collection of sharp-pointed gemsin greens and blues reached upward, glittering in
the day: Aien Mhariseth, the Alfen's oldest settlement in Europe, and the ancient home and seat of power
of the EIf-Kings.

All their group were standing in the craft's aides now to look down at the view, or leaning against the
windows. Leefelt no surprise to glance over her shoulder and see that dil'Hemrev was nearby again,
looking at the staggering landscape with the gently amused expression of someone watching the reaction
of touriststo abeauty she had herself long cometo take for granted. Their eyesdid not meet asLee
glanced back, but she knew that the EIf was waiting to discover what else Lee might see.

Standing behind dil'Hemrev, looking over her shoulder, Per Olafssen said, "These are the Italian
pre-Alps, aren't they?"'

"Close. But were alittle farther south, and alittle farther west," dil'Hemrev said. "If the equivaencies
were com-plete, it would be the area around Latemar, in your world—not too far from Bolzano, in the
Itdian Tyrol. But in our universe Bolzano, or Ddasthe aswe cdl it, remained just alittle settlement.
Probably it's because the course of the Adigeriver runsalittle differently here, farther east into what
would be the Grodner Dolomites. With us, it was Aien Mhariseth that became the main trading center,
because of the way the river and the pass road came together.”

Leefiled the information away absently asthe craft made a broad circle around the city, losng more
dtitude. Aien Mhariseth resembled Y s only in that some of the materias, metals and stone, looked like
those used there. Otherwise, the building style was mostly different. The mgjority of the buildingswere
older, blunter, crouching down into the hol-low under the mountain walls. In the center of the city, a
double handful of towers reached up; newer buildings, Lee thought, meant to echo the natural
surroundings in amore ordered architectura idiom. They were handsome enough. But to her eyethe
effect had failed, for those spires were ef-fortlessy dominated and overshadowed by the spinesand
thorns of stone uprearing al around. The stone was pale, an ancient coral-based limestone identica with
that of the Dolomitesin Lee's own world. Once upon atime, al this had lain benesath the warm waters of
the prehistoric seathat covered Europe. But the fires under the world had stirred, and the planet's skin
had heaved upward, shrugging the seaaway. The calcified coral of the seabed had cracked and
shattered, greet layers of it tilting up onto their sdes, asthe floor of that part of the world abruptly
becameitswalls. Millions of years erosion had fretted dowly at those walls, pedling them back and
down aong the now-vertica layers, so that Aien Mhariseth was completely fenced about with narrow
peaks and pinnacles, jagged needles of stone like upthrust swords and spears, white or palest gray. Here
and there among them an occasiona patch of green lay nestled in some broad yoke or saddleback
between the greater chain of peaks; but elsawhere were only bouldersin ahundred sizes, gravel and
rubble, and huge fans of gray scree scat-tered down the mountainsides.

But here and there, too, asthey swung closer around the great jagged wall that stood up directly behind
Aien Mhariseth, shdltering it to the north, Lee began to see the patches of crimson clinging to the sheer
stone. Only the highest peaks were free of it just now. Elsewhere the color became less of a patchwork,
amost an unbroken blanket in places, in purple or carmine or adark dusky rose. At the sight of the
color, once again Leefdt that terrible disorient-ing grip of pain of the heart, asif she were suddenly
re-membering aloss she had suffered long ago, and had, unconscionably, forgotten. But the fegling



affected her less strongly today, either because she had been herefor alittle while now, or because she
recognized it as possibly some kind of weapon ... in any case, as something more than just the effect of
trangt between worlds. And it's worse here, Leethought. Had we experienced this on our first day, it
would have simply left us all nonfunctional. But why isit stronger here?

"Oh, isn't that beautiful,” Méllie Hopkins was saying, and then she sniffed, and wiped atear away. "It'sadl
pink..."

Leesmiled. As good a time as any to push the issue a lit-tle. "The ElIf-King'sroses..." shesaid. "Or
onevariety of them, anyway."

"Y es, we had quite adigplay the other night, didn't we? The conditionswerejust right." Dil'Hemrev
smiled, com-pletely innocently. "1 wish | could say we arranged it for you, but very few of usare quite
that accomplished.”

Leedidn't even dare glance at dil'Hemrev at that point. Just what are you trying to pull? she thought.
Why are you in such a rush all of a sudden to get me to incriminate my-self? And who are you
working for, really? For she couldn't get rid of the sense that dil'Hemrev wasfeding pressured in some
way ... and that there was moreto it than just whatever orders dil’Hemrev might have from ExAff. So do
| take the bait? Lee thought. It was tempting, but she had no idea how such a brazen betraya of what
she could see and couldn't might affect matters.

"What are you on about?' Médllie said. "Never knew you were agardener, Lee."

"Believeme, I'm not," Lee said. Y ou should see my roses. It'sjust something from an old story that
some central Europeans made up to explain the a penglow. When you have sunset and..." Lee decided
not to make life easy for dil'Hemrev by coming right out and saying "amountain range.” "...and high
cloudsin the right orientation to one another, sometimesit makesit look like the landscapeis glowing
interndly. It lastsawhile after local nightfal, be-cause of the height of the clouds. People used to say
those were the EIf-King's roses showing through from the next world..."

"That happen the night we came? It would have been lost on me," Mélie said. "I don't remember athing
after drop-ping my bags and checking where the plumbing was. | was wrecked." Mdlie looked down
again asthe craft began to circle lower, toward a green spot at the edge of the city. "Those can't beredl
roses, though, can they. Not up here: it'd be too cold. This has to be a sub-al pine environ-ment..."

"You'reright, of course" dil'Hemrev said. "I wouldn't be an expert, but those are alittle low shrubby kind
of plant that bloomsthistime of year. A kind of giant heather, | think you would call them. They're very
tough; they go right up past the snow line, and spend most of the year covered by snow, except for this
little window of time when they bloom in ahurry. The name suggeststhat they got tangled up with the old
legend somehow, probably when people found out that there weren't real roses up therein their own
worlds. And of course there weren't any here in our world either; they couldn't have survived. Just afairy
tde..." Dil'Hem-rev amiled indulgently.

Gelert had put his head over Leg's shoulder. Pushing the issue, are we?
Why not? Méellie gave me the opening.
No argument. Just you be careful... "It lookslike nicewaking country,” Gelert said.

"It'svery popular among those of our people who enjoy hiking," dil'Hemrev said. "I'd be glad to speak to
someone and have them take you up therein your freetime, if you like."



L ee thought she understood the message: Ther€'s nothing there of any importance at all, and we
want you to see that for yourself. "Certainly,” Lee said. "If there's some sparetimein the next few
days, 1'd enjoy the opportunity. Gel ?"

"Absolutely. | could use agood run in the park.”

Dil'Hemrev nodded asif there was nothing unusua about thisat al, and went farther back in the craft to
talk to some others of the committee members. Lee didn't glance at Gelert, but via her implant she said: If
| was uncertain be-fore, I'm not now. The way she came back to the question of any "real" roses
being here tells me she knows about my caller. The only question is how. Which Alfen intelligence
agency has the comms in my house bugged? Or have they already pulled my caller in and had
EXAff ring him dry?

For our sake, | hope not. They'd probably have enough cause under their jurisdictional laws to
chuck usin the clink right now. But | don't think they'd like to do that ... for the same reason your
bluff worked just now.

Wall, we'll see...

"The city lookslikeit's been herefor along time," Per said, Sitting down acrossthe aide and a seat or
two up from Lee and Gelert.

"Since our version of the Bronze Age," dil'Hemrev said, dl polished tour guide again. "Our oldest fairy
gold mines are here; not mined anymore, of course, since the areal's now protected under cultural heritage
gatutes. And some of the buildings are very old indeed.” Sheindicated onein partic-ular, set actudly into
the hugewall of stone, high up on an inward-leaning spur of stone that stood perhaps fifty meters above
the floor of the smdl valey that the peaks encircled. "Eavien dil'Lavrinhad,” she said, "the Laurins

House. Its oldest parts are now five thousand years old; it's the oldest continuoudy inhabited structure on
the planet.”

They al peered a it asthe craft came down toward itslanding site, in the shadow of what was amuch
more grand and impressive building, arched and porticoed like something out of ancient Greece, though
the arches were more Gothic than Hellenic. Leg's eyes, though, were till dl for that building up oniits
spur of stone, leaning againgt the mountain behind it like someone very mindful of who might come up
from behind his back. What few towers the Laurins House possessed had a grudging look to them,
squared, blunted like the oldest of the older buildings below. Only one tower stood alittle higher than the
rest, sitting farthest back in the structure and built partidly into the spur as the foundations of the building
were. From it, afew cautious, narrow-eyed windows looked down on the valey, giving an impression of
thoughtful watchfulness, aregard that trusted no one and didn't deep. There's a message there, she
thought, if | could understand it...

Shelogt sight of the building at last asthe craft came down on a paved areanot far from the huge building
with itsarched porticoes. "The Miraha arein morning sesson there," dil'Hemrev said; "you've been
invited to the after-noon sesson, which isformd ... so you'll want to change. WEl get you settled in the
vigtors quarters and send some-one around for you when it'stime for the sesson. Then the reception
with the Miraha will bethisevening."

"Isthe Laurin likely to bein attendance?' Per said.

"I think not,” said dil'Hemrev. "He's been traveling on business for the last few weeks; we would have
been in-formed if held returned. HEl be disappointed that he missed you, of course.™

"Of course," Per said.



The craft put itsramp out, and they al trooped down after dil'Hemrev and followed her acrossthe
landing pad and down a paved pathway to agreat door in the bottom of one of the nearest towers, a
massive drum-shaped structure with several smaller towersincorporated insde its outer walls. Shortly
theresfter, following aclimb up severd circles worth of gairs, Lee and Gelert were ushered into their
rooms by ayoung Alfen woman in thelivery of the Miraha, and the massive stedl-bound door closed
behind them.

Neither of them could do much for thefirst few seconds except ook around in astonishment. "It'sa
wholefloor," Lee said, gazing around. From where they stood, along straight stone-walled room at least
fifty feet wide ran right acrossto the far side of the tower, and seemingly straight out onto an exterior

bal cony; there were no windows or doorsthere that Lee could see. Massive, dark wooden furniture,
beautifully carved, stood here and there—tables, couches, dmeries, and bookshelves ranged against the
warm brown stone.

They walked in and |ooked through the big doorsto right and |eft that opened from the main room. The
oneon theleft was plainly meant for Gelert, at least hdf its greet floor asingle silken cushion, with hegps
more slkslying here and there for warmth, and adoor leading into a massive bath walled and floored in
some dark sparkling stone that was warm to the touch. On Lee's side the bedroom was hung with darkly
rich draperies and tapedtries, floored with abeautiful old woven rug in desgnsthe like of which Lee had
never seen before. The bed had an ornately carved, curved headboard nearly two meters high, arching
up and over the head of the bed into an outreaching canopy, asif the de-signer had been afraid it might
dart raining indde. The whole effect waslavish, but layered, an effect entirdly dif-ferent from the polished
perfection of the hotdl roomin Y's. This place |looked like people had lived iniit.

My problem, Gelert said, isthat it looks like people have died in it. He was examining some marks on
the furniturein the common stting area. 1'd swear that's a sword cut. Lee, does that look like a sword
cut to you?

She wandered idly past the chair in question, glanced at it. No.

| wish | could be so sure. Either way, no one's even pol-ished it out. The maintenance around here
|eaves something to be desired.

Maybe it's something historic.
If itis, that just makes me more nervous.

Leewent back out into the central hall that led to the bal-cony, strolled down to its door, or whereits
door should have been, and stood gazing out. "Why can't | fed the wind from outside?' she said, and
waked out onto the balcony. The few steps answered her question: the sensation as of a spiderweb
brushing across her skin told her there was some kind of forcefield between the window and the room.

For afew moments she leaned there on the parapet, look-ing across the valley to the palace built into the
cliff. After alittle while Gelert came up behind her, got up on hishind legs, with his paws on the parapet,
and looked over.

"I've never dept in atheme park before,” Lee said, glancing up at the nearby towers, spired in silver and
orichalc, clustered like candlesin astony candelabrum. "I fed like there should be somebody down in the
bushes, wishing they were aglove upon my hand, like something out of Shakespeare.”

Gdert sat down again and said nothing for afew mo-ments. Findly, sllently, he said, You fedl it too,
don't you.



Leedidnt nod, but inwardly she said, There's a lot more here than shows at first glance.

Or scent, Gelert said, first or second. He breathed the late-afternoon air, looking toward the mountains,
closing his eyesto scent better. Leefollowed his gaze. There was a claustrophobic quality to those
mountains, afeding asif they were not entirely anatura barrier, not an accident of geology, but awal in
truth, erected on purpose to keep something out ... or in.

Something there that's not showing, Gelert said. Can you fedl it?
Yes, Leesaid. Come on.

The two of them stood there for ten minutes, twenty min-utes, more. After that Lee stopped wondering
how long, and smply stood, bending her Sight againgt those mountains, willing them with al her might to
show her what they had to show. But they stood there, till as stone, mute as stone, and would not reved
anything at al. They wererock, just rock; nothing else. They had stood there for more than amil-lion
years, and had seen nothing worth seeing, and meant nothing in particular to anyone. The only secret they
held in them was gold, clenched there insde them asif in afist; but even that secret was an open one, no

news to anybody.
Lee opened her eyes, let out along breath of frustration. Anything? She said to Gelert.

Nothing at all. Which, as we both know, iswildly unlikely.
A glamour?

If it is one, as we understand it, 1've never felt one so strong. It can't even be felt as such. Which
means it's pow-erful enough to override our perception of reality—

Or our perception of reality is being interfered with.

Always a possibility. Leethought again of the roses, of how apower like theirs might theoretically be
enough, in some other universe, to subvert even the operation of acardinal Virtue, of Justice hersdlf.

Ifitis, Gelert said, we're screwed. The whole reason for us coming has been derailed; we've
effectively been neu-tralized.

The other possibility, Leesaid, isthat it's not a glamour as we understand it, but something else,
some other kind of power being bent against us. That our judgment of what we're Seeing or
Scenting is correct ... and we need to keep on doing just what we're doing now.

Gdert Sghed. We're going to have to play it that way for the time being, he said. But | smell trouble
ontheair that | can't pin down any more specifically than that. Something hereiswrong. The air
says so, the water says so, the stones on the ground and the trees on the hill and the sky looking
down all say it, too...

The question is, are we going to be able to find out what before they send us home again?

Way back down at the end of the main room, someone knocked on the door. Not right this minute,
Gdert said. "Oh my gosh, we should have been changed by now..."

Lee sad, for the benefit of whoever might be doing surveillance on them at the moment. "Comeon ..."

Lee had attended her share of governmental sessionsin her time, everything from the UN&ME in genera



sesson to that recurring bout of tag-team wrestling otherwise known as the biweekly meeting of the Ellay
City Council. In con-tent, the Miraha's "guest assembly" was probably no differ-ent from most of these,
insofar asit involved agreast many people, usualy of advanced years, slanding up and making long
leisurely speechesin indecipherable language. The only difference here, Lee said slently, is that even
in the Senate, the average age isn't anywhere near as advanced as these peopl€'s ... and the
Senate don't speak Alfen.

We should count ourselves lucky they can speak at all, Gelert said. These people may not be
speaking any language we can understand, but at |east they dress better than the Senate.

Leewasinclined to agree, but wondered if perhaps they were doing it in salf-defense. The building itsalf
came of aperiod in Alfen architecture that had favored not only huge arched and domed spaces, but a
luxury in materials and ex-ecution that would have made some parts of the Vatican, or for that matter the
palace of the Dragon Emperor of Xaihon, look like athatched hut by comparison. Elaborate frescoes
and hangings adorned every wall of thelong hallway that brought them under the centra dome wherethe
Miraha sat; ddlicate and impossibly complex mosaics and enamd-inlaid tilings covered the floors;
detailings, carvings, and orna-mentation in fairy gold were everywhere. Whole pillars made of
semiprecious stone, epecialy ablue agate lined with green, had been inlaid with tiny gemsthat winked
and glittered in the torchlight as one walked by—for the com-mittee had actually been led into the vast
gpace by Alfen women dressed all in black, wearing crowns and collars of black gems and bearing
genuinetorches. Gelert had mut-tered down hisimplant about not knowing whether they were destined
for abarbecue or an auto-da-fe, and Lee had to restrain hersdf from poking him.

In the centra hdl they had been conducted into the mid-dle of the Miraha, under the great painted
dome, and nearly blinded by the shifting glitter of still morefairy gold and jewels on the lawmakers
gathered there, either woven into their ceremonid garb—the Alfen short-cloak and trews or half-gown
here augmented with dagged and dashed deeves, and quilted or cross-gartered with even morefary
gold, in tissue—or worn as great chains of office, massve, many-linked. Lee had ft pogitively
underdressed in her plain lanthanomancer's black and the smple chain of her rank.

But at least we get to sit down, she had thought. Chairs had been placed for the committeein the very
center of the space. The eighty members of the Miraha did not sit, but stood. There was only one chair,
off to one sde, of plain black wood and very smply design, uncushioned, with atal back on which was
carved amore ornate version of the Miraha's sgil, the hexagon and the speer.

Gdert, stting down beside Lee, had looked around with amusement at the standing arrangements.
Maybe thisisin-tended to keep the speeches shorter, he said. But the hope had proved vain. The
gpeeches—when a given spesker deigned to speak in English—said agreat deal about mutua respect,
and the necessity for peoplesto listen to one an-other, and much else. But looking at the faces of the
speak-ers, and not even trying particularly hard to See, Lee thought she had never heard so much lyingin
her life. The amo-sphere of resentment was overwhelming.

Gdert'snose nearly never siopped twitching. They hate our guts, he said. Someone up high, and I'm
betting it's the Elf-King, told them to have us here and like it. And they've managed the first part
... but not the second.

And we have to go to a party with these people later? Lee said. That sounds like all kinds of fun...
Protocol, Lee.

I'd rather work, shesaid. Herein the midst of al this privilege and power, the heart of Alfheim'swealth
and in-fluence, and amid all these people who despite their young faces had the eyes of old and wicked



politicians, every one—she could not stop seeing the face of Omren dil'Sorden, dead too young without
even redly knowing why.

You're doing your work, Gelert said. You're getting up their noses, by being a human at the heart of
their world. And tomorrow you'll have your chance to get farther up their noses still ... so just
hang on.

She didn't answer; she knew hewasright. Eventualy it wasal over, and first Per and then the rest of the
committee greeted the Miraha's spesker, a solemn man with the dignity of some ancient Roman statue
and the perfect face of a supermodel, high-cheekboned, dark-eyed, lean, and graceful. Lee smiled a him
and spoke to him courteoudy, and moved on atrifle more quickly than she might have in other
cir-cumstances.... even a an Ellay City Council meeting. I'm beginning to lose it, she said to Gelert, as
their group was led out once more, back to the residence tower, by the women in black with the

torches. I'm starting to really dislike these people, and | can't afford to do that.

It'syour blood sugar, Gelert said. It's been a long time since breakfast.

| hope you ‘reright. Otherwise, I'm not going to do poor Omren dil'Sorden any good. Or anyone
dse..

That evening they were feted asroyally asthey had not been on their arriva in Alflieim. That by itself
was an issue that interested me, Gelert said as he got himsdlf ready for the gathering. | was wondering
when they were going to start treating us more like official guests of the government and less like
a cut-rate package tour-.

Leenodded idly. She was feding much better—the cold collation and wine that the staff had brought up
for them after the Miraha session had taken care of her hunger and her somewheat frayed temper—and
now shewas brushing down her dressfor the reception. It was at least the third time on this trip that
sheld had to brush it down, since even though she might be worlds away from them, somehow everything
black Lee owned managed to pick up white fur from Gelert'skids. Not sure how you mean, she sad,
pick-ing off some of the more resstant fluff between her fingers.

Think about it. One day they import us from JFK and dump usin a Hilton, and we don't see
anybody higher-ranking than a few accountants and the fragrant dil'Hemrev from Alfen External
Affairs. Then something happens, some-body in the Miraha sends a shuttle for us, and now all the
upper-ups are coming out of the woodwork to make nice on us. Has there been a 'palace coup'of
some kind? Does ExAff have a new boss all of a sudden, one who's more kindly dis-posed to us?
Or, regardless of what dil'Hemrev told us, did the Elf-King perhaps get back from some trip,
decide the high-profile UN committee isn't getting high-profile-enough treatment, and kick some
of the civil servants butts upstairs, or down?

L ee thought about that for amoment. It seemed as poss-ble as anything ese. Then, "Fragrant?” Lee
sad.

Gdert blinked at her, then grinned. Irony. Probably | should have said "redolent,” asin "she
stinks."

Not literally, Lee said. At least not that | noticed...
It's not just her perfume, Gelert said. That woman's up to something.

Therewe'rein agreement. | just wish | knew what. This protection thing ... | can't tell whether



she'sfor or against the idea of someone sneaking up on us some night and put-ting a knife in me.
But she seems eager not to have LAPD blame the Alfen for it.

Well, we'll find out, Gelert said. Especially since an acreage like thisis going to be difficult to
secure at night. And our magic balcony door there ... isit any better at keeping people out than it
isat keeping usin?

Another happy thought, Lee said. Thank you so much.

Gelert looked at Lee with some amusement as she dipped the dress on over her head. ™Y ou missed
some fur on the back..."

Lee groaned and dipped it off again. "Why didn't you say so before?"

"You've got hours yet to get it clean,” Gelert said. Then, naturally, came the knock on the door. "Oops, |
tell alie”

"They keep doing that!" Lee muttered. "Aredl their clocks running fast? | haven't finished my makeup
yel”

She dashed into her own bathroom. Though | don't know why | bother , she thought, dealing with her
makeup at the highest speed consonant with keeping it in the right places on her face. The way all of
themlook, | could go in and have everything about me redone but my sensibilities, and it still
wouldn 't matter in the dlightest; by comparison, I'd still ook like an unmade bed. She sighed. Still,
you have to let people see that you're trying...

Five minutes or so later Lee wasin order, and she and Gelert met their escort at the door again. When
they got downstairs to the entrance of the residence tower, this time there were no women with torches,
but just 1sif dil'Hemrev again, much more formaly dressed than they'd seen her so far, in along deep-cut
gown of atruly striking blue that ex-actly caught both the color of her eyes and of the sapphireswound
into her hair.

Chatting casually with Per and the others, dil'Hemrev led them about a five minutes walk from the
residence tower to asmaller building that stood in the shadow of the Miraha'sgrest hdl. "The Laurin's
banqueting hdl," dil'Hemrev said, and stood asideto let the committee memberswalk in past her through
great bronze doorslaid open.

They came into a gpace far more humane and intimate than the Miraha's hdl, though this one wasn't
precisgly smdl either. It was along room with abarrd-vaulted ceiling some thirty metershigh, dl painted
with the clouds of asky at sunset. Tdl windows ran down either sde of the room, letting in the afternoon
light, and asingle grest table ran right down the room's length, big enough to seet at least ahundred for a
formal banquet It was set as a buffet, though, and positively groaned with food and drink. At the sight of
it, Gelert's somach made an darming noise.

Lee couldn't help but smile dightly. "I thought you just ate," she said.
"My stomach is having second thoughts," Gelert said. "L ook at that salmon!”

There were dready perhapsfifty Alfen inthe room, but for the moment they were dl hanging back asif
waiting for something. Lee found out what when, from behind them, someone came whose approach
made the small crowd part to right and | eft. Through the space they made came asmall Alfen woman,
slver-haired, dight-boned and delicate—something of asurprise a first glance, for Lee had gotten used
to Alfen being on thetadl side.



Whatever soft talk had been going on among the Alfen until now ceased completely. "Our guests,” the
woman said, "'l welcome you to Alfheim, and to Aien Mhariseth, the Laurin's city. My nameis Dierrich
di'Estenv. | am the mrinLauvrin, the Laurin's chief deputy; some people might cal methe EIf-King's
grand vizier."

There were some chuckles about that. "The Laurin is not presently in resdence,” dil'Estenv said, "being
abroad on business; but I'm glad to do service for himin his place. | welcomeyou dl to our hearth; may
your own service to your own peoples prosper!”

The committee applauded her politely enough, and Per then made, apparently extemporaneoudy, avery
gracious thank-you speech that confirmed to Lee why he'd been sent dong on thismisson—not just asa
former law inducement officer and a present-day politician, but one of those who makes the work of
diplomacy look easy even a uncomfort-abletimes. At the end of it, dil'Estenv took Per's hand, much to
his surprise, and bowed over it; then led him up to the nearest table, poured them both a glass of white
wine out of aglass ewer that stood there, and pledged him. They both drank.

Thisseemed to beasignd for the Alfen equivaent of the catering staff to start making their rounds, and
the Alfen who had been invited, members of the Miraha and of other government agencies, began to
mingle. Shortly Leefound herself slanding with a.cup of winein one hand and thethird or fourth of
severd choicefinger-food daintiesin the other, talking art history to ared-haired Alfen "senator” who had
commented in passing on the carved design of the cup.

Leewas rather astonished at how different the tone of the proceedings was from the sessonin the
Miraha. It's almost as if someone told them to cut it out... And she was even more astonished when,
as she and the senator, Lasme, had just gotten into some of the juicier details about recent dis-coveriesin
Earth pre-Columbian art, she saw someone come up beside her, turned to see who it was, and saw
dil'Egtenv there.

"Don't stop for me!" the mrinLauvrin said, amused; and Lasme laughed and went on about the differences
between Aztec and Huichtilopochtlin terra-cotta for some minutes more, before redlizing that hisglass
was empty and going to get arefill.

"I had no ideayou were interested in art history, madam,” Lee said.

"Art, perhapsless,” dil'Estenv said. "Higtory ... rather more." Shelooked at Lee with an expression that
had someregret in it. "We've been dedling with the fruits of that for some days, now, in ways that none of
us might have ex-pected even afew months ago. Our history with humans, with others...” That regret
gathered to itsdlf just an edge of asmile. "But maybeit's been delayed too long.”

"To do something about that history now," Lee said, "es-pecialy about the histories of the Alfen who've
been mur-dered in the past few years, too many of them ... that's what matters now, madam.”

"Dierrich, please,” dil'Estenv said. "No one usestitles or house-names over wine. In that house over
there"'—she ges-tured with her head toward the Miraha—"things may be dif-ferent..."

"They certainly felt that way today," Gelert said.

Dil'Estenv shook her head dightly. " Alfen can be very conservetive," she said softly, "and for those of us
who're alittle less so—like my master—that place can be adifficult one to work. But one hasto take it
a itsown value, and work through channels, dowly. When you live aslong as my people do, theré's no
use getting the lawmakers angry; they stay that way for such avery longtime..."

Her look waswry. Lee couldn't help but smile. "Asfor your specific investigation,” dil'Estenv said, "my



master has expresdy required that you be given whatever you ask for in terms of data regarding outworld
homicides. All of that would normally be held by the Bureau of Externa Affairs, which, asyou might
imagine, ismost eager to keep thein-formation right whereit is. But they must obey the Laurin no less
than| ... 0if they give you any trouble, let me know."

"And has there been trouble, madam—Dierrich?' Gelert said, noting her expression, jocularly warning.

Dierrich dlowed hersdf only the dightest smile. "When has an intelligence organi zation ever
wholeheartedly coop-erated with ordersto give up its hard-won data?’ she said. "Oh, theréve been
some small ructions, disagreements over protocol and precedence ... but nothing that should now
in-terfere with your work. If thereisany further interference, contact my office. Our interest isin having
your work here go smoothly and with speed.”

They talked for alittle while more before Dierrich moved on, making her rounds of the committee. Lee
found hersdf impressed by the woman. She was no less beautiful than any of the rest of the Alfen, but in
her case that beauty was tem-pered by something else—a sense of mind, of thoughtfulness, and of power
contained; and small as shewas, the way she bore hersdf made her seem taler than those around her.
Leewasreminded strongly of what she had dmost-Seen in the Elf-King, that night in the restaurant, and
found hersdf suddenly able to understand why this woman would have risen to the post of his
second-in-command. There was akinship of their styles of power; aweapon, but one kept in reserve.

Leelooked after her when shefinaly moved off to go talk to Mellie Hopkins and a couple of the others.
"A very nicelady," Gdert said. Unusually so for an Alfen.

That's not what I'm thinking about at the moment, Lee said. That woman's the local equivalent of
the Young Em-peror of the Xainese, or the UN SecGen. | wonder where her security is?

Where it doesn't show, most likely. Even our own people know how to be discreet at events like
this.

Leenodded. | suppose... shesaid. It'sjust that our blue-eyed dil'Hemrev and her "concerns' about
my safety are still on my mind. Just because ExAff seems to have had its wrist slapped doesn't
relieve me entirely. And when we get up into the "rose garden” tomorrow, or whenever ... that
concerns me a little, too.

Well, we'll betogether, Gelert said. For the garden, any-way. For the data, you don't need me; you
can savage ExAff yourself, after what Madam Dierrich there says. And, hesad, grinning, ashe
turned away toward the buffet table, you can find out whether she's really to be trusted...

*10*

The next morning, after breskfast, the committee met in-formally for an hour or so to coordinate details
about who they would be meeting for the next couple of days, and to discusstheir findings so far. The
scheduling part of the meeting went well enough, but asfor the rest of it, Lee thought to herself as she and
the others prepared to leave that she had never heard so much doubletalk and obfuscation in one placein
her life. Everyone on the committee was certain that they were being even more closdly watched and
listened to than they had beenin Y's, and everyone was in-tent on giving absolutely nothing away to the
listeners. As she got up, Lee hoped it was as frusirating for them asit wasfor her.

Geert was shouldering into his doggie pack as Lee glanced over a him. "So you findly get to do the
Homicide end of things" hesaid. "I envy you, but I'm still suck with the numbersteam...”

Don't envy me too quickly, Leesaid. It remains to be seen if EXAff is going to be as cooperative as



dil'Estenv thinks they are.
Gdert grinned. Should be interesting.

"But don't worry," Leesad. "I'll be recording everything for analysis, you'll have plenty of timeto look it
al over [ater.”

"Right. Seeyou for lunch?'
"l don't know."

"Well, you have the commcode of the offices they've as-signed us over at the Exchequer; call methereif
you need abreak."

"Right."

ExAff's buildings turned out to be unusudly beautiful ones, built more or lessin the shadow of the Laurins
Housg, at the edge of the city closest to the bottom of the rising ground that led up to the cliffs. That
whole area had been turned into a sort of vast, naturalized rockery, planted with rhododendron, hardy
alpines, and other trees and plants na-tive to the area. The effect produced was of anatura land-scape
that had laid itsaf out in an unusudly ordered manner, masses and colors baanced, but not so balanced
or arranged that an observer immediately assumed the hand of man rather than nature. Againgt thisvaried
tapestry, the EXAff buildings reared up, a set of six smaller towers connected by alow wall, containing a
formal garden surrounding a central plaza, and in the middle of the plaza, one sharp short tower, amost
pyramidal, like the point of aspear thrusting up out of the green grass.

In one of the smaller towers, Lee was not surprised at all to be met by Isif dil’Hemrev, back in uniform
again and sporting an attitude that even for an Alfen, Lee could only characterize as chastened.
Dil'Hemrev greeted her most cor-didly, led Leeto alarge airy office with aview down onto the central
plaza, furnished with acommwall three timesthe size of Lee's own and a state-of-the-art WilNo data
retrieva and storage system. " Obedient to the mrinLauvrin'sde-sres,” dil'Hemrev said—and was that
the dlightest hint of gritted teeth? Lee wondered, "weve given you our entire 'untoward mortdity’
database. If you have any questions about how the data's been sorted, or you have any desireto look at
physica evidence supporting the individua cases, you have only to ask for me or for my assstant, Wallin;
you can comm her, or her officeisthat third one down the corri-dor. Shelll be holding herself ready for
you dl today should you need her."

"Thank you," Leesaid. "l gppreciateit very much." Dil'Hemrev went off, and for amoment or so Leejust
good therein the middle of the room, looking at the commwall and savoring the moment. She actually
grinned. About this, at least, Matt was right, shethought. This was worth coming for. She sat down
at the desk, where even the chair was comfortable, and got to work.

Two hours or so later, though, Lee wasn't so happy any-more, and by lunchtime, she was less happy ill.
The data-base the Alfen had assembled for her contained literally hundreds of cases, dating back some
twenty years, ahuge mass of data Lee spent theinitial hour or so sorting in vari-ous ways to examine the
casesfor any correlations that would spring out quickly. The problem, as she discovered fairly quickly,
wasthat theforenscsin dl these caseswere"dry"; they came without any analysis of the events, at least
nonethat Lee could find. At first she thought perhaps this was ssmply because she hadn't dug deep
enough, or had scanned the data using insufficiently specific concepts or keywords. But as hour added
itsdlf to hour, it became plain to Leethat if andyss had been doneat all, it hadn't been in-cluded in the
material she'd been given. What she had here was the equivaent of about twenty years worth of "cold
cases," some of them right down in the bottom of the deep freeze, as coldness went. And while the



forensic data seemed complete enough on the surface, if Lee or anyone el se had wanted to actudly go to
any of the scenes and look for further data, so much time had passed on nearly al of them that there was
now next to no hope of finding anything else useful, no matter how skillful the physicd or
psychoforensicist might be.

So they've left me with a huge mass of information, but no conclusions drawn about it by their
own people, Lee thought. And the majority of the cases otherwise so old that, though
bureaucratically they're "cold,” the reality of it is that they're closed without resolution or even
final assess-ment. This does not exactly strike me as 'cooperation.’ She leaned back in her chair and
looked at the big commwall, on which the list of pertinent files, hundreds of them, stared back at her.
Unless I'm coming at this from the wrong direc-tion and missing some kind of cultural difference
that's ob-vious to them and not to me. After all, why would Alfen necessarily perceive the crime
the same way we do? And we're not always perfect in the way we classify murder, ei-ther. She
thought briefly of one police force in aneighbor-ing state, some years back, which without a second
thought had for many years classfied people murdered initsjuris-diction as"maevictim," "femae
victim," and "prodiitute.” Isit possible that Alfen who're murdered become "non-peo-pl€e” in some

way?

Or am | just giving them too much benefit of the doubt, and is this just straightforward
obfuscation?

She made awry face. Too soon to tell. Let's break for lunch.

Lee spent alittle while working out how to direct the local computer system to dump dl the murder files
to her pad; and while it was doing that, said to the commwall, "Call Gelert reh'Mechren, please; a
temporary code at the Exchequer.”

A few secondslater Gelert glanced up at her from alow table where his own pad and some printouts
and other doc-umentation were lying. "Thought | might hear from you around now," he said. "Thetourist
board |eft a message with me for you."

"Thetourist board?' Lee said. "They actudly have one? Must be the quietest officein town.”

Gdert grinned, an expression that suggested he shared her opinion, but wasn't going to say soin the
clear. "To-morrow afternoon, if the weather's good, they'll send some-one around to show usthe way up
to the'Rose Garden.” Seems there are some nice rock formations up there. Did you bring hiking shoes?'

"I've got some cross-trainersthat'll do dl right.”
"Fine. The guy will stop by the residence tower at four-teen or so. Ready for lunch now?"
"Extremely. I'll see you back there shortly.”

Thewall flicked back to thefile view. Leekilled her pad's connection to it, packed it up, and spent afew
mo-ments|ooking, not at the commwall, but & the view of the mountain wall behind the building. She'd
spent the whole morning with her back turned to it on purpose, for even viewed sidelong, the rugged
splendor of it drew her to spend minutes on end gazing &t it. It was asif it had a message for her, oneit
was being prevented from communicating. Now, just for afew minutes, she bent her attention on the
moun-tain and caled for the Sight.

It wouldn't come.

Lee nodded, just dightly. Something was specificaly blocking her. All right, she thought as she got up



and headed for the door. Fine. We'll see what happens tomorrow...

She spent the rest of that afternoon, and dl the morning of the next day, right through noontime, sifting
through the Alfen homicida mortality datafor any sign that she was missing something obvious. If she
was going to go knock-ing on Dierrich dil'Estenv's door with accusations of con-tinued non-cooperation
by ExAff, shewanted to be very sure shewasin the right before she did it. But all her work |eft her
exactly where sheldd been the previous day—till lacking any trace in the record of any local andysis of
themurders. It's asif they wanted to ignore them, she thought, pushing back from her desk around
thirteen. I's the very con-cept that an Elf can be murdered somehow embarrassing to them, |
wonder? If it is, maybe dil'Estenv can suggest an-other tack | might take to get what | need.

She headed back to the residence tower under a perfectly cloudless sky. The weather here seemed to
get settled, theway it did a homein LA, and stay fair and surprisingly warm for prolonged periodsin the
summer; theway it had been behaving, it was hard to believe that thiswas still an apine landscape, and
would be deep in snow come January, But | have a feeling we're unlikely to see ski season here, she
thought as she climbed the tower stairstoward her and Gel-ert'sroom. Or the far side of next week,
for that matter. She'd managed afew quiet words with Sal in the midst of the clatter and stir of the
group's buffet breakfast that morn-ing—just long enough for him to tell her what sheld been afraid of:
"Their new books are. clean, Lee. We're going to have to go home empty-handed, unless...”

Unless. Shewent in and had aquick lunch with Gelert, and it was just aswell it was quick, for shed
hardly had time to change and finish the hasty sandwich shed thrown together at the sideboard before
someone knocked at the door. Gelert went to speak it open.

There sood atdl, fair, freckled, somewhat sunburnt Alfen in casua climbing clothes, shorts, and a
short-deeved tunic and jacket, and high socks and climbing boots. He looked like any weekend
hiker—except that the weekend hikers with whom Lee was acquainted rarely looked so much asif
Michelangelo had carved them. "I'm Earmen dil'Undevhain,” the Alfen said. "I am told you areinterested
in climbing up to Igtdin’ru Semivh this afternoon?”

He doesn't even have knobby knees. Leethought. It's just not fair. "That'sright,” Lee said.

"We should get started, then,” dil'Undevhain said. "It is somewhat late dready; but we have just enough
time to get up there and back before dark.”

"Two minutes," Lee said, and went to get her jacket. In-teresting, she said privately to Gelert. Thisis
thefirst Alfen I've heard since we got here, except in the Miraha, who isnt perfectly fluent in
English. Can it be that for a change we're meeting someone who isn't associated with one of the
Alfen security services...?

It'd make an interesting change, Gelert said. Meanwhile at |east we get a nice afternoon out in the
air. But Lee—

Hmm?

Say away from the edges of cliffs. You never can tell...

Thewak up to Igdin'ru Semivh—if it could be cdlled that, when it was eighty percent aclimbup a
thirty-percent incline—took nearly two hours. Dil'Undevhain was a pleas-ant enough guide, talking with
apparent pleasure about the terrain, the plant and animd life, and the views. But he set apacethat Lee
had some trouble matching, even though she often enough went hiking in the Angeles Nationa Forestin



her sparetime. Damned if I'm going to let him see that I'm having trouble, though, she thought.

Their path took them eastward around the foot of the mountain wall that loomed behind Aien Mhariseth,
over asmdl rubble-strewn yoke between it and alesser peak far-ther east, then diagonally up the
mountain's southern face. "Not atall mountain,” dil'Undevhain said; "only eight hun-dred meters. But the
view near the summit is quite wonder-ful "

It had better be, Gdert said slently. My paws are going to be in shreds after this. Leefdt for him, for
the scree that had tumbled down the mountain to define most of the paths they used when not climbing on
or over raw rock was al that harsh dolomite limestone, white or pale gray, sharp-edged, and abrasive as
sandpaper. The path wound back and forth across the mountain's south face afew times, sheltered from
the sheer drop by huge scatters of boulders or up-standing incompletely eroded piers of limestone, like
stalagmites. Therewaslittle to see here but pae, shattered stone, in chunks of every size, and occasiond
gnarled, stunted arolla pines or small patches of the loca dpines, mostly in flower at this season. Over
everything, the steepled towers of the mountain reared up, hard and white against the afternoon blue, the
forced perspective of the view from the path making them look even more forbidding than they wereto
dart with.

Therewas one last switchback where the path gained nearly twenty metersin afina steep climb. Lee had
to go from handhold to handhold up it, and was privately sur-prised that no one had sunk in pitonsor a
helping rall in such adifficult spot. But maybe Alfen have rules against it or something, if thisisa
conservation area, she thought, going up the last couple of meters asfast as she could, to avoid dipping
down out of control. She came out on top gasping alittle, despite her best intentions; dil'Undevhain stood
waiting there, seemingly without ahair on him mussed and not even dightly out of breath.

Hewaved ahand in front of him as Gelert came scram-bling up behind Lee. "And thisisit,” he sad.
"IgdinTu Semivh."

Lee looked around. The place where they had stopped was little more than a twenty-meter-wide terrace
againg the mountainside, al strewn with rubble like everything e se. Some more of those strange piers of
raw limestone stuck up heretoo, like fossilized Christmas trees, some cracked by the contrasts of heat
and cold, or shattered by thefal of stone cracked away from the mountain wall above. Their feet were
buried in gray-white gravel and scree; thin, light-colored scrubby grass stuck out here and there in tufts.
"Andthisisdl thereis..." Lee said, looking around.

"But certainly thisview isenough,” dil'Undevhain said.

It was hard to argue with that. The southern view, reach-ing down toward what would have been the
kingdoms of the Italiesin her own world, was athorny vistaof magjor and minor pesks, snow-free a this
time of year, but il blind-ing white in the full sun. Leewalked alittle way down to the far end of the
terrace, where the view |ooked more eastward. There the mountains gave way more quickly to aview of
low gray granite hills, the shadows of the westering sun a-ready drowning some of the valeys between
and behind them. She stood there, breathing the air, feding the edge of chill that was beginning to come
to it already, though the af-ternoon till had awaysto go.

"'Iseinru Semivh,' you said. What's the name mean?' Gelert said.

Dil'Undevhain looked somewhat perplexed at that. "1 am not sure how to trandateit,” he said, looking
downdope. " 'Last stop? Last hope? It isthe only flat ground between here and the summit, the last
place you can rest before the big climb. Or the only thing that will stop you between here and the valey,
if you fal down from the traverse above."

Lee nodded. "Not much growing here," she said, walking toward the back of the terrace, where the



gravel was piled feet deep againgt the upward-leaping wall of the mountain. There were some patches of
apenrose there, somerooted in the gravel, some actually rooted opportunigtically in cracksin the vertica
wall, their branches and pink-red flowers dan-gling down and moving dightly in thewind.

"No," dil'Undevhain said, "except in the stories. Indeed in your world—it is Earth, | think>—this
mountain is actu-aly called the Rose Garden in one or another of the local languages. But that story
keeps gppearing in al kinds of shapesin the outworlds. Therésaking of the peoplewho livein the
mountains, or under the mountains, and hefdlsin love with amortal woman—" Her guide laughed gently
at theridiculousness of it. Mixed marriage, Lees memory said to her: it'll never work. At thetime, she
had meant it as ajoke. Here and now, her Alfen guide did, too, but for en-tirely different reasons, ones
L ee suspected she probably wouldn't like. "He steals her away, and makes a great house for her in the
mountains, and rears a crystal dome aboveit al. Then around the house, to please her, the King plants
the garden of wonderful roses, and forbids dl mortalsto comethere.”

"But they come anyway," Gelert said, "and destroy the garden. Then, powerful asheis, they takethe
mountain king prisoner and haul him off in chains.”

Leelooked sdeways a Gelert. Don't rub it in or any-thing, Gel...
I'mnot surel like histone. And | don't careif he knowsiit.

His hodtility took Leedightly by surprise. Dil'Undevhain looked at Gelert with entirely uncaring
amusement. "Fortunately,” hesad, "it is just astory."

"With ahappy ending, as| remember,” Lee sad, trying to sound idle. "The trouble between the King and
the hu-mans ends, findly, and the princess agrees to marry him. And becomesimmortd aswell."

Dil'Undevhain laughed again, more softly thistime; but the message behind the laughter wasthe same, a
marginally courteous indulgence of another's absurd idea. Lee turned away and bent down to one of the
scrubby little bushes growing up from the gravel, knelt down on one kneeto seeif the flowershad a
fragrance. They did, but it was most un-derstated, a dight, spicy, heethery smell, dmost piny; the scent of
aplant that has no leisure to spend more than amin-imum of its energy on fragrance, trusting its color to
be enough to entice the mountain bees and fliesin so mono-chrome alandscape. "'l suppose,” Leesad,
"there would be no way for anyone, redigtically, to plant arose garden up here..." For some reason,
having to admit it saddened her alittle.

"I'm afraid the climate is much too variable for that," said dil'Undevhain. " And the temperatures here drop
much too low, even in the spring and fal. Snow can come any time between September and June.”

"That wouldn't be good for roses,” Lee said, "no. And the soil's not gredt, either..." Sheran her hand over
the scree under the dpenrose. No soil there at all; aharsh gravelly bedding, this, though some of the
stones had been dightly rounded by many years flow of water down the steep moun-tainside. Leeidly
picked up one round, pale pebble, rubbing it in her fingers, feding the weight of it.

Then she bit her lip to keep from exclaiming in pain, for what she held was not smooth. It was razory
sharp to the touch, asif newly shattered from the limestone crags above. Lee dared the dightest Sdeways
glance, saw that dil'Undevhain's back was turned. She got up, dusting her pants off with one hand,
dipping the stone unseen into her pocket with the other.

Dil'Undevhain had been looking at the angle of the sun. Now he turned and said, "' Probably we should
start back, soon, if wereto return before dark.”

"Of course" Lee sad, and followed dil'Undevhain as he sarted toward the path again. For amoment she



paused, looked up at the mountain, willed the Sight to come, just for a second.

Nothing ... or a least, nothing in the usua mode. Asif at the edges of perception, at some haf-visble
periphery, an auraof trouble hovered; old anguish, unresolved, lurking under the surface of things—a
gainof pan, likeabruise. But otherwise, I'm blocked, Lee thought. And why?

There were no answersfor that. So why should | give any credence to anything I'm being told? Lee
thought. She couldn't get rid of theideathat she was being lied to; in words, and somehow, evenin
images. Witnesses and defen-dantslied to her dl the time, at home; but usudly she was competent to
detect it. Here, though, the rules seemed to have been changed.

Seemed to...

Their guide was heading down the path. As he turned back to seeif Lee and Gelert were following, Lee
was reedy, and she bent her vison on himwith dl possibleintent, will-ing thejudicid stateto assert itself
infull, in haste, like adropped rock.

On him, ever so briefly, it worked, at least asfar as com-municating his uppermost thought.
Dil'Undevhain's eyes said it clearly enough to hers as she met them: There€'s noth-ing here for you to
steal. Do you finally believe it now? Then go back to your people and be glad you're not
dangerous enough to worry us.

Lee kept her face as ill as she would have in any inter-viewing room, and went after dil'Undevhain,
gazing around at the landscape as she came, like any tourist inwardly say-ing farewell to a place she
wouldn't see again. But her mind was busy with other matters. Dil'Undevhain'slook wasalie, just one
more of many. He's ExA(f after all, Leethought. And the Alfen were worried about her and Gelert,
worried enough to try to "defuse’ them by bringing them up here. There's something they're afraid
we'll find out, so much that they want us to discount it ourselves. And asfor the land-scape around
them ... Lee thought of legends |eft over from the old days, before people actudly began normaized
travel between the worlds—stories of Elves giving people gold that turned to withered leaves, or turning
one object into an-other with an ease that suggested that the matter and the physical redlity of Earth were
effortlessy mdleable for them. Could that ability to shift appearances, even to shift the genuine
states of matter, actually be sourced in some-thing they learned from being resident in this
universe? Shethought again of the buildingsin Y's, that |ooked one way and felt another; she thought of
the mountains that had been there ... until they weren't. She was till blocked ... but not entiredly.
Something had changed.

Quietly she went down the path behind dil'Undevhain, trying to look like someone who'd had along,
tiring climb that had been awaste of her time... but not like someone who was busily laying plans.

The day had been tiring, but not so much so that Leefdt at dl inclined to deep, even when it got late;
even when Gelert turned in, yawning, around el even. She made some concession to appearances by
going around her side of the suite and the centra Stting areaand speaking out dl the lights, except for
onein her own bedroom; sheleft that door open, so that the faint light of the globe by the bed, dimmed
right down, streamed out the door into the Sitting area. There, in the near-dark, Lee sat in one of the
massive chairs, with her back to the wal and her eye on the terrace "door" at the other end of the room.
A cool summer wind was now coming in that door, stirring the thin curtains that hung to e-ther sde.
From out in the city, very faint lights washed up onto the terrace, d ong with amuch fainter, more silver
light, the Moon coming up on the far side of the mountainsto the east.

Lee glanced at her ring, saw that it was nearly one-thirty. Her other hand was in her pocket, whereit had



been for along time, touching the stone that didn't fedl the way it looked. It wasimmediate, concrete
evidence of the glamour she'd suspected, one of unusua power—far stronger than the one they had been
subjected toin Y's. How are they pow-ering it? Leethought, turning the little ssone over in her pocket,
feding its sharp edges. Shewas afraid to bring it out, afraid of what seeing and listening devices might be
planted here. But she didn't redlly need to take it out. She knew perfectly well what the contrast between
vison and touch had shown her on the mountainsde. And within sec-onds of her touching it, the
glamourie had begun to fray.

Lee gave theterrace door one last mistrustful look ... then sighed. It seemed to let outside air in, or not,
asit pleased; possibly it was smply the local take on air-conditioning. Or something else ... But there
was no point in worrying about it; she had other thingsto do.

She settled hersdf comfortably in the chair, closed her eyes, and shut out everything around her.
Assuming that this whole room s full of surveillance devices, she thought, they may be able to see
everything | do physically in here. But they can't see what | See. She amiled dightly in the dark. And
that uncertainty drives them crazy. It accounts for dil'Hemrev's unusual interest, for the attempt
to stick me with a bodyguard here ... for dil'Undevhain's little per-formance today. Well, let's see if
thislittlerock and I can give them one more thing to be uncertain about.

L ee spent an indeterminate time in the setup meditation that she used when Seeing as much as possiblein
ashort time was particularly crucid. The stone makes a difference, she thought, though since | don't
know why or how it does that, better not to count on it for too much... When she thought she was
ready, she said sllently, Lady whom | serve, help me See truly... And she opened her eyes.

It took alittle whileto see anything at dl; in judicia mode or not, acclimatizing the eyesto darkness took
alittlewhile. But dmost immediately L ee redized that there was alot less darkness around than sheld
been counting on. With-out moving her head, shelooked sideways. And she Saw that the tower walls
were glass. Perhaps not physicaly glass, but nonethel ess trangparent to the several Alfen who sat or
stood outside them, outside what should have been solid stone hung with tapestries, looking in. One of
the Alfen, gazing through the "stone wall" to one side of the door to the suite, waslooking straight at her.
Leedared not look directly a him at the moment; he would redlize that she was Seeing him. Play it blind
, Leethought.

She got up, stretched, yawned, went into her bedroom. There, too, the "walls' were glass, and beyond
them, more rooms stretched, many empty thistime of night, but some few with Alfen gtting in them,
looking at commwalls or other types of large display. The whole "residence tower™ was anilluson, smply
agpace enclosed insgde alarger building. More of ExAff, Lee wondered, or some other
or-ganization? The Department of Major Violations of Privacy, perhaps?... Idly she turned back
the covers on the bed, then headed for the bathroom.

Itsfar wall was"glass' too, and as L ee spoke the light on and looked at herself in the mirror, sure
enough, amale Alfen dipped into view on thefar sde of the nonexistent wall, watching. Lee didn't react
by so much as aflicker. Shetook aglassfrom the shelves by the sink, ran some water, filled the glass
and took it out into the bedroom with her, speaking the light off again. The far wall there, which should
have been tapestries and stone, was now a series of smal and large cubicles. Another Alfen was standing
there, watching her. Lee looked at him and past him asif he wasn't there, and walked out of the room
agan, into the ditting area.

The stone on ether Sde of the massive door that suppos-edly led to the stairway was dso "glass," and
another Alfen shortly appeared there, looking at Lee as she sat down in the big chair again. Lee sat there
ignoring him, Spping the water, concentrating on not becoming furious, on not doing anything that would
break her Sight. | should have been able to see this earlier, Leethought. With or without the



medita-tion. But somethings happened. It can't dl be just thislittle rock! Has someone out there
dipped, or relaxed the inten-sity with which they're holding the illusion?

She st therefor alittle while more, Spping the water oc-casondly, and findly got up again and strolled
dowly down the length of the room. At Gelert's door, still open, shelooked in, and Saw that hiswals,
too, were glass. Away on the far sde of his suite, near his own bathroom door, a bored-looking Alfen
sat watching him aswell, glancing up ashe saw Leein the doorway. Lee smiled, asif at Gelert, and went
on down toward the terrace.

She brushed past the forcefield there and stood out on the terrace, asif looking at the "mountains.” They
really were a wonderful illusion, shethought, seeing that herethe "glass’ revealed yet more offices.
They were empty, though. No one was watching the terrace, which was smply a space jutting into one of
those offices. And why would they be? Leethought suddenly. Gelert's aseep: there's nothing to
eaves-drop on. | doubt anyone thinks I'm going to stand here talk-ing to myself. And as for any
movements | might make, if all | seeistheillusion, then what am | going to do, walk off the
"terrace" and go straight down five stories?

But they don't know that | can see something else—

The moment decided her. Leeleaned Sdeways againgt the terracerailing, glancing casualy back down
the length of the Sitting area, asif contemplating coming back in; then turned her regard hafway outward
again, asif inthe direc-tion of the mountains. She had just enough periphera vison of the"glass' at the
other end of the room to see the Alfen watching her give her aglance, evauating, and then move away
out of sght, not believing shewas likely to do any-thing much at the moment.

Lee swung one leg over theterracerailing, fedling under her. Floor. It'sreal, all right. She swung the
other leg over, and stood there on what should have been empty air, but was actually rather prosaic
office carpeting, dull bluein color.

Now what? she thought.

Wl ... firgt, don't get caught! Lee brought her implant up, made sure it was recording, and turned right
around once to take quick stock of her surroundings. The place might have been any open-plan office
between here and LA—doorsin the far wall, and between those and Lee, numerous partitions, much
off-the-rack office furniture, various free-standing commwalls and in-desk displays. Which tell me
nothing in particular—

Theimplant was starting to make the same annoying buzzing it had madein the hotel in Y's. Oh, not now,
of all the timesfor it to start malfunctioning again— Lee moved to get hersdf out of direct line of
sight of the terrace, mov-ing over to her right and crouching behind a desk-carrel in case someone should
come in from outside the room. The buzzing was scaling up, and behind it Lee could just catch aquiet
mutter of voices. Her first thought wasto hold till for afew minutes and run one of thein-system
diagnogticsonit. But I may not have a few minutes, or even a few moments. If that ElIf who saw me
go out doesn't see me come in pretty soon, someone may look harder at that terrace, and find me
gone. | need to move right now, and find out what | can.

Shelooked out cautioudy from behind the desk carrdl. Therewas still no sign of anyone, but she could
dill hear voices down theimplant. And besides ... am | so sure thisisa malfunction? Or is Alfheim
the problem? The implant hasn't behaved this way anywhere but here.

Lee cautioudy skirted rightwards around the edge of the room, going from desk to filestack to desk
again, using the cover; but no one came. The room had two sets of opaque doors, and near the rightmost
one she thought that perhaps the sound of voices was alittle louder. All right, she thought.



She dipped dong thewall, closer toit. The door did silently open. Lee froze, just beyond where the
door's dide-track stopped, and listened. The voices were dightly clearer, tantalizingly closeto being
understandable.

Slowly sheleaned forward and around the door, looking through it. A hallway. Lee held still and listened
for aslong as she dared, as afraid of being too cautious as of not being cautious enough. But it was
curiogity driving her more than fear, now. She put her head out into the hall, looked up and down.
Nothing. Blue carpet, beigewalls, concealed light fixtures casting a subdued late-night glow over
everything. And the voices, definitdly down the hall to theright

Nowhere to hide if someone comes along, now, she thought. There were no doors between here and
where this hallway ended, about twenty meters down to theright, in a T-junction.

Lee swallowed and went down the hall, softly but quickly, keeping to the right-hand wall. The voices got
alit-tlelouder. Just shy of the T-junction, Lee stopped, closed her eyes, listened. Which way's louder?

"—the UN won't—" More muttering. "—committeg, it'sjust terrible timing—"
"—won't help them anyway, and they were crazy to think it would. Everything'stoo well hidden—"

To the left, Leethought. She went down the hall in that direction. It had few other doorways, and ended
in another T-junction; but about twenty meters down to the lft, she saw another corridor she could duck
intoinahurry if shehad to. Even if | get caught right this minute, Leethought, 1've got something
interesting to show the UN when | get home. That the investigative committee was told they were
being placed in secure 'diplomatic’ housing, and instead were shoved into the middle of an Alfen
government build-ing and kept under extremely invasive surveillance the whole time. That their
hosts claimed to be cooperating and telling them the truth, while actually lying to them most
comprehensively, at every level including that of mere phys-ical reality—

She went down the left Sde of the hallway, softly, but as quickly as she could, listening hard. "—matter to
us," said one of the voices, male. "Their own intelligence services arein it as degp as the supranationals
are. Not that they've been able to find out much that hel ps them. ExAff's been busy enough in that
regard.”

"Possibly the only good thing about this mess. It should be along time before any Alfen with haf abrain
agrees to become a double agent.”

"It'sthe ones without brains that 1'm concerned about. The 'loyd’ ones; or the ones with what the
ephemerd s have brainwashed them into thinking isasocia conscience—"

Something occurred to Leeforcefully enough to make her stand till for asecond. How isit | can
under stand these people? shethought. If they're Alfen, why are they speaking English?

Suddenly the sound faded to amutter again. Did they move? Lee thought, frustrated. | want to hear!

"—wadting their time at the moment,” said the second voice, alighter one. The clarity of sound continued
toin-crease, asif Lee wasturning up the volume on her commwall a home. W, she thought. Will is
enough.

But why isit enough?

"—though their presidentia race isturning out to be awelcome complication. Milelgua hastold ExTe
hell st sill and do nothing, come the 'revolution,' if they help him now.”



"Assuming even an ephemerd eectorate is stupid enough to give him thejob.”

"It seemslikely. But it doesn't matter. ExTel has paid him off, just asthey've paid off al the other
candidates—not that poor Milelgua knows. For our part, now we know clearly where he sands as
regards our world interest—so we can start investigating the best way to get rid of him if he's elected.
And meantime, the multis and supras are doing whét they like to do best—spending money to get their
way and planning their 'hostile takeover' of the Land. If that dis-tracts them from discovering how
completely weveinfil-trated their operations, so much the better. They won't have ahint of what's going
on until it's much too late for them, their little pocket armies, and their shareholders. Well have plenty of
time to sabotage them if they actualy start moving on their plans. But we have much worse problems
ese-where”

"Yes. Whereishe?!
"Huichtilopochtli. HE's not rushing back; he knows his orders have been obeyed for the moment.”
"It must have been an annoyancefor you..."

Lee started to fed that sheld been standing in one place too long. She began to head up toward the
T-junction. "Oh, not one | can't westher," said the lighter voice, sounding alittle closer, alittle stronger.
"I'vewaited along time. | can wait alittle longer.”

"Assuming that he lets you. He's aways been too unpre-dictable. That'swhat's caused dl thistroubleto
begin with. If he were dead—"

There wasaslence. "It's an attractive idea, but not one we can entertain right now. It's dways disastrous
when the Lauvrnhad passes without the appropriate formalities being observed—"

Lee cameto thejunction, looked cautioudy left and right. This corridor was darker, and looked asif it
might bridge a space between this building and an older one; down to the | &ft, the end of the corridor was
agonewall instead of plas-terboard, and itslighting looked different. "If he's not dedlt with according to
therules" said the second voice, "dl the planning we've done will come to nothing.”

Leeturned left and began quietly to dip down toward the end of the corridor, where the light was
dimmer. The voices continued to get Stronger. "Are you sure you're not being too careful ?* the first one
sad. "Everything we arewill belost if he manages the madness he's planning. The nukes and invading
armies he's contempl ating would damage us less than what he wantsto let loose.”

"The careis necessary, Kil. Here we do have to be care-ful; the world makes the rules.”

"Therules! 1'd have thought your sengbilitieswould have rebelled at what ‘the rules," his reading of them
any-way, made you do the other evening."

Laughter rang down the hallway, beautiful, silken, and bitter, and seeming so close that L ee stopped
short—the sound seemed to come from just a couple of doors down. "1 won't have to do him many more
services of that kind, or any other. Soon enough he won't be an issue. And after that I'll be too busy with
work to care about my last fifty yearsin the 'wilderness Well be able to move againgt the multi-nationals
and the alied nations before they can mobilize any serious attack.”

Satisfaction filled that voice as Lee Sarted to move again, more cautioudy now, gpproaching the end of
the hall, which she could see was an L-shaped intersection with an-other corridor in the older building.
"It'l be our purpose they serve, not their own, intheend.”

Leetook along breath, kept on waking toward the end of the hall. "They're dangeroustooals..."



"Oh, Kil, please! They'rejust ephemerdss, and they're way out of their depth, for al their amiesand
bombs. They don't understand what a weapon aworld can be, insde its own boundaries. But when they
try to move againgt us, they'll find out. After thet therelll bealot of noisein the UN, but the pragmatists
there will shut it up soon enough. The ephemeras know what they need to keep their civiliza-tion running,
they know where it comes from, and they know who they have to ded with to get it. Everything will once
again be asit was... except that our dear young ama-teur gardener will be out of his misery, assuming
that's the world's pleasure. Which seemslikely."

Lee's eyebrows went up as she came to the end of the hal and peered around the corner, rightwards,
toward the source of the voices. They had to be very close now. "When does he come back?!

"Two days from now. No one e seknows: he natified my office privately this morning. He's expecting to
catch dil'Hereth and his crowd at ExAff by surprise. I've no prob-lem with him doing that; it leaves our
people one less thing to worry about, at no cost to us. But immediately afterward, he dedlswith me.”

The other voice now sounded alarmed. "Y ou'll wait until the committeg's gone, surely!”

"Why should I”? What can they see or hear that we don't allow? No, as | said, the timing's too good to
throw away. It'll happen right over their heads, and they'll never know. And those two pathetic
keyhole-peepers they smuggled onto the committee—whether they've noticed anything or not, they'll go
when the others do.”

"Good riddanceto al of them,” the other voice said. "I heard from Tin thismorning; she said the
accounting team went off in an absolute fury, trying to be polite, and mutter-ing about needing more
time." Helaughed.

Lee'seyes narrowed in anger. Careful, she thought then, and clenched her fist on the stonein her
pocket, turning it over and over to give her something to do besides be annoyed. "Oh, they can haveit,”
said thewoman'svoice. "A few days worth, at the very least. But then, regretfully, we send them home
when it becomes plain that the circum-stances requireit, when the change of leadership comes. The
obvious need to recall and re-ingtruct our ambassador to the UN, to renegotiate al present agreements,
we're so sorry but we're sure the Security Council will understand—" She chuckled too. "How I'll enjoy
dismantling the fool'swork he's been about.”

L ee stood there trying to contain her anger, and turning and kneading the stone in her fingers, the way she
kneaded pasta when she made it from scratch, to give her something to do while she was considering a
problem. Do | go forward, or back? What I've got on the implant right now is enough to make a
lot of trouble for these people. But if |—

In her fingers, the stone went soft, and squished like dough.

Lee gasped in terror and astonishment, and would have dropped it right on the floor if it had been out of
her pocket. Even now she had to force hersdlf to hold on to the stone; the feding of what it wasdoingin
her hand was bizarre. It was moving alittle, squirming againgt her hand asif it wasdive. | wish it would
cut that out—

It stopped.

Leeseyeswidened alittle at that. 1t's not just illusion they're working with here. Things here can be
changed.

And not just by them!



Leegripped the stonein her fist harder."—but he doesn't have the support he needsin the Miraha," the
male voice was saying; "they've never trusted him—"

No matter how solid this reality seems, Leethought, it's not that solid. Others plainly perceive this
malleability, too, as a commonplace: a truth. And the truth that others can perceive, | can See, no
matter where | amor how otherstry to prevent it... Shetook along breath, preparing for the next
experiment.

Two things happened then. "They won't have to trust him much longer,” said the female voice, getting
louder by the second. "Kil, I'm for my couch. Comm mein the morning; we have some thingsto work
out." Away down the hal, near awide archway of stone, Lee saw Dierrich dil'Estenv come out of
another doorway, and saw her, without any fuss, seem smply to draw the air aside, and vanish through it
and be-hind it, asif behind acurtain.

The hair stood right up on the back of Lee's neck. Sud-denly she was standing at the comer of
Eighteenth Street again, watching Omren dil'Sorden fal dowly past her, gasping out one of hislast
breaths; and that dark shape be-hind him, some Alfen male, pulled the air aside and was gone.

Matt was right, she thought. The sonofabitch, he was right... But she had no more time to spend
hating Mart's guts, or making any further sense of what she'd seen—Dbe-cause the other thing happened.
About two metersin front of her, one of the doors on the right-hand side of the hall opened, and an Alfen
came out, and looked straight at Lee in complete astonishment.

In one of those frozen moments, Lee saw his mouth open to say she had no ideawhat. She didn't wait
around to dis-cover. Shetook to her heels and ran back the way she'd come. Behind her, his shout
echoed: "They're out, the ephemeralsare out!" Asif we were in a kennel, or a hutch, Leethought,
running like amiler down that long hall, her fists pumping up and down assheran. | could really begin
to didike these peopleif | didn't need a door more!

The blind wall alittle way ahead of her began to ripple. The stonein her fist stung her hand, sharp-edged,
areminder or awarning. Lee hardly dared to dow, but there was no mistaking a sudden transparency of
thewall, adoorway cur-tained in rippling air, leading somewhere else, anywhere but this hall—

Worth a try, she thought, and threw hersalf through it. It brushed across her face and body like cobwebs
that didn't stop at clothes or skin but went straight through her. Lee shuddered, and came down clumsily
on astonefloor, the jar of the landing shocking up into her knees. She looked around her in uncertainty
and terror. Another hallway, in the modern part of the building thistime. She saw someone come out a
door a the far end of the halway and head right for her—

Onemoretime! Leesaid to therock, looking at the near-est wall. And not just anywhere, this time!
Our suite—

Therippling meted into being, the texture of the stone moving with it. Lee jumped through it, once more
enduring the cobwebs trailing across and through her, though they made her shiver—

She was outside the door of the suite, which stood open. Lee stood there trembling for amoment, staring
at it and fi-nally understanding both the "fading" of Jok Chastelain's psychospoor from the bus, and his
strange vision that had looked to him like passing out. Someone had snatched him out of that bus through
agating just likethislast one.

But why's the door open? "Gd?" she said, and went in.

That was when the attacker hit her, damming Lee againgt thewall to theright of the door.



At another time, in another place where she hadn't been so thrown by so many things a once, she might
have done better. Asit was, Lee went down under the weight of him, and wound up rolling around on

the floor with him in an un-seemly tangle of limbs, that being al she could do to avoid the knife. Shedidn't
avoid it entirely: onceit scored down her |eft arm, and she couldn't even get out a decent scream: hewas
weighing her down, pushing the breath out of her. All Lee could think was, Was it ever supposed to go
this far? Was this just supposed to scare me into leaving? Well, guys, ook, it worked—'m scared!

Shewas having aharder time breathing every second. But something white cameflying over her, and the
weight on top of her screamed and rolled off her sideways. Lee managed to scramble to her feet again,
gasping, and awarded her assailant at |east one good kick in the kidney before he managed to shake
loose of the white nightmare that had bitten him in the haunch and was now tearing at hislegs. Grunting in
pain, he stcumbled out the door, ashapein dark clothes, down the stairs, gone.

Gelert started to go after him. "No!" Lee said. Gel, we've got about a minute before they get here! If
that long—

"| can't leave you donefor amoment, can 1?7’ Gelert said. "Where have you been?!

"Never mind." She was shaking, and the tremors got worse by the moment; but aso growing in her,
irrationdly, was a sense of tremendous amusement, even excitement. 1'm the Tooth Fairy! Leethought.
I've myself reproduced the effect that | came here to investigate. I've even got it saved to the
implant. The only problem s that by the time I'm scheduled to testify, | may be dead. "l want a
hug," Lee sad.

"What?' Gelert looked at her asif shewas mad, but he came over to her regardiess and reared up on his
hind legs. Lee hugged him, pulling his huge head close over her chest with one arm, and making sure that
no one could possibly see what her concedled hand was sticking into his mouth with the other. Gel, she
sad, they're going to send us home.

Ow! Well, after this, | think we should go! Thisis the sec-ond time someone's gone after you, Lee.
It's no accident.

You'redamn right it isn't. Somebody wants me at least, if not both of us, out of the way of
something else we're not supposed to See or Scent, because it'll make even bigger trouble for them
than has already been caused by the pres-ence of the UN committee here. But | don't care about
the setup. Something more important's going on.

Than your life?

Much. And it'simportant to our case, too. Something happens here the day after tomorrow, Gel,
and I'm not leav-ing.

Something happens? What happens?
Someone's going to try to kill the Elf-King.
What, an assassination?

Not exactly, Lee said. It's some kind of duel.

Gelert stared at her asif shewereinsane. But the Elf-Kings rule for hundreds or even thousands of
years at a time. Why haven't we ever heard anything about this kind of thing before?

Because we don't hear a tenth of a percent of anything about what goes on in this place! Leesad.



That's why we still don't know who's behind Omren dil'Sorden’'s murder. And if | leave now, we ‘re
not going to find out anything else. But these people who're after the Elf-King know something
about the murders. If we can stop what they're planning—

There was sound from down the stairs. their hosts were faking the use of the sairsin the "residence
tower," for the benefit of the other residents. Oh, come on, Lee! How, ex-actly? You going to get
between them and tell them it's not nice to fight? Why should we care what they do, one way or
another?

I'mnot sure, Leesaid. But | care! And | have to do some-thing.
Like what? Stay here and get your self—

Someone's had two tries at me already, Lee said Stting still anywhere, either here or at home, I'm
just a target. Let's see how well they do if the target's moving around a little.

You're completely crazy!
That's what you told me while on the Migrin case, Lee said, and you saw how that turned oui.

The Migrin case was in our own universe, where we knew what the hell was going on, and where
we could run for help if we needed it! Gelert shouted a her down hisimplant. Whereas here we don't
know who the hell we can trust, we don't know how to get in or out, we don't know whether even
Justice is working the way She ought to.

But we do know how to get in and out, Lee said, very softly.

Gelert stared.

Remember Eighteenth Street? Lee said. Remember the Tooth Fairy?
Gelert turned hishead just alittle to one side, giving Lee asidewise look.

An Alfen did that, Lee said. An Alfen did it from here. And | did it. Because here—if you know
what to do—you don't need a gate complex. You don't need a particle accelerator, or aring; at
least not a built one.

You did it. Did you make a recording?

Huh? It'sin the implant, yes—

Dump it to me! Hurry!

She activated the implant, and did so. | don't know if it's going to help...
I'll take alook at it.

They camein the door, then, agroup of male Alfen in one-piece uniforms, ExAff'slivery. One of them
went straight to Lee, holding aspray injector. "What'sthat?' Lee cried.

"It shouldn't hurt you," the man said, bland, as he pulled her deeve up and injected her before she could
pull away. "Our physiologies are like enough. But you won't be walk-ing where you're not wanted for a
while"

Helet Lee go, and she stood there rubbing her arm, while one of the other Alfen produced alocking



module. "Until we can find you adequate security to stop whoever'strying to hurt you," the EXAff officer
sad, "you'll need to stay here. Have aquiet night.”

They closed the door, and Lee heard the lock solenoids activate. She glanced down toward the terrace,
and saw that what had been an open doorway was now asolid wall.

Gelert gave Lee what was intended to be taken by their watchers as an angry look. "I don't know what
trouble you've gotten usinto now," he said, "but | had along day, and | want to go back to deep. I'll talk
toyou inthemorn-ing." After I've reviewed this. He stalked off.

In the dimness, Lee sat down in the big chair again, her hands empty now, nothing left to fiddle with. All
she could do now was close her eyes, and see what she could See—and wait for her time.

* 11*
Leewas up early that morning. Sheld found it difficult to get any deep for fear of the possible actions of
whatever had been injected into her. It had certainly not been a soporific, but it had adso certainly done
what the Alfen who adminis-tered it had claimed. She quickly found that she couldn't any longer See

anything of the building that surrounded them, and she couldn't make any of her surroundings change as
she had forced the wallsto do.

Gdert was up fairly early aswell. He ate agood break-fast from the sideboard while holding a
more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger conversation with Lee about the events of the night before. She held up
her end of it, but it was a desultory business for both of them; the more important conversation was going
on slently, encrypted, in PAmerrand.

That was some little jaunt you took, partner. One of these days your impulsiveness is going to get
you killed.

If I'd stayed in last night, the same thing might have hap-pened! There's no security around here,
Gel, when these guys have the keysto all the locks.

Something which will amuse the UN when they see your recording. Meantime, | looked at the rest
of it. Interesting.

What about the you-know-what? It seems to be the key. She was reluctant, even under encryption, to
actudly men-tion the stone by name.

Maybe, maybe not. But it's handled; put your mind at rest. Meanwhile, it's now plain that Alfheim
isat least po-tentially a lot more porous than they've been letting anyone think. All the Alfen’'s
noise, all these years, about their im-penetrable security—

Propaganda. Make everyone think Alfheim's impenetra-ble, and sooner or later that becomes the
perceived wisdom. And as for getting out—

L ee had been breaking a piece of bread, eating it in small bits, one at atime. It seems at least possible
that, if you know how, you can step out of Alfheiminto another world, the way | saw Dierrich do
last night, just from one place inside the world to another.

That's a possibility I've been considering, too. But it leaves you with one big problem. If they can
do that, why would they spend all that money to build something like that huge array at Ys?

For inbound traffic from other worlds. For data, too ... and to eavesdrop on other people's data,
the way Sal wants to eavesdrop on theirs. But mostly to keep the secret, Gel; to make sure no one



would suspect what they can do!
Gdert thought about that. Those so-called free-state rings...

Maybe they exist elsewhere. Maybe even here. But here, they're not absolutely necessary.
Something el se makes these personal gatings work.

Something local to this space. Gelert flicked an ear for-ward. Why not? This space has other special
gualities that we've known about for years.

The reminder-chimein Gelert's doggie pack went off. "The financia committee meetsin twenty minutes,”
he said doud. "I'd better get set.”

"l have somethingsto talk over with dil'Estenv aswell,” Lee said, and got up.
Assuming she'll still talk to you after what you were up to last night.

Probably she won't, but | have to try. Better to be proac-tive about this than sit around waiting
for the axe to fall.

You'reright. Meanwhile, when | get back, I'll seeif | can build some kind of bridge between your
visual sense of how to ‘walk' and my Scent-based way of perceiving things. If | can do this, too
—Gdert grinned. Two sets of proof, and no magistrate on Earth would be able to decline the evidence.

You 'reright, Lee said as she went into her bedroom to finish dressing. | just wish we could get a
clearer sense of who thatAlfen was. I'm betting it was the person who com-missioned the murder ...

Gdert sghed at that. | doubt we 're going to get any in-formation about that in the time we have
left. Come on; let's see what the day holds...

Ten minutes or so later, when Gelert spoke the door open to leave, he and Lee found themsalves looking
at two large Alfen from ExAff standing outside the door. Y ou can go ahead, madra,” one of them said.
"But with regrets, Ms. Enfidd, we've been instructed that you're to remain here today."

"I need to see Dierrich dil'Estenv,” Lee said, putting abold face onit.

"l sugpect her scheduleis very full at the moment,” said one of the guards. "I'll passyour request to her;
but | wouldn't set aside any other plansyou might have." He didn't quite smirk.

"That seemsto have been done for me," Lee said, being politein spite of her private preferences. "Thank
you anyway." She spoke the door closed again, and went off to St in her chair again, brooding.

Lee spent dl that day, and much of the early part of the evening, leaning her will againgt the fabric of
things, pudh-ing, straining, without result. There's always the chance that they might have misjudged
the dosage, she thought; that there's something about our physiology that they don't know. But the
hope wasvain.

The door/window onto the terrace had cleared itself again, showing the "view" out to the mountains; but
the forcefield had gone solid. Leeleaned againgt it for awhile that afternoon, looking &t the view asthe
sun swung west-ward, still trying to assert the power that had been taken from her, even just to the extent
of being able to See what was redly there; but she had no success. She thought of the fairy tales, how
there had been numerous references to magic ointments or talismans that Elves could give humans,



enabling them to see the things happening in the secret redms, and how that vison could be withdrawn
ingantly if they chose. All very well. But my own Sght is a function of the perception of Truth, of
the Junction of Justice Herself. That shouldn't be something they ought to be able to inter-fere
with.

Unless natural law hereis different in other ways, too ... Or unless they have other
"instrumentalities’ like the roses...

Findly, asday'slight died outside, Lee got tired of try-ing. She had just sat down in the big chair again,
exhausted and rather depressed, when Gelert returned, surprisingly late. "Well," he said, as he shouldered
his doggie pack off ingde the door asit closed behind him, "that'sit.”

"What'sit?"

"The Alfen government hasformally notified the UN& ME that the committegstime hereisa an end. SA
had the timing judged practicaly to the minute.”

It's because of me, Lee said.

Only partly, | think. | suspect you're right; there's some-thing going on with the Elf-King, and
these people want us out of here before it starts.

"That's depressng,” Lee said. "When are we supposed to leave?"

"Tomorrow morning. It would have been today, except that Per stood up and was unusually eloquent, for
him, in asking for afew hours extrato confer with the UN. They agreed, though they were reluctant.” But
what | think he re-ally wanted was time to make sure all the data we've gath-ered was sufficiently
safely squirreled away for the Elves to be unable to sabotage or confiscate all of it before we
leave.

You really think they'd do something like that?

| think they might try. Our hosts were unusually antsy today, much more so than just your little
hijinks last night should have made them. Something else is definitely going on. So everybody is
carrying copies of the whole group's data, and your own files and mine, compressed and
en-crypted, have been dumped to all the others as well.

"So | guess|'d better start packing,” Lee said, and then laughed. "I've hardly actually had timeto
unpack..."

"Itl teke you lesstime, then."

"Humorigt." Shewent in to start doing something about her luggage. But what about the Elf-King, Gel?
He at least wasin favor of thisincreased 'transparency’ and openness we've been experiencing. If
they kill or depose him, it'll be all over—that much | could tell from Dierrich last night. And
something much worse will follow...

Lee, we're not going to have any choice. They're going to ship us out of here tomorrow. Our job
now is to make sure that, at the very least, we leave with as much as we can of what we came
for... data. What the UN will make of it is out of our hands. And for our own part, we haven't
done badly; we've got the proof we need to make the dil'Sorden case stand up in court, even with
the unanswered questions.

Lee went into the bathroom, where her toiletries kit was, and started to reassembleit, saring into the



mirror there, asif at the Alfen she was sure was watching her, though she couldn't seehim. Thisisn't
how | seeit ending, Gel, shesaid. Not at all.

How you see it, Gelert said, or how you See it? The re-mark was pointed, but made gently enough, as
from one per-son to another who knew that opinion and Truth were only rarely the same thing.

Leejust went on packing the kit, and didn't answer.

It went much as he had predicted. The next morning, an-other aircraft was waiting for the committee
outside the res-idence tower: not one from the Miraha, thistime, but some more prosaic craft with the
gold disk and nothing else. There was no one to see them off but more of the guards who had been
outsde Lee's and Gelert'sroom dl night, and the com-mittee members went up the ramp into the craft
with the air of people whose job wasn't done, and who wouldn't be &t liberty to expresstheir frustration
and anger for sometimeyet.

Lee and Gelert were thefirst onesto board, their guards having brought them out early. Lee sat there by
one of the windows in annoyance as the rest of the committee boarded, bearing their glances. How much
any of them knew about what had happened to her, she wasn't going to inquire right now: she wastired
again, and not feding well, after anight of being awake, with asense of time running out, and trying again
and again without success to bend the local world to her will. Around threein the morning Lee had findly
givenit up, but not happily. That sense of something bad coming had been assailing her more strongly
than it had at any time since sheld first fdt it in Ellay, and it hung over her now, un-resolved and
unresolvable.

The craft seded itsdlf up after afew fina boarders—more face ess uniformed ExAff gaff, Alfen who
plainly wanted not even to speak aword to the departing visitorsif they could avoid it. Lee sat there and
watched the ground drop away, wondering what the redity was. No green space outside atower: then
some hdlipad, possibly, on top of the larger building sheld Seen? No telling, and she wasn't going to get a
chanceto find out later.

Thefeding of some massve opportunity being lost, some imperative going unanswered, grew on her
minute by minute asthey lifted away and turned north, gaining dti-tude. Gelert, Stting in the seat next to
Leewith its back down to give him more room, looked at her with some con-cern. "You didn't degp a
lot last night..."

"No," shesad.
"And you didn't eat breskfagt, either.”

"No." Shewished just for that moment that he would stop talking to her: she had the most peculiar fedling
that someone wastrying to tell her something, though she couldn't figure out who.

"Blood sugar again,” Gelert said.

Lee wasready to snap It is not my goddamn blood sugar! at him, and then caught hersdlf. | fedl alittle
weird, shesaid at last.

The drug, maybe.

Maybe. Sheleaned her head against the window of the climbing craft, looking down &t the ground. It
was sunny there, with only the very occasiona patch of cloud; fields and forested placesrolled by, the
hilly country between the pre-Alps and the sharper mountains surrounding Aien Mhariseth. Buildings



were few. Though there, shethought, there's one. Odd kind of structure, but you can't tell with
Alfen architecture—

Leelooked at it more closdly as the craft started to pass over it. In the back of her mind, something
writhed, strug-gled, asif against aclosed fist; and she suddenly both redl-ized what she waslooking &,
and Saw it. The structure was no building, but aring of tall stoneswith their shadows short beneath them,
ahenge without lintels. Her Sight, though, showed her the energies reaching from stone to stone, and
running under them, through the ground, in aring: and in the back of her mind, at the Sght and fed of it,
the feding of what she had done the other night suddenly stirred in sym-pathy, jumped, asif something
had put a shock through it—

It'sthe drug, all right, Leethought. It's wearing off!
She gulped, then gulped again. "Y ou okay?' Gelert said, looking at her with concern.

"Uh, alittleairsick, maybe." She got up, wondering if shelooked pale enough to suit the part. She
certanly fdt pae, though not from any drug. "Back inaminute," Lee said, getting up and heading toward
the back of the craft. And try not to look so concerned—someone might come after me.

What are you thinking of? Gelert said, suddenly darmed.
Doing something proactive, Lee sad.

She went back to the toilet and shut hersdlf in. Talersto crullers they've got this place bugged and
spy-eyed as well, Lee thought, but whether they do or not, I'm not just going to sit here. Then,
scared as she was, she had to laugh. Then again, maybe | should. Mom always told me to go before |
went anywhere. And if it puts them off watching me for a mo-ment—

Lee steded hersdf to theideathat they might be watch-ing and used the toilet for itsintended purpose.
Then, after she had put hersdlf right again, she washed her hands, tak-ing her time about it, thinking about
what she'd just seen below. Thisimage, Gel, she said down the PAmerrand link, and showed it to him;
thering of stones, thering of power underlying it. Save this and use it to find me.

What? I've got it, but, Lee, what are you doing?—

She had to ignore him. The sharp, stinging sense of that place on the ground was already starting to fade
asthe craft passed it. Lee closed down the Palmerrand link, afraid to be distracted, and turned to the
wall beside her, bending her in-tention againg it as she had bent her intention against the world to hear
the voices she couldn't possibly have been hearing, to pass through the true walls behind the walls of
il-lusion. The stone had shown her what to do, how to manip-ulate thisworld. And now, with the drug
losing its strength inside her, the fedling grew stronger and stronger that she could "walk™ without it—if
her will was strong enough. This place is malleable, she thought. It desires to be shaped and
managed, desires to have the will of the controlling mind laid upon it. That's truth; that | can See.
And so—

For aterrible long moment nothing happened. But then the world started to give, just alittle. Therewas
dill resgt-ance—

Lee pushed for dl she was worth, not certain how she was doing what she was doing without the stone,
but un-willing to stop for fear she might not be able to start again. The sweat started out on her forehead,
ran trickling down her back and down between her breasts under her swesater. She pushed.

The resistance persisted, persisted—then started to give. In front of her, thewall rippled. Past it she



could see noth-ing; it Smply looked like someone had taken the laminate of the toilet wall and turned it
into acurtain. If I've made the wrong decision here, shethought, thisfirst step is going to be along
one—

Leesaid aquick prayer to Herself, looked once more at theimage of that ring of stonesin her mind, and
stepped through the curtain.

The cobwebs brushed across her, through her—and Leeféll. Thefirst second was the worst, when she
fet the bite of cold and knew hersdlf to befalling. The next second was bad too, asthe pain hit her in the
knees again, as she came down crooked, twisted her ankle as she dammed down onto the hard ground
in the center of the circle of stones.

Shelay there gasping in the light for some moments. Alive. I'm alive—Though the sun was warm on her
back, the grass shelay on waswet and chilly, with gray stones showing through it and digging into the
front of her. Lee pushed herself up to her hands and knees, looked around her. Thering of stoneshad a
clear areaaround it, with some grass and some bare patches of ground, asif someinhibiting influence
was associated with the stones. Past the clear ground, brush began to grow, and some clumps of trees,
wind-twisted and somewhat dwarfed, probably by the weether. Any view past them to the horizon was
blocked off by surrounding low brush-covered hills.

Lee got up and found hersalf wobbly. Then she laughed as she staggered over to one of the huge gray
lichen-speckled stones and leaned againgt it. 1've just walked out of a flying craft at God knows how
many thousand feet and lived to tell the tale: I'm entitled to wobble! She looked up and could see,
bright in the sun, the thin silvery contrail, way up high, of the craft she had been in moments before. She
wished there was away to let Gelert know shewas dl right, but there was not the dightest chance that
the implant-to-implant connection would work at thisrange.

She hoped no one had to use the toilet badly, as she had |eft the door locked from the inside. But they
have to have a way to deal with that, Leethought. And when they discover that I'm not there—

Leelaughed again. What are they going to do? It's got to take at |least a little while for them to find
me. After all, even if they can figure out what | did, and how | did it, | still could be almost
anywhere...

At least sheliked to think that. But for the meantime she had to consider what to do next. The first
guestion is ... where the heck am ?

Tojudge by the direction of the sun while they'd been flying, L ee thought she had to be north of the
Dolomite chain which held Aien Mhariseth. But how far? Lee stood till for amoment and tried to think
interms of distances and kilometers per hour. The craft had only been aoft for fifteen minutes or o. It
hadn't yet gone transonic. Which means something less than nine hundred /clicks per hour, but more
than, say, two hundred. So if you take an average—

Shetriedtodoit in her head, and after severd attempts wound up swearing. It was beginning to sound
like one of the witless math problems she'd hated in grammar school, and there were too many
imponderables. The closest Lee could come up with was that she was perhaps a hundred klicks
northeast of Aien Mhariseth, assuming that the craft had been heading directly toward Y swhen she left
it.

She stood there in the summer sunshine, looking south-ward. She could just see the line of mountains
there againgt the horizon, dightly hazed by distance, but the peaks she was looking for were far beyond
those. At least severa days walk, for agood walker: possibly more. Though what do | know about
long-distance walking, anyway? I'm an Angelena: | don't even walk to the convenience store! And



here | amwith no food, no proper clothes, no idea where to find food or water, and no clear plan
of what to do next. Is this possibly the stupidest thing I've done since agreeing to let Matt take me
out to dinner?

Then she had to laugh at hersdlf again. Certainly Gdlert would laugh &t her, if he ever caught up with her
here—be-cause she would bet anything that he'd try. So my business for the moment, anyway, isto
keep myself in good enough condition that he finds me and doesn't immediately have to dig a hole
to bury mein.

Meanwhile—Aien Mhariseth is the goal. She had gotten the fedling from Dierrich's conversation with
Kil, whoever Kil was, that whatever was planned for the Elf-King would be happening there. | have to
get there, stay out of the way of the Alfen who're out to get him, and find a way to help him.

She had to grin wryly a that. Nothing to it, shethought. So let's get busy.

Leeturned back to the circle of stones. She could See the power running among them, atthin, fine
network of strands and lines of force stretching between them and under them. It is something natural,
she thought, but God knows how it works, and probably | shouldn't waste my time right now trying
to figureit out. It had served her as an anchor point, aplace to transit to; could she also usethe circle,
somehow, to help her transit between points?

L ee stepped into the circle and felt the power there re-spond to her asit hadn't done when she smply
dropped into it. Her first impulse was to imagine someplace in Aien Mhariseth to "walk” to. The suite?
Boy, would that be a dumb move. You turn up there right now, and they just break out another
shuttle, hit you with an even bigger dose of anti-"walking" juice, and send you home after the
others. Also—what's the point of getting there before the Elf-King does, tonight? It's when he
arrives that—

—something said, not exactly in her ear, that you're needed.
Leeheld very dill at thet.

All right, she thought, needed. Sheturned to look at the circle of stones, and beyond them, to seeif
there was some-where she could find some cover to wait for awhile. The im-mediate neighborhood was
entirely too flat and open for her liking.

But then waiting might not be such a good idea either, Lee thought. The Alfen knew what | was
doing, the evening before last: they'll suspect I've done it again. The circle might occur to them as
alogical possihility ... which would mean it might be one of the first places they'd look. Whether |
want to use it for transit or not, | need to get away fromit right now.

With that in mind, shetried to think of another place to which she could transit ... somewhere that she
wouldn't immediately run afoul of hundreds of Alfen. After amo-ment, The other side of the mountain,
Leethought. Or bet-ter still, as a little less obvious, the path leading over the mountain toward it.
There were a couple of places we stopped on our hike that | can remember clearly enough to
‘walk' to.

Lee put her back up against the nearest stone for support, closed her eyes, and worked to See that spot
in her mind. Theimage of it was clear enough. She opened her eyes again, then, and looked at the empty
arr, leaning her will againgt it and waiting to see the shimmer and ripple of its re-sponse.

Nothing.



Come on— L eethought. Shetried again, and then sev-eral times more, but got no result.

Maybe there's a time limit? she thought. Maybe you have to have a little while to recover from
that? Maybe the drug hasn't worn off completely yet?

Or maybe you don't have the dightest idea what you're doing, and you're screwing it up
somehow? Or else it was a one-off, and you're not going to be able to do it again.

Lee dghed. That was her blood sugar talking. All right, she said to herself, and looked south, to theline
of the near-est hills. They looked like along enough wak—»but they were away from here, they might
offer some possibilitiesfor cover, and she might run into something to eat aong theway. Better than just
standing here straining my brain, she thought.

She arted walking.

Thewalking went on near enough to what felt like for-ever. Lee was thanking whatever gods were
current here that she favored flat-soled shoes for everything but the most for-mal occasions. At least she
wasn't having to negotiate the countryside in heels. But she wished again and again for her cross-trainers,
for even the flats weren't meant for thiskind of usage. Her feet were blistering. She was hungry, too: now
she was regretting not having taken Gelert's eternal advice about bregkfast. There was a so the matter of
water. Food | can do without for a while, she thought. But water's going to be more of an issue, and
pretty soon. And on top of every-thing else, the day was leaning toward late afternoon, and it was
aready starting to get cool. By contrast to noontime, it was pleasant at the moment But it wouldn't stay
that way.

The most frugtrating thing about the walking, though, wasthat the hills didn't seem to get any closer. Lee
felt ter-ribly exposed; she kept an eye on the sky for more contrails, but saw none. Not that that's
necessarily a guarantee of any-thing, shethought. All | can really do right now is keep mov-ing.

So she kept moving, as afternoon leaned toward evening, and it got cooler. Lee hugged hersdlf, in her
thin sweater, as she walked. She could only be grateful that she'd decided to wear jeansthis morning
instead of the summer skirt sheld been contemplating. The growling noises her ssomach was making were
infuriating, in that they reminded her about once every three minutes how hungry she was, and she
needed no reminder of her thirst.

L ee stopped, at one point, and picked up a pebble to suck on—something she remembered from some
surviva text shedd read long before. It helped alittle, but not nearly enough; she had to force hersalf not
to think of water. She also stopped once every half hour or so to attempt to trangit again, but till she
couldn't manage it. Lee began to wonder whether there were other ways to keep someone from
tran-gting besides sticking them full of the anti-walking drug. Anyone who could lay a glamourie over
tens of square miles, as the Alfen seemed able to do around Aien Mhariseth, might be able to do
something like that.

The problemisthat | don't know what they can do. But at least my Sght works.

Twilight drew on, and night fell, which made Lee fed somewhat better in mood ... though physicaly, she
began to suffer. It got cold, and there was no cover. Gelert had a-ways teased her about being anative
LA girl, with orangejuicein her veinsinstead of blood; a sun-worshipper, unable to cope with even
minor variationsin climate, such as any-thing below seventy degrees Fahrenheit. And if he was here
right now, Lee thought, her teeth chattering as she walked along through the dark, 1'd tell him, "You're
absolutely right,”... and then I'd skin him and make a coat out of his pelt. She waswalking with her
head down, being very care-ful of her footing. The landscape that was part grassy, part sony, had now



given way to countryside that was dmaost completely stony, with little tussocks of long stringy grass
appearing only here and there. It was bad to walk on, but at least the hills were appreciably closer now.

Leewaked on, shivering under the risng moon, sucking on her pebble, trying not to concentrate on her
own troubles, but on the bigger issuesthat had brought her here. But it was surprisingly difficult to
concentrate on Big I ssues when you had an empty stomach, araging thirg, blistered feet, and muscles
that ached from along day'swalking.

Still, Lee consdered that she was doing better than sheld ever thought she might under such
circumstances. It wasn't that she was tougher than she thought. She kept getting the fedling that she had
some kind of obscure help, from things themsaves—stones that didn't turn under her feet when they
might have, awind that didn't blow ashard asit might: help from theworld. If the world pleases, she
remembered Dierrich having said, the other night. At the time shed thought it just an odd turn of phrase.

But on second thought, perhaps it wasn't so weird. Worlds did have different ways they behaved,
physicaly; everyone knew that. And there did seem to be "behaviord" differences between them of the
kind Gelert had mentioned when they were discussing it last. Could it be that the Alfen are more
closely in touch with the reason their world has those kinds of differences?—possibly in touch with
the world's "personality,” somehow?

She stopped one more time to see if perhaps she might be able to transit. The wind around her rose, and
Lee shivered; but once again she leaned her will againgt the empty air, thinking of the place she and
Gelert had passed on their way over the yoke that led to the back of the mountain, to Istelinru Semivh.
There had been alittle cave in the next hill over—or maybe hill was the wrong namefor it. It had been
another of those big spires of stone that stuck up out of the landscape like athorn, jagged, gray-white,
and the weather-ing had split and scored one Side of it so that a narrow wind-ing cave-crevice had
opened in it on the side facing the mountain wall and stony spire where the Laurins House reared up,
looking down over the vadley. In other circum-stances, it was the kind of place that Lee would have
hiked up to with a bottle of wine and a picnic lunch, to contem-plate life and the universe, the way she
often went up to the top of Topangafor the view over Queen of Angels Park and therest of LA. But
right now, in memory, that cave just looked like agood placeto hide. Leelad her will againgt the air,
againg theworld, thinking, open! Open! ... Nothing.

L ee stood there and sighed, and listened to the wind rush-ing around her, and started to shiver harder
than ever.

Then sheredized it wasn't just wind that she heard. Somewhere here, making athin, faint white-noise
sound just at the edge of hearing, was water.

Oh, God, Leethought. Thank You!

The sound was coming from ahead of her and over to her right. Slowly, trying not to hurry, she made her
way inthat direction. No point in finding water, then falling down and breaking a leg or something,
L eethought.

The actud timeit took her to find the little brook that ran down from the higher ground to the south
couldn't have been more than five minutes ... but it felt longer than the whole day'swalk. Lee got carefully
down on her knees be-side the quick-flowing water, and drank, and drank, and drank. The water was
so0 cold it made her teeth hurt, but she didn't mind; she drank it until she gasped. Lee splashed it on her
face, started to drink again...

... and then gasped once more at the sound from right behind her.



Sowly she straightened up where she kndlt, looked over her shoulder. Therewas atdl, still shapein
ExAff uniform standing there behind her, holding a pulserifle of some kind. As shelooked back across
the stream, two more, an Alfen man and awoman, materidized in front of her—literally materialized,
dipping out of the air as she hadn't been ableto do dl day.

"It'sjust not fair," Lee said.

"What?' said the Alfen behind her, amused. "That we can placewalk, and you can't? But our mistress
didn't want you doing that ... so she moved to prevent it, until you could be located.”

Slowly, Lee stood up and turned to face the one with the weapon. "And now | suppose we go back to
Mhariseth, and | get shoved in a shuttle and sent home," she said, furiousthat it should end thisway, after
all the day's hopes and trou-bles.

The Alfen with the gun shook his head dowly. "For ephemeras found unescorted or without permission
from the Laurin or the mrinLauvrin within the bounds of the Land,” he said, "the penalty is execution of
theBan."

Lee swalowed. "You mean,”" she said, hoping that the way she had begun to shake didn't show too
much, "execu-tion, plain and smple. And you don't even care what the UN, or anyone else, will think.”

"It doesn't matter what anyone thinks," the Alfen said. ™Y ou were caught trespassing, and so you'll have
suffered the pendty of our law. Unfortunate, but—" He shrugged. "Other sovereignties have pendtiesjust
asrigorous, in places. If you—"

Leewasn't going to St il listening to further explanartions. She scrambled to her feet and threw hersdlf
at the Alfen, and he pulled the weapon away from her, but Leg's Sights were set lower at the moment: she
kicked him hard in the kneecap. He grunted with pain and went down hard on the other knee, but Lee's
grab for the gun didn't work. Too quickly for her to see how it happened, one of the other Alfen had it,
and then L ee was the one who got kicked, so that she went sprawling and gasping across the stones,
nearly pitching face-forward into the brook. Shot while try-ing to escape? she thought. Not without
giving you a little present first!'—and came up with afist-sized rock from the bed of the brook. She
fired it a the second Alfen, and man-aged to hit himin the bicep, but her aim was poor: it wasn't the
bicep holding the gun. That weapon came up, amed at her. Lee's eyes went wide—

From behind him, the white shape came legping out of the darkness, silent, fastened on the neck of the
Alfen, and pulled him backwards and down. The gun fired over Lee's head as she ducked, and asthe
second Alfen went down, she threw hersdlf at the gun, grabbed it, came down on the stones and, rolled
away. More gunfire from an energy weapon stitched the ground where she'd been. Gelert bounced away
from hisfirst victim, legped over the brook, and hit the second Alfen chest-high: she went down flat under
him, wrestled briefly with him—then rolled away, wheezing horribly, writhed againgt the stonesfor afew
sec-onds before she went limp. Lee got to her feet asfast as she could, ready to fire the pulser at the first
legitimate target—but not before she saw thefirst Alfen get to his hands and knees and topple sideways
into a place where the stones were rippling like a curtain seen sdeways. He vanished through them; they
went solid again.

Lee stood there panting, not aware of much of anything for afew moments until Gelert's head cameto
rest on her shoulder. She put an arm around it, hugged it tight. "That one dead, to0?" she said.

"With not much regret, | haveto say yes."
"What kept you?'



"Wdll, gee, Lee, I'm glad to see you, too."

She turned to hug him properly. "Of course I'm glad to see you, you idiot!" She hugged him hard. "Twice
in twenty-four hours—Suz, Gdl, thisisn't ahabit | want to get into!"

"My pleasure to be of assstance. But meanwhile, it'sagood thing | had your recording of your little
vanishing trick,” Gelert said, "or | still wouldn't be here, and thislittle episode would've turned out
differently. Asit was, it took medl night after we got back to adapt the technique. Using Scent rather
than Sight asthe paradigm isalittletricky, but | found my way, findly." He sat down, panting alittle,
look-ing around him with satisfaction. "It's harder from Earth, Lee ... but it can be done, if you believeit
can, and if you have aclue to the technique, and areredlly, redlly motivated. And maybeit dso helpsif
you have one of these. Here—" Hisjaws worked for amoment, and then into Lee's hand he spat out the
stone.

"Oh, thank God," Lee said, drying it off againgt her sweater. "I was afraid maybe someone was going to
search you at the gating complex and take it off you."

"They searched medl right,” Gelert said. "But not terri-bly well. They didn't like getting their handsin my
mouth. Maybe they just didn't want doggie drool al over them." He grinned, exhibiting twenty-six other
possible reasons, dl sharp. "Of course, the stone was well past my mouth at that point.”

Leelooked at Gelert in shock. "Gd, that thing could have ripped you up insde!™

"That occurred to me. Fortunatdly, | have firsthand expe-rience with the weird things my kids are
constantly eating.” His expression was amused, and resigned. "Rocks that size and sometimes that sharp
haven't killed them yet: | thought | had at least a chance. Recovering the thing was alittle dis-tasteful, but
| put it through the dishwasher afterward.” Gelert looked rueful. ™Y ou have no ideaithe grief Nudlagave
me about that."

Lee burst out laughing and pocketed the stone again, but-toning the pocket. "Y ou're better at thisthan |
am," shesad.

"I wouldn't know about that..."
"Might have something to do with your people coming from here, once upon atime.”

"Might be. The place smelled strangdly familiar the whole time | was here—did | mention? Maybe nat,
wewere busy. But, Lee ... thiskind of transt isrelatively easy. Eas-ier than | would ever have thought,
just going from there to here, though it takes alot of preparation. The Alfen are going to have alot of
explaining to do asto why they haven't shared thisinformation with everyone ese. It could open up the
worldsin away no one hasimagined..."

"Control," Leesaid. All around her, she felt the world vi-brate obscurely, thrumming like a plucked string.
"But theré's no timefor it right now. Gel, weve got to go. It's starting.”

"What's garting?'

"I don't know. But the world thinks the Elf-King's com-ing, and if | correctly assess Madam Dierrich's
mood, she's going to go after him the moment he turns up. We haveto be there.”

"Aien Mharisth?' Gdlert said. "We can't just walk in there...”

"Remember where we were hiking, Gel? About an hour after we left. That funny cave—"



"Have you noticed something?' Gelert said.
"What?'
"It'sclouding over."

Leelooked up. He wasright. The sky was suddenly full of cloud: some of it was il silver with the
moonlight from above, but much more was opaque to the light, darkening easily three-quarters of the
sky. As shewatched, she saw the light continue to fade, the night grow darker. "It'snot natu-rd..." she
sad softly.

"Welost oneguy," Gelert said. "He went right back to warn Dierrich, I'll bet..."

Leelooked up at the darkening sky asthe last scraps of moonlight faded away. Something cold touched
her face: she shivered. And something touched her there again, and again. It was beginning to snow. "Gd,
they had some kind of block in place that kept me from moving. But it doesn't seem to affect you. Let's
get out of here before they widen the effect—"

"That pathway leading up to the cave..." Gelert said. He stood there for amoment, still, concentrating.
Theair infront of him rippled. Lee didn't wait: three quick steps brought her to it, throughit...

She gasped with the sudden cold and wind. Behind her, Gelert came out of nothing, landed hock-degp in
snow. Leewas up to her kneesinit, and it wasfalling fast. She started to shiver again, harder, for the air
temperature here was far more bitter than it had been in the place they'd just come from.

"Thiscan't dl be meant for us," Lee said. "There hasn't been time—"

"Hard to tdll," Gelert said. "But we've got to dedl with it anyway. Wheresthat cave? | think | brought us
out too far down."

Leelooked around her, trying to remember the way the path had gone from this part of the climb. The
problem wasthat it was difficult to tell which part of the climb thiswas.

The snow wasfdling fine around them, but even the snow was hard to see in the heavy fog that lso
surrounded them. Whiteout—

Lee closed her eyesfor amoment, summoned up her Sight, opened her eyes. Even through the fog and
under the snow, she could still See the shapes of boulders that she rec-ognized from the climb. "Up and
to the | eft for about ten meters,” she said. " Then about a thirty-degree angle to theright.”

They struggled through the swiftly degpening snow and up the path, or where L ee thought the path
was—for the Sight kept failing her. Interference? Or isit just my own physical state?—for an
exhaugting day without food, with-out enough water, and with fear and cold added, would quickly
reduce any practitioner's effectivenessto afraction of itsnorma level. There was nothing Lee could do,
at last, but rely on memory to keep herself and Gelert on the path. Many times one or the other of them
strayed off it, only to discover the fact by banging into the boulders that were ha f-buried under the snow,
their shapes somewhat dis-guised by the drifts the wind was piling up. Lee was terrified that they were
going to make one mistake too many, some-where along here, and go over the edge—for there were
places where the path had been perfectly flat until suddenly it dropped off, to theright or sometimesthe
left, fifty or ahundred meters straight down. Inthisvisbility, like the in-side of alightbulb, it could happen
before either of them could react— L ee thought of dil'Hemrev's seemingly casua remark about the
sunset onthemountains: 1'd like to say that we arranged it for you, but we're not all that adept. Lee
pushed her wet, snowy hair out of her eyes, where the bitter wind was congtantly whipping it. Meaning



that some of them are? she thought. If some Alfen could manipulate the space of their world the way
L ee had seen they could, then it might well follow that the same talent could be used to shift weather
fronts, causelocal changesin temperature, pres-sure—

If they could do it, Leethought, could we do it? "Gd," Lee said, "think about this snow going
away—or stop-ping—"

"Youthink it'll help?' he gasped from behind her.

Her heart seized. She was so used to thinking of Gelert as stronger, more robust than she was, but here it
looked asif he was suffering far more from the cold than shewas. "It might. Think of it at least not faling
onus"

Shetried to do that herself as she kept moving, tried to think of them both as being surrounded by a
bubble of clear air, nofog init, no snow. Just a few metersworth of visibil-ity, say ten meters, that
would be plenty—She leaned her will againgt the world. It ressted her, or something did. Just a pause
inthis, Leethought, briefly angry, a fighting chance, come on—

Maybe it was the anger that helped. The air abruptly cleared around them, asif they werein the reverse
of apa-perweight snowglobe, the whiteness briefly beating al around the outside of the globe but not
coming in. Lee paused, dill hugging herself againgt the wind, for whatever sheld managed had no effect
againg that. "Come on, Ge!" she said, and went up what little she could still make out of thetrail, a
stretch where the snow had been alittle less deep because of the mountain wall right next to it. And just
past there, the spire of grey stone sticking up out of the foot of the neighboring hill, the spire dl white with
snow on the south side, but still mostly bare on the north: and at the bot-tom of it, haf full of drifted
snow, thelittle cave—"Thereit is, come on!"

The two of them floundered toward it through the snow.

Seconds later their protection gave way, as they reached the opening of the cave, and the snow dammed
ginging into them from behind, asif in revenge for the temporary frus-tration. Lee used her aamsand the
Alfen pulserifle to try to sweep the snow out of the opening, back toward thetrail: afrustrating business,
asthewind just blew it right back in at her. The cave was smaller than she remembered it, shal-lower,
and wasn't going to provide much protection against that wind, to judge by the snow dready drifted in;
but it was the best they were going to get. "Come on, we've got to get rid of some of thisl" she said to
Gdert. "If it driftsin ontop of us it'sinsulation—"

Gdert didn't answer her, just started digging. Within a couple of minutes there was enough room for them
both to crouch into the little space. Gelert collgpsed to the floor and curled himsdlf into astight abdl as
he could: Lee wrapped hersdf more or less around him, shivering, fegling the snow melting between
them. "Not much help,” hesaid faintly. "Sorry."

Outside, the wind rose to a scream, then ashriek, and the relentless snow began to pilein on top of them
again. Lee got the pulseriflearound in front of her, out of the snow, and had little strength to do anything
else. The shivering was shaking Leg's whole body now, and the cold of the snow burned her, but there
was no usein trying to shake it off; it amply flew up into her eyes again, blinding her, and con-tinued
piling up. Insulating it might be, but it was still wet, and the chill of it segped into her, relentless.

"Weregoing to die here," Gelert said softly.

It was athought that had occurred to Lee just before he said it; but she hadn't been willing to makeit rea
by letting it out. Too late now.



"Thisismy fault,” Leesad. "I'm sorry.”
Therewas along silence. Findly, Gelert cocked one eye up at her. "It'sdl right,” he said. "Nuaaknew."
"Knew—"

"Shewouldn't let me be, last night. | had to tell her, fi-ndly—" A tremor of cold shook him. "Tell her how
danger-ousthiswas likely to be. She said she understood. She said | had to go.”

Thetearscameto Legseyes. It was amost impossible to listen to this, under the circumstances, let done
respond to it. But a the sametime, if they were going to be dead soon, she could at least ded with the
difficult things.

It till took her awhile. "1 envied you that, you know?' she said at last.
"What?' Gdert said.

"What you two have," Lee said, hugging herself againg the cold. " The understanding. How you dways
seemed able to be together without rubbing each other raw. It dways seemed to come so naturaly to
you. The closeness..." Her eyes hurt her; shetried to blink them against the ferocious cold, and found that
she was having trouble. Lee put her hands over her eyes, trying to protect them from thewind ... or a
least that was the excuse. But her hands were as cold as her face.

"Oncel actudly had to leave the room," she said, be-tween spasms of her teeth chattering, "after I'd
been watch-ing you two for awhile. It was just after everything blew up with Mait." Lee shook her head.
"| just couldn't bear it, Sit-ting there, seeing how close you two were, knowing that | had something like
that with Matt, and now it was gone, and wasn't going to come back. She was lying there with her head
on your back, theway she does..." Lee had to stop for amoment, her teeth chattering so hard she
couldn't speak. "That sense of trusting another person, knowing you were safe with them, and that they
were safewith you ... It pierced me. | had to leave. | felt so stupid, and so self-ish...”

"We knew you were hurting,” Gelert said. "But some-times—that idiom about being there for somebody,
actudly just meansto be there. Doing anything, saying anything, sometimes you know it'll hurt them
worse than just being quiet, and being close.”

For awhile neither of them said anything. Findly, look-ing out into the blinding whiteness, Lee sad, "It
never happen now. And | wasjust sarting to believe it didn't mat-ter if it never happened. | thought, well
go home from thisjob, and I'll get used to being by mysdlf. That foolish timein my lifeisover. And now
look a me. Now that | know—" she looked at Gelert, and ill couldn't say "we're going to die.” "Now
suddenly it fedsimportant again.” She arted to laugh, bitter laughter that would have gone on for along
time—but the cold was more bitter than her mood; when she drew bregth it cut the insde of her throat
like breathing bro-ken glass.

We can't last much longer. "Y ou've dways been agood partner,” Lee said. "l wish it wasn't going to
end here"

"Y ou've been a better one. Harder working, more seri-ous..." Gelert shook his head and winced at the
pain of hisears. They looked stiff, and their ingdes were the wrong shade of pink; they were Sarting to
freeze.

L ee gathered his head into her chest and tried to shelter it enough from the wind to share alittle warmth
with it. "What do you mean | was harder working?' Lee said, and had to shake her head to whip the
tearsout of it before they froze her eyes shut again. ™Y ou were the one who always made al the



Hedidn't answer. She could hear and fed his breathing coming harder now, wheezing. His people
weren't meant for thiskind of temperature; she might actualy last longer than he would. She had to do
something. It's got to stop, shethought. | can't get him out of here. It's got to stop...

She closed her eyes and tried leaning her will againgt the world onelast time.

Briefly, to Lee's delight and growing hope, the snow began to drop off somewhat, the flakes getting
bigger, their fall becoming dower, and the wind dropped off too, the shriek dying to a moan over their
heads ... But again it didn't last. Within acouple of minutes, long enough for Leeto fed certain that the
effect was due to something she was doing, the wind started to pick up again—and therewas a-most a
messageinit: No. No matter what happens to me, you're not going to live through it.

Dierrich, Lee thought. She set her teeth and strove harder in her mind to make the snow stop; at the
very least to make the wind drop off, for at these temperatures, it was the wind that would suck the heat
out of their bodies and kill them at last. But it wasn't working.

"%e‘t—"

Hedidn't reply. Leefelt the warmth start creeping up on her, dowly. No! Lee thought, for she knew what
that meant. Shetried to start moving again, just enough to dap hersalf with her armsif nothing ese, but
her body just wouldn't obey her. In this short time that she hadn't been moving, al her limbs had gone tiff
asiron.

She closed her eyesfor one last effort. Don't leave them that way too long, they'll really freeze shut,
this time—She clarified the image of what she wanted in her mind. The wind silent, the snow ceased, the
ar warming, the sky clear-ing up past the mountain wall—

As she considered the mountain, without warning some-thing seized Leg'simagery and pulled it farther up
thewall of stone, rushing her past the boundaries she had been considering. Her vison was caught upina
larger flow of power: more certain, more direct, going straight to the heart of what was happening around
them. The wind was dropping off, too ... but she began to get the fedling that it wasn't her doing.

Leeblinked, trying to see clearly what was going on around her. But her Sight had for the moment been
co-opted, swept fully into the ambit of that larger power. She couldn't see anything of the snowy
darkness of the cave, or the brighter world outside. All she could See wasthe walls of the Laurins
House, somewhere high above them, built of the same gray-white stone, but hewn and polished; and high
up on those walls, abroad terrace insde the parapet on the longest wall that |ooked north. A group of
people were gath-ered there down at one end of the terrace, seemingly look-ing northward, too. Lee
tried to turn her Sight away, but it was asif something here, perhaps the world itself, thought that thiswas
more important, the most important thing per-haps, and was overriding al other vision—

Lee gulped, suddenly finding it hard to breathe, asif the air itself was holding its breath. And then the
voice spoke, the one the world had been waiting for.

"Dierrich," it said. "l didike seeing my prerogatives usurped. Exercise of mastery in thisworld, when the
Laurinishere, isthe Laurin'sbusness. What are you doing?'

Thetone of voice was light, but there was more menace underlying it than Lee ever thought she had
heard in ahuman voice. But he's not human... And as he spoke, the wind stopped completdly, asif
someone had thrown a switch. Perhaps the snow had stopped, too; Lee couldn't tell—shewas blind to
everything except what was happen-ing up there on the castle wals. Her dightly frostbitten face could



fed the air temperature Starting to rise; an unpleasant sensation, asif someone waswaving ablowtorchin
front of her.

"Gelet! Gd!" Blind asshewas, Lee could Hill fed him. She started shaking him, rubbing him.
"Gdet—!"

Hewas cold. She couldn't see him; but after along, ter-rible moment, she heard him sneeze. Now, he
sad downtheimplant, | bet you're sorry you said that big soulful goodbye.

Oh, shut up! She would have kept on rubbing him, but her Sight was locked so tightly to that other view
that shefi-nally had to stop, unable to see anything else. Up there on the terrace that overlooked the city,
agroup of Alfen stood, surrounding one small radiant form in daycloak and robes, traditiond Alfen wear;
and set over against them near the other end of the terrace was a single shape, aman's shape, ill, tall,
amsfolded, very dark, in abusness suit and atie.

For amoment Lee was distracted even from her aston-ishment at what was unfolding by asudden
memory, asense of something familiar. Looking with her Sight at the group of Alfen standing about
Dierrich, Lee abruptly made the connection. One of them, one of the Alfen up there, had a psychospoor
that she would have recogni zed anywhere, she had spent so long contemplating it, running and rerunning
her recording. The being associated with it had looked out of ashadow at the corner of Eighteenth and
Wilshire, and been amused by the desth of another Alfen, and had then parted the air and the darkness
and stepped back into them. That's him!

Thelittle slver-haired woman waked dowly out of the group of Alfen among whom sheld been standing,
walked up to the EIf-King, considered him a moment—then struck him hard acrosstheface. "Traitor!"

Hisvoice, when hereplied, was surprisngly unmoved. "I trusted you with al my plansand dreams,” he
sad. "Bitter it isto discover that trust can be so utterly misplaced.”

Lee'sheart seized. Above, Dierrich's beautiful, grave, cam face contorted with rage. "When amadman
trusts those around him to humor his madness," Dierrich said, "he'd better expect to be disappointed. We
don't want you for our lord anymore, 'King of all the Elves!" Our people waited patiently, they watched a
long time, to seeif the ex-ercise of power would eventudly teach you sense. No one forgot how you
cameto rule, in your arrogance, o sure you knew everything just because your power was greatest! Half
amillennium, we dl thought, would teach you better. World-mastery's its own school, our forefathers
adways said; giveit timeto work. And for awhileit looked asif you'd seen sense, and some of us
became willing to stand with you. But then your vison went irrationd again, and you went back to your
paranoid babblings about the great war between the worlds that was coming. No one will ever man-age
such athing—"

"The supranational are managing it right now, Dier-rich,” the EIf-King said. "Y ouve seen the
preparations. Y ou know the invasion they're planning aswell as| do. Another six months, no more, and
they'll beready."

Dierrich's voice was scornful. "They don't have six months, and they don't even know it. We've been
moving againg them for the last five years ... and you haven't even known it! Weve been playing the
ephemerd nations and worlds off against each other; our people have been killing their operatives,
especiadly the Alfen double agents they've suborned, sending them the message. Alfheimiis ours; no one
plots againgt us and escapes, even though Alfen may be helping them. They in particular will pay the price
of their treachery infull.”

The EIf-King shook hishead. "Y ou ill don't understand. Stop this attempt by the mortals, teach them
the lesson you think you're teaching them, and they'll back down ... for afew years, adecade or two. But



they'll remember other things besides the lesson. They'll remember that we hold final power in our hands,
and that they're powerless againg it; that we exclude them in every way we know from any ac-cessto
the true power at the heart of things. The resentment will build again. And in twenty years, or thirty years,
or fifty, they'll come again; with much more terrible weapons, thistime. Right now, armies, yes, nuclear
weapons, yes, those we might be able to stop them from using ... perhaps. Or even absorb such ablow,
and rebuild. But in fifty years, when their wegpons are more terrible than we can presently predict, when
maybe dl it'll takeis one dip-up on our part, one day's relaxation of vigilance at our borders ... and dl life
in our universe can be snuffed out in aweek, or aday?' He shook hishead. "Thisisour last chance, our
best chance, to solve the problem—to cure the disease beforeit'stoo late.”

Dierrich laughed, agreat angry shout of laughter like the cry of abird of prey. ™Y ou think the onething
that guaran-tees our surviva asapeopleisa disease, something to be cured? Y ou're even madder than |
thought! If theré'sto be awar with the ephemerds, our immortality's the only thing that will ensure our
victory!" Her voice went grim. "But it will never happen, because you won't be Laurin for much longer.
Rai'lauvrin het-suuriul, worldmasterer that was and shal be no more, stand forth and end your reign!”

Thefeding of gathering fury in theair, in the ground, gathering and growing, was difficult for Leeto bear.
"| stand forth with my world in my hand,” the EIf-King said, very softly, "but whether my reign shal end
or not, the world it-salf decides.

The people among whom Dierrich had been standing now backed away from her. She stood there,
proud and aone, fists clenched at her sides, holding hersdlf like awegpon that haswaited along timeto
be unleashed, and is ready now. The EIf-King did not move at al.

The wind began to scae up to ascream again; just the wind, thistime, no snow on it, howling among the
parapets, battering the front of the castle. The Alfen watching her were pushed back by the force of it,
againg theinner wall of the cagtle. But the EIf-King didn't move. Helet thewind rise, screaming, until first
grit and then gravel and then even stones from the mountain above the castle began to be thrown through
theair by it. Then he shook his head, and once again thewind fell away, slent in abresth'stime.

Dierrich stood there, breathing hard. "All right,” the ElIf-King said. "Water next? Or fire?"
She didn't say anything, didn't move either.

Under them, the ground began to vibrate. A dow, low rumbling built, a sound like the deepest possible
note on an organ, terrifying to fed, terrifying to hear. The stones of the mountain began to tumble again,
down the jagged wall thistime; great dabs and flakes of stone the Size of vehicles, the size of houses, fell
toward the castle, and the roots of the mountain shook. The EIf-King moved only so much asit took to
glance up a the mountaingde, an offhand look. Thefaling ssoneswere aimed right at him; but ashe
glanced up, they fell to the left and right of the castle, asif hitting some high invisible barrier, and bounced
away in athunder of ruin, down the mountaingde. At the sametime, the clouds began to rush together
abovethe castle, and rain began to fal from them, lightly at first, then harder, until the shower became a
downpour, and the downpour atorrent.

In the cave, Lee could hear water splashing into the snow, and started to worry. We could be flooded
out of here, shethought, we could drown! "Gelert—"

Hewas aready scrabbling to hisfeet, wobbly asafoal. "Can you get up?' he said, but Lee was hafway
up aready, having kept hold of him as he stood. "Come on—"

She went with him, letting him lead, till unable to see except with the Sght, and unable to See anything
with that but the terrace high above them on the mountainside. The Elf-King, who until now had moved
not at all, now moved to the parapet of the castle and rested a hand on it, stroking the stone; under his



touch the shuddering mountain dowly went quiet. Then he glanced up into the sky. He should have been
wet, but the water storming down out of the sky never touched him. As helooked up, the clouds
curdled, flattened, began dowly to stream away; and the rain stopped asthey did so.

Hisface looked strained now, and L ee could see the sweat standing on his brow. But his expression was
still composed, amost sad. "'l don't think we need to go through the rest of the moves, Dierrich,” the
Elf-King said. "Theres more to thisthan just wesather ... but you never understood that, no matter how
often | told you. Mastery of aworld means more than just making it do what you want. Mastery goes
both ways, but you were never willing to accept the world's mastery of you. That'swhy you have no idea
what it needs now ... what it fears.”

"And you do?' Dierrich shouted. "Y ou're the one who wants to destroy our peopl€'s basic nature, make
it over into something the world never intended! They'll have no choice in the matter if you have your
way. But they'll find away to kill you first, Laurin! If | fall here—"

"l am afraid,” the Laurin sad, "theresno 'if.' "

Over them, around them, a darkness began to gather. 1t was not the dark of night; this darkness excluded
that, and was a different shade, of adifferent quality. It shut away the view of the clouds, the view of the
city down at the moun-tain'sfoot. Dierrich looked up and around at this, and for the first time her face
began to show fear. "It doesn't matter what you do to me, Laurin," Dierrich cried. "It doesn't matter if |
die! The Alfenwill ill riseagaingt you! Those of uswho know what you're planning will make sure that
every-one el se does—and afterward, no Alfen anywhere will re-frain from trying to kill you, not even
those who've been in the pay of the UN and the supranationd dl thiswhile. Y ou think thiswhole business
of trangparency, of cooperation with humans, will buy you the ephemerals protection? It won't be
enough! Sooner or later, in magtery, or just with agun, one of uswill take you out of Alfheim's history
forever. There's nowhere you can hide, now that your own people fear you and the change you threaten,
more even than they ever feared being without a worldmasterer—"

"It'snot change | threaten,” the EIf-King said, as the darkness gathered in the air around them. "It's
something that would frighten you much worsg, frighten you the way it frightens me, if you had the wit to
understand it. But | guessyou never have. In the meantime, what mastery you possessisn't nearly
enough, though you do come of theline of the old Elf-Kings. For al that you grew up here, in the very
heart of the Land, in the shadow of Itdinru Semivh itsdf, you gill don't understand Alfheim.” Hewas
amost invisible now in that darkness, and outside the cave, in air no colder now than that of anormal
summer night, Lee and Gelert staggered into the lee of the spine of stone where they had sheltered, both
of them gasping with the sudden sense of pressurein the air.

"Have you forgotten what this place once was?' the Elf-King said. "'l haven't. And it hasn't. But my
memory for its buried redlities has always been longer than yours ... even though it's you who're
supposedly old-world Alfen, supe-rior to us outcasts, we ‘foreigners from the lesser reelms west over
the Sea." His voice was suddenly amused ... though the amusement had something under it so dark that
Leewould have given anything to turn her Sight away. "It makes you too uncomfortable, that oldest
redity. Now comes the time when you pay for being unwilling to face that discomfort ... and say your
farewd|s”

The darkness gathered there about the castle became a solid thing, fathomless green depths that came
red out of the night, and al remaining light wavered and went out in a sudden crushing night of weter, a
night half amile deep. Lee couldn't close her eyes, couldn't stop seeing, as only one shape remained
standing upright in al that darkness—and everywhere else around it, bodiesflailed, bubblesrosein hectic
streams until the lungs that gasped them out were crushed, and cries echoed bluntly through the massive
weight of water until there were no cries|eft init, and no morelife. Onelast shapetried to stand, tried to



fight, push-ing the water away; but the sea knew itsweight and its place, and nothing she did could
dissuadeit. Dierrich dil'Estenv crumpled to the stone of the parapet at last, the life crushed out of her; and
when that was done, the waters ran dowly back into the past from which they had come, still leaving only
that one form standing.

How long he would stay that way, Lee had her doubts, for she could seein his face the awful toll taken
by what hed just done. "'l am the Laurin," the Elf-King said in avoice that itself sounded half-drowned,
"and my worldisin my hand; yet am | ill its servant, until it needs me no more.”

Then hefdl.

Thelock on her vision began to give. Had he held it there, Lee wondered, or wasit again the world that
was turn-ing its attention elsewhere? From elsewhere in the castle, from a doorway on the terrace, other
Alfen began to come running. The Elf-King turned, would have spoken to them—Dbut before he could get
more than aword or two out, he had fallen to his knees, then onto hisface. They stood over him asthe
vision faded. Leetried to keep it for afew seconds longer, could only manage to catch afew words.

"—put him somewhere secure—"
"Jugt kill him now! Y ou see he can't do anything.”

"Areyou crazy?' Thefirg voice was more frightened. "The World just said it wants him as Magter. You
kill him now, you could destroy everything even more certainly than he wantsto do it. Lock him up, and
then welll get the other candidates for mastery and bring them here. Once the Land's accepted someone
ese you cankill him dl you like—"

They picked him up, hauled him away; and then the Sight was gone. L ee sagged againgt the stone of the
rock-spur where she and Gelert had sheltered, shaking her head until something like regular sight
returned. She and Gelert stood in the dark, in arocky landscape where snow was melting fast, helped by
rivers of water running fast enough down thetrail past them to roll smal rocks adong.

It took her afew momentsto tell Gelert what had hap-pened. He shook his head, wincing at the pain
from hisears. "And now," Gelert said, "we go rescue him, | suppose.”

Leelooked up at the castle, in the darkness. She took a moment to test atheory, leaning her will against
theworld again. It gave, ever so dightly; dl resstance, with Dierrich, was gone.

"I don't have anything € se planned tonight,” she said. "Let'sgo.”

*12*

It was like Leg's excursion into the building surrounding the "resdence tower” al over again, except that
the Laurin's House was much older, much more complex, and—instead of being middle-of-the-night
quiet—dive with frightened, confused Alfen running in al directions. But thistime Leewasnt done. This
time an dert, angry Gelert waswith her to help her sense what was going on around them; and thistime
both he and L ee had psychospoor to follow.

The Alfen presently in the Laurins House were amixed batch. Some, to gather from snatches of
conversation Lee caught asthey dipped from hiding placeto hiding place in the ancient hdlways, were
loyd to Dierrich, and furious at her death; some wereloya to the Laurin; some wanted nel-ther of them,
but were stuck with the Laurin for the moment. It wasin itsway a perfect time to be attempting arescue.
Lee, though, wasincreasingly afraid that someill-intentioned EIf was going to recover enough from the
shock of the past haf hour's occurrences smply to go to wherever the Laurin was being held and put a



bullet or aforceblast through his head.
Are they gone yet? she said slently to Gdlert.
Not yet. Hush up.

They were crouched together behind adoor that led into along, cold, dim stone corridor, somewherein
the depths of the castle. The room in which they were presently hiding was awardrobe, full of Alfen
ceremonia clothing, al very neatly hung up on clothesrack after clothesrack, the bags and carriersdl
tagged with numbers and notes written in the spidery Alfen diagona cursive. The other roomson this
level seemed to be storerooms, asfar as Lee could tell, not residential. They would normally have been
of zero interest to Lee, except that her Sight and Gelert's Scent told them both that the EIf-King wasin
the room down at the end of the corridor. The problem at the moment was that there were at least four
people standing in front of that door, al with guns, arguing with one another in Alfen.

Do you think that thing will fire? Gelert said to Lee, his nose working as he peered out through the
crack of door opening that Leewas holding gar.

Leelooked dubioudy at the Alfen weapon sheld brought up from the cave. After being snowed on, and
rained on, and all the rest? God knows. It's not showing a charge light, and | don't know whether
that's good or bad. Can't we just "walk" in there, using his spoor as an anchor? It's strong.

Lee, it takesalot out of you. I'd sooner saveit for a larger distance. Ah—

Arethey leaving?

Two of them. Gelert was sillent for amoment. No, three. They've left one guy outside the door .
Armed?

Yes.

Dam!

It's not going to help him. I'm betting | can cover that dis-tance before he can react.
Gelert—

L ee suddenly found she had no oneto argue with: Gelert had dipped out the door in perfect silence and
was running down the hall. She went out the door after him, leveling the wegpon above Gelert's
head-level at the Alfen standing in front of that metal-bound wooden door, fedling for the re-cessed
trigger and praying that the thing would fireif it had to—

Gdert hit the Alfen chest-high and dammed him back against the stone wall by the door with terrible
impact. The EIf with the weapon went down hard, the weapon practicaly legping out of hishands. Lee
wasn't intimeto catch it be-foreit fell to the stonefloor, but it hit Gel first, and she caught it on the
rebound, first glancing down at the uncon-scious Alfen, then at the short hallway they presently stood in.
Nowhere to hide him—

Drag him back the way we came, around the comer there.

She did that while Gelert stood guard, then hurried back to the doorway the EIf had been guarding. It
had a smple throw-bolt, not even keyed. L ee opened it; she and Gelert stepped inside, and she pulled
the door to behind her and held it nearly closed.



It was another wardrobe, though this one had asingle smdl trand ucent window, and only one or two
racks of clothes, which to judge by the dust on the clothes bags hadn't been used in awhile. Theroom
was otherwise empty except for a business-suited form that had been dumped un-ceremoniously against
thefar wall.

Helay therelax, unmoving. Leg's somach twisted insgde her: they've killed him already! But then she
saw hischest riseand fal. "Oh, thank God!" she said.

The Elf-King twitched, then. After amoment his eyes opened, and he looked &t the celling.

He lay there amoment longer, then turned his head to look around at his surroundings, and at Lee and
Gdert. Thelook was uncomprehending.

Sowly hesat up, looking around him again. "It'sacloset,” the Elf-King said, sounding and looking at first
be-mused, then indignant. "They put mein a closet!"

"Probably because they thought you knew the way out of dl the dungeons,” Gelert said.

The EIf-King sat still amoment, asif considering this, and nodded. He got up then, dowly and with some
diffi-culty, and brushed himsdlf off. Finaly, he came shakily over to Lee and Gdlert, looking a them
curioudy, but with no surprise a al. Hewas as Lee remembered him, tall even for an EIf, dark-haired,
dark-eyed, with aface like something the old Greeks would have sculpted as a god; except that not even
the Greeks could have rendered sufficiently perfectly the perfection of the face Lee had first seen when
curiogity at the sound of someone's voice made her look up from afondue pot. And not all the
processing in the Worlds could have kept Lee from recognizing his voice, now that shed heard it not just
twice but four times.

"l would ask what's kept you," said the King of All the Elves, "but that might sound ungrateful. Which |
definitely am not.”

Leewould probably smply have relgpsed into staring at him again, for the effect of being closeto him
was very likethat of her first view of Alfheim, and even more concen-trated, for some reason; and the
black eye and various cuts and scratches he had picked up since the battle on the terrace did nothing to
lessen the effect. Lee wanted to weep, to turn away in shame at how little she looked like one of these
people. Y et perhaps because she had been here for aslong as she had, she was able to resist the urge.
Probably a good thing, because there's not a lot of time for standing around staring or crying
right now, she thought, and the thought was reinforced by a sound that raised the hair al over her:
gmall-armsfire coming from somewhere nearby, perhaps the next hallway over.

"That's niceto hear,” Gelert said. "Meantime, maybe it would make more senseif we al got ourselves out
of here before the war zone gets any closer..."

The Elf-King shook his head again as helooked at them, asif not quite sure yet that he believed in them.
"How did you get in?'

"We'waked, " Lee said. "Maybe you have an idea as to the best way to get out? Seeing that you do live
here."

"I'd walk you out mysdlf, but | can't,” he said. "They've given meadrug—"
"I know that drug,” Lee said. "Y ou have any idea how much they gave you?'

"There's amaximum dosage, which | haven't had, or | wouldn't be talking to you," the Elf-King said. "So
it'slessthan that. They assume | won't be able to ‘'walk' unassisted for perhaps two days.”



"Isthere an antidote, by any chance?" Gelert said.

The Laurin shook hishead. "It wears off—"

"It doesn't matter,” Lee said. "They're not expecting any-one to help you get out. Let'sgo. Gel?!
"Where? Down into Aien Mhariseth?'

The Elf-King wobbled again, braced himself againgt awall. "Not into the city!" he said. They'd find us
therein aminute. But if we can go around the mountain...”

"Wheretherose gardenisnt,” Leesaid. "l remember the way. Come on—"

He stared at Leein utter shock. "What did you say? Did you actudly get there? Did you seeit?’
"What?'

"Thegarden!"

It was Leg'sturn to stare. "There's nothing up there but stone and dpenrose,” she said. "Nothing | could
see, any-way." Then she added, "But there should have been some-thing. | could fed it, evenif | couldn't
seit”

"It was as'd hoped," the Elf-King whispered. "I spoke to the World, told it to reved the truth of itself to
you, to help you every way it could. | didn't know how well it would work; if at al, for Dierrich's people
were bringing all their power to bear on you, to keep you from Seeing.” He rubbed hisface. "Y ou're
lucky to have survived: if they'd thought you could See anything worth seeing, they'd have done their best
to cause you to have an ‘accident.' "

"They did. But then people we've met over the last few weekswho don't want usto have an accident
seem to bein the minority," Gelert said. "Will we be safer where you want to go than we are here?”

"Margindly," the Laurin said. "But nowherés going to be safe while youre with me."
"It'syou we weretrying to find," Lee said. "WEell take our chances. Comeon!”

Hetook another step, staggered. Lee reached out and took him under one arm, and was briefly
staggered hersdlf by a sense of being abruptly out of circuit with her own body, forced into contact with a
whole range of sensation that she didn't know how to understand—~blurred and con-fused imageries, and
avast and looming presence that was watching her, watching—

Lee closed her eyesfor a second, enforced control on herself asif during a Sight that had gotten out of
hand, then opened her eyes again. The dien fedings receded, not com-pletely, but enough for her to get
onwith business. "l don't even know what to call you," shesaid. "Areyou only 'the Laurin?'

"That you'll know beforethe end. If welivethat long..."

Lee gave him alook, wondering what that was supposed to mean. "Before we do anything else” she
said, "l just want to say I'm sorry | stared at you in the restaurant.”

"I'm not," the EIf-King said. "But let'swait to discussit.”
"Agreed," Leesad. "Gd?'

Gdert was standing by the door, his nose working, his eyes half-closed. "Three of them down the hdl to



theright,” hesaid. "They'redl armed. Getting ready to advance.”
"No way were going out the way we camein! Gdl, the cave—"

"It'l do. Anything's better than going out in that hdl,” Gelert said. He paused, then said, "They're moving,
Leg"

Leelooked at the door and leaned her will againgt it, ex-pecting to see the stony ground and the
cave-spinein themidst of it, melting snow il piledinitslee. Theimage re-sisted her. Through her
concentration, somewhat remotely, she could hear voi ces outside the door, getting closer, shout-ing in
Alfen.

Come on, Lee said to the World, thisisimportant; coop-erate! She closed her eyesto See better,
feding the resist-ance begin to fray and weaken. Then it started dissolving much more quickly as Gelert
once more found the key to thefull shift before she did and augmented her vision with his. The changed
world flowed around them, that brief chaos-stage briefer than ever thistime, barely more than aflicker of
color before the darkness around them was overtaken by alighter darkness—a sky till overcast, a
landscape streaked with shadows cast from afitful light above.

Thethree of them plunged forward, collgpsed to the ground together. Lee caught the impact hard on her
knees as she came down on them, and gasped with the pain of it. But the sound of gunfire, now farther
up the mountainside, above and behind them, was extremely motivating. Lee managed to scramble
upright again and got hersalf and the EIf-King crouched down behind the stone spine that once more
loomed in front of them. Initslee, amid the snow that still lay there unmelted, the three of them sheltered
for afew breaths. Then Lee put her head alittle way around the side of the spine, cautioudly, not sure
who might have seen them arrive and be targeting them.

Up on the walls of the Laurins House, the gunfire con-tinued, the energy weaponsilluminating the space
behind the parapets like locdized lightning. "Nasty," Lee said softly. "Were you expecting a coup d'etat
?I

"For acentury or so now," the EIf-King said. He was sit-ting with his back to the stone, till gasping with
even the dight exertion that getting here had required.

Leeglanced at Gelert, concerned. He's in bad shape, still We're not going to be able to get out of
here in much of a hurry if we haveto...

And we have to, Lee. As soon as someone who can sense psychospoor turns up there and works
out what we've done, they're going to be right behind us.

"Poor timing on our part, | guess,”" Lee said. "Never mind. We've got to get you somewhere safer than
this"

"| doubt anywhere—in this universe—will be very safefor long," said the EIf-King. "We need to leave.
But| cantdoit yet—"

"Wecan," Gelert sad. "But it'sgoing to take allittle preparation. We're still beginners at this.”
Lee nodded. "The only reason we've done so well thisfar isthat the placeis so mallegble...”

The look the EIf-King turned on Lee, then, was an odd one: both hopeful and frightened. "Y ou
understand,” he said. "'l wasright. About this, if nothing else. | was right..."

"Well congratulate oursaveslater," Lee sad. "Weve got to move again. Where?'



"Lee!" Gdert barked, and threw himsdlf away from the spine, Sraight a L ee and the Elf-King. Thetwo
of them tum-bled over on the stones, feet away from the spine, Gelert coming down on top of them; and
blaster fire from the silent craft that had come down on them now glanced off the spine and blew the top
of it to chipsand stinging splinters. The three of them scrabbled away in the direction from which the craft
had come as it swung around for another pass. Lee stared at the ground beneath them, willing it to open
and drop the three of them somewhere else, anywhere else: but as she reached out to grab the EIf-King's
arm, pulling him after her, something caught her and held her ill. He had pushed himsalf up on handsand
knees, and was looking &t the craft asit swung around, Ssmply looking at it—

Every part of Lee prickled intolerably, and her eyes burned—and the lightning came streaking down out
of the tattered sky to strike the craft full on. Deafened, blinded, she was thrown back rolling on the
nearby dush-covered scree. Gasping, she lay there for some seconds before she could move. Lee got
herself somehow onto hands and knees again, fedling scorched dl over. It was some moments before her
eyes cleared enough of the afterimage of the lightning to show her her surroundings again. Gelert was
haf-gtting, half-crouching, shaking his head; the Elf-King waslaid out flat as afish on the ground,
unmoving.

ll%!ll
"I'mdl right. What about him?"

Lee got up, scuttled over to him, trying to keep low. She was almost reluctant to touch the EIf-King
again, after thelast time, but shedid it anyway. Thistime the rush of strangeness and the torrent of
imagery was much less, though she wasn't sure whether that was a good thing. It oc-curred to her, asshe
took him and shook him gingerly by one shoulder, that she didn't even know how to address him.
"Laurin—"

He groaned. Slowly he pushed himsalf up on hishandsagain. " Sorry,” he said. "Sorry. Too close. My
control—" He put one hand to his head. "It's not what it should be."

Gedert was up on hisfeet again, and came staggering over to them. "I can't smell athing,” he said.
"Ozore..."

The tink of it was consderable. "We can't stay here," Lee said. "That last ship may have told someone
where we were before they blew."

"Anyone dready intheair, and alot of otherswho aren't, will have seen that and redized what
happened,” the Elf-King said, using another boulder nearby to help him stand. "They won't be eager to
come straight in and have the same thing happen to them. And they won't be surethat | can't do the same
thing again, immediately ... or that much worse isn't about to happen. Their uncertainty will buy usafew
minutes. No more.”

"Let's get downdope, anyway," Lee said. "Down shouldn't be hard.”

"Not doing it al a onceisthe problem,” Gelert said. He dodged off among some of the smaller boulders,
finding something that would serve as a path to pardlel the main one. Lee put her arm around the
Elf-King again, but was sur-prised when he froze under the touch, then pushed her away, gently, but
firmly. "No," hesaid. "Thank you. A bad idea, right now. | can manage.”

She nodded, went after Gelert: the Elf-King followed them. For some minutes there were no more
sounds than the grunts and soft curses of people banging their shins on half-seen rocks, recovering
themsalves, moving on in haste. For ten or fifteen more minutes they worked their way down the steep
dope around the shoulder of the mountain, falling sometimes, diding sometimes, whilethe terror sangin



the back of Leg'sbrain, what if they come again without us knowing, without us seeing, the way they just
did—But Gelert had spotted them; and as she turned to see how he was doing, the EIf behind her had his
eye on the sky aswell, gri-macing with the pain of hisinjuries, but looking more alert every second.

Up ahead of them, indistinct in the darkness, was allittle stand of arolla pine, several wind-twisted trees
with a clus-ter of shattered boulders trapped among them. Here the three of them stopped again, briefly,
knedling or crouching on the downhill sde of the treesto catch their bregth. Lee looked up at the castle,
scanned the sky, and could see no pursuit; not that she felt that much better because of this, or entirely
trusted her perceptions. It was an uncomfortable feding, es-pecidly at atime when their lives might
depend on her See-ing truly.

Geert was holding hisnose up into the wind, Scenting. "Nothing new coming,” he said. ™Y ou may have
surprised them more completely than you thought." He let out a huh of laughter. ™Y ou sure surprised me.
If more heads of state could do that kind of thing, politics would be amuch moreinteresting fied..."

"It's how kingship works here," the EIf-King said. "A ruler hasto feed his people. Those of uswho could
understand the World well enough to make the weather do what the crops needed, lived to breed
descendants who could make it do that even better. Those who were no good at it—" He shrugged.
"Thegift got strong in the families that fought it out to becomethe roya lines. These dayswe can do alot
more than just makeit rain.”

Lee shuddered, and sneezed, till smelling ozone. " So we saw.”

"But if you did thet to them," Gelert said, glancing back up at the wreckage of the destroyed aircraft,
"why don't you just doit to dl the Alfen who're againgt you?'

"Because even | can't do it constantly,” the EIf-King said, "and | certainly can't do it in my deep. Besides,
they're my people. | shouldn't be killing them. Normdlly | don't have to: normally they have some respect
for my power. But right now it's drowned out by fear of what | may do if they leave medive. Yetif | kill
them, it'shard to convince them that they were wrong to be afraid of me." He glanced up into that dark
sky, where the smoke of the crashed craft rose pae, fading against the night. "And if | can't convince
them oth-erwise, there won't be much |eft here when the armies of the multinationa s arrive to take
control of the source of fairy gold..."

"You know about that," Gelert said.

"I've feared it for centuries,”" the EIf-King said. "I'd hoped perhaps it wouldn't come for another century
yet. By then perhaps I'd have prepared my people for what had to happen to prevent it. But hope's
failed; thetimeisnow, and the world's not ready yet..." Helooked down at the ground. "If in fact |
haven't Smply been ddluding mysdf al thiswhile.

Everything had been happening so quickly that Lee couldn't do much but sit back on her haunches and
shake her head. Right now, al she could think of to say was, "And asfor you and your midnight
commcals. Y ou and your roses! Was there anything more dangerous you could have sent me hereto
snoop around?’

The Elf-King nodded. "Maybe not. | was sorry | couldn't have been more forthcoming with you, but my
own comms were being monitored ... and it causestalk if the King of al the Elvesis seen too oftento
snesk out and use a public comm box. Y ou were alast chance, and | couldn't even ex-plain why—"

From behind them and above there came the sound of an explosion, somewhere inside the castle walls.
The three of them looked up, startled; the EIf-King shook his head. " So much history, up there," he said
softly. "And how it repesats. For every ten Elf-Kings or Elf-Queens who've been made up there, two or



three have been destroyed. But in the old days the fights tended to be fair. Now my House iswhere
knives are stuck into backs and plots are hatched in the dark, where the betraya s happen.” He looked
up at the castle wdlls, and laughed one harsh, bitter laugh. " Though they'd tell you | was pondering a
betrayd worse than anything they could have thought of, and so | deserved to die.”

Above, on the castlewalls, lights ran to and fro, there were shouts, indistinct reports, the sounds of
weapons being discharged. " Some of them must not even know you got avay," Gelert said, looking over
his shoulder at the light of energiestearing the night above them on the castle walls. " Or maybe some of
them don't care...”

"Old rivdriesare being sorted out," the EIf-King said, "too many of them. They'refighting in aburning
building, and they don't even know it. Let's get away."

They kept on heading down the mountainside and across the lower face of it, haf-diding, half-stumbling
in the dark. Once or twice they came across something that seemed like a path, but they were wary of
taking it, and just kept on dip-ping and staggering down through dwarf oak and pine scrub and
apenrose, and the splintered limestone and scree of the dliff-face. Finally Lee came down on aledge and
glanced around her. The moon was till behind some of the tattered remnants of cloud, but her Sight was
sufficient to confirm her sense of where they were. "Gel, we need to head upd ope from here—"

"Five minutesto rest,” Gelert said, scenting thewind again, and turning away, satisfied for the moment.
"But we don't dare wait much longer than that. And we've got to de-cide what to do now. We can't just
keep running thisway."

They crouched in the lee of anearby boulder. Lee glanced again at the Elf-King, having for thefirst time
afew momentsredly to take him in—the torn suit, the bruises, the cuts, and the black eye. Y et the
beauty was dtill there, over-whelming, dmost frightening, something it felt dangerous to be near—for
somehow, here on its home ground, it hinted at the lightning.

Lee shook her head. "She got you agood one there," she said.
"Dierrich?' The Elf-King's expression wastoo grim to be asmile. "Shewon't do it again.”

Therewas no arguing that. Lee <till couldn't stop looking at him, and glancing Sideways at Gelert, she was
somewhat surprised to see his gaze lingering on the Elf-King, too, with an expresson that under more
normal circumstances would have been unbelieving. "It wasn't an accident, that evening in the restaurant,
wasit?' Gelert said.

Laurin looked wry, like aman the victim of hisown joke. "Do you mean, did | plan our meeting? No," he
sad. "But unfortunatdly, being the ruler of an entire universe doesn't dways mean you get to say how
things go. Often enough the universe itself makes its wishes known. The places| go, thethings| do, are
most often on Alfheim's businessin the truest sense. When | went to Le Chalet Perdu that night, | had no
ideawhy I'd agreed to attend that dinner ... why | was sitting and being polite to people who bored me.
Even when | saw you looking a me, and Alfheim spoke in my ear, and said 'That's the one whose help
you need,' | till had no ideawhy.”

"I'd be glad of any hints you might have on the subject now," Lee said.

"HintsI'vegot,” Laurin said, "but answers are ill scarce. That you got me out of there seemsto be proof
that my World wasright that | would need you. Y et how much further thiswill take us..." Helooked
around them.

"I don't want to hang around, Lee," Gelert said. "These people have at least some ability to sense



psychospoor.”

Leelooked over the top of the boulder, scanningin al di-rectionsfor any sign of pursuit. "That was quite
astunt, up there a the castle," she said.

Just for amoment, as she turned back to it in the cloud-dimmed moonlight, that inhumanly handsome face
was transformed by something that to Leelooked purely human: pride. "I'm my ancestors son,” the
Elf-King said, "and no Alfen of this continent was ever able to match the mastery of my sdeof the family
over our world. North American westher was dways more of a chalenge than this soft Eu-ropean stuff.
And my own family learned to go deeper into mastery than othershad ... into give-and-take, rather than
just forcing the world into submission. So when my people became rai'Laurinhen, we did it the
old-fashioned way, by right of sheer power, not manipulation of the old Elves net-work." The grin made
the split lip bleed again. "They've never cared for that, some of these old-worlders. But the World knows
itstrue magter ... eventudly." The blood dripped; he fdt theitch of it, wiped it away. "Whether that'll be
enough to save me now, though, | don't know. | can't do such awork again for awhile. | need some
hours to recover my strength and take care of other matters. And if wetry to stay here long enough for
meto recover fully, they'll find us before it happens.”

"WEélIl go for anicelong walk, then,” Gelert said.
"Where, madra?'
"Where we came from, if we haveto."

"Earth," Leesaid. "Maybe even LA, if we can manageit. At least we can get you to the authorities there
... keep you safe, until you can find away to get back here again.”

Just before the darkness that fell again as the moon went behind acloud, Lee caught an odd anticipatory
glint in hiseye, alook of which she could make nothing. "On onesde," hesaid, "I can't argue that we
must move. Y et your Ellay on Earth isone of thefirst placesthey'd look. Also, if | leave here, therésa
chance | won't be able to get back in again and do what | have to—"

"But what do you haveto do?' Lee said.

Inexplicably, she shivered; so did he, and al Lee could tell wasthat it didn't look like histrouble was with
the cold.

"Degtroy Alfhem asweve known it," he said. "All my people must become morta, and our world must
be changed ... or well dl die, and so will everyonein al the Worlds, everywhere.™

Lee and Gelert stared at each other.
"Y ou wouldn't be exaggerating alittle, perhaps?’ Gdlert said. " Stress can make people do that..."

"Therésmuch to tdll," the EIf-King said. "But not here. WEIl have to come back to Alfheim beforetoo
long, but for the meantime we need to eude pursuit. Right now climbing will do ... and once were up the
mountain again, there are other possihilities.” Hegrinned, adightly ferd look. "Istdinru Semivhand |
have congderable history. Once in contact with its sones, even though | can't walk, | may be ableto
surprise them—"

Leeraised her eyebrows at that. "Thiswouldn't be any help to you, would it?* she said. She reached into
her but-toned pocket, unbuttoned it, and gave him thelittle stone sheld picked up from under the
apenrose.



Asit dropped into his hand, the Elf-King's face became so torn between rage and delight that Lee had
trouble looking at him. He burst out in angry laughter. "What made you take this?*

"] don't know."

"l do," hesaid. "You did it because the World spoke to you; because it needed something from you."
Evenin the dimness, Lee could tell there was something e se he wasn't saying. And also because |
needed something from you, Lee Saw him thinking; but then they're the same thing.

The concept was peculiarly phrased, and Lee wasn't even sure sheld understood it correctly. "I do things
for the same reason,” he said, "and sometimes don't know why." He shook hishead. "But | till can't
believe that they took you up there on purpose. They can only have doneit to taunt you ... and through
you, me. The arrogance of them! That placeis mine."

Thefury blasted off him like awave of heet. Lee amogt felt inclined to shield her face fromiit.
"But thewhole placeisyours, | thought,” Gelert said.

The Elf-King looked a Gelert in sudden surprise. Then he laughed. " Some parts of it more than others.
That place, that side of the mountain ... it hasits own history. No matter what they told you, there was a
garden ... though few Alfen like to think about it; for my peoplesfirst great downfal happened there" He
gave Leeawry look. "It may have established an archetype. Anyway, let's get away firdt. Therell bea
littletimeto tell you the tale: not much, for they've forced my hand.”

"Do we still need to go dl the way up there?!

"No," the EIf-King said, though as he looked up and over his shoulder, it was plain that he would have
liked to. "The power of my ancestor isin thisfor me." He gripped the stone. "Thiswas part of the old
garden, where he invested so much of his strength ... the right to which passesto me. With this, we can
go from here, drug or no drug; and well go away they won't think well go." He briefly looked
con-cerned. "l saw what Dierrich did to the weather. I'm sorry to have to take you back into the cold,
but it'saway they won't expect, and it'll buy us sometime. Areyou willing?'

Gelert looked up in the direction of the castle, around the shoulder of the mountain. Lee followed his
glance, and saw thelightslifting into the Sky. "Willing or not, wed better go.”

The EIf-King cupped both hands around the little stone, closed hiseyes. The air off to one side rippled
obscurely: not abig opening, not very steady-looking. "Go," he said.

Geert wasted no time in going through the shimmer in the air. The Elf-King went after him, vanishing
amogt en-tirely, holding out a hand to L ee through the shimmer. Shetook it, and vanished after him—

—into the dark again. It was aswdll that she had been warned about the cold. Maybe it was the contrast
with the warmer air on the mountainsde, maybe it was her body's re-action to being so cold again after
nearly dying of it earlier; but the bitter stillness of the air stung her al over, and burnt Lee'sface like cold
fire

Gdert was shaking his head again, wincing with the painin hisears. "I'm sorry," the EIf-King said. "We
won't stay here amoment longer than we must: just long enough for our trail to go cold.”

"That shouldn't take long," Lee said, hugging herself again, looking up and around her. They stoodina
vast waste of snow, utterly ill, utterly quiet. Just the little dry squeak made by Lee's shifting her stance
on the snow seemed terri-bly loud. And the terror was a subtle thing, cregping up in the back of her
mind, asense that she shouldn't make sound, shouldn't attract attention, for something, someone awful



waswatching—

Gedert waslooking up into that utterly black-and-crystaline sky at the starsthere. The congtellations
were strangely dtered, and the auroradanced high in that sky, great green-and-violet curtains, hissng
softly. Asthey started to walk, that hiss was the only sound besides the squesk of their footstepsin the
snow, and the strange small tinkling sounds each exhaation madein theterrible cold of theair. "Isthis
wherel think it is?' Gdlert said.

"Midgarth," the EIf-King said. "Y es" Helooked around him asif trying to find alandmark. Lee thought
that would be agood trick, in this landscape as bald as an egg.

"Over that way," he said softly. "1 know what you're fed-ing. That sense of watching... But it's usudly
spurious. Were not likely to attract any attention at the moment. The Battle hasn't started yet, and when
it does, it'll befar south of here.”

If Lee hadn't been shivering aready, she would have started then. Thiswould be the middle of the
Fimbulwinter ... absolutely the last time any but the most foolhardy tourist would want to visit Midgarth.
All those of its normal inhabitants who didn't desire to take their chances fighting at the side of the Gods
were elsewhere in the worlds now, on work permits, or lying on the beaches of Huichtilopochtli or
Tierra, soaking up rays and giving thanks for worldgating technol ogy.

"We're probably lucky that al theworldsarent likethis" the Elf-King said, beginning to walk. Ashe
went, he turned and looked over his shoulder, and saw L ee shivering, and without breaking stride, took
off hisjacket and gaveit to her. "But something went wrong with Midgarth's entropy patterning when the
core of the sheaf rotated. So it keeps re-pesting and repeating thiscycle...”

"While this may be the beginning of the story," Gdert said, "maybeit'salittletoo far toward the
beginning...?"

"Maybeitis. But then you know at least haf the story a-ready. | know you do because Hagen knew you
did ... and | have, or had, other operativesin his organization, tapping his comms and feeding me
information about his doings, be-sidesthe one that Dierrich's people killed.”

"Omren dil'Sorden,” Lee said softly, as she dipped the Elf-King's jacket around her.

The Elf-King nodded. "No one bidsfor fairy gold a a price aslow asthat big contract he found out
about," he said, "unlessthey know the priceis about to fal. And the way that ExTel, and the various
other multinationals and supranationa s colluding with it, know thet the price will fal, isthat they have an
invasion scheduled for e ghteen months from now. They will enter Alfheim by force, and—" He broke
off, rubbing his eyes briefly. "There are aspects of this| il find hard to discuss. They will a the very
least overthrow our government and take control of fairy gold production them-selves. But | et that wait
for amoment. Dierrich and her party knew about the multinationals plan for awhile, but they never took
it serioudy. Mogtly they amused themsalves with hunting down Alfen double agentsworking in the
out-worlds, or Alfen whose loydtiesthey find questionable, even doubtful. They've killed many innocents
in this way—and drawn to themsalves exactly the attention they were hoping to avoid.”

"The Interpol report,” Gelert said.
"YS"

"So Hagen isinvolved with thisinvasion plan,” Lee said, "and when it became plain that dil'Sorden had
probably re-alized what that buy meant ... Hagen had him killed."



"No, that wouldn't have been hisidea. | think it more likely to have been Dierrich's order, and the Alfen
who hired the triggerman, dmogt certainly, is Dierrich's deputy Mevd dill Amarens.”

"I think Gelert and | would liketo interview this person,” Lee said.

"I think you must achieve another Sate of existenceto do so," the Elf-King said, "since he was among the
fifteen or so of Dierrich's creatureswhom I'vejust killed.”

Lee and Gelert looked at each other, and Gelert nodded. "1 Scented him up there, too,” Gelert said.
"One more piece of information that the DA will be glad to have ... but Lee, did you record that?"

Lee shook her head. "1 don't suppose we could get you to testify at thetrid?* she said.

The Elf-King gave her athoughtful look, and nodded. "It will doubtless mean other disclosures” he said,
"such asthe names of my deep-cover peoplein the LAPD, who fed the information about your forensic
sweepsto me. But if | live through the next few days—yes, I'll do that for you gladly.™

If any of us live through the next few days, Lee Saw him think. She shivered again, feging more
strongly the effect of the darkness about her, and the horror. Lee had always had an idleideathat the
largest periodic total migration from Midgrath, the periodic mass migration in the Worlds, except for the
Hajj, probably had more to do with the westher than anything el se. Now, though, she saw how very
wrong she'd been. Peoplein microcultures dl over the Worlds dedlt with the cold without too much
trouble; some of them even liked it. But this leaden, deadly darkness, and the fear lurking away highinit,
were something she hadn't reckoned with. Out there the forces of Night and Hatred were moving; for this
little while, thisworld wastheir own, and what life or light they found, they would stamp out without
mercy. Lee amost wished she didn't haveto breathe out. Shefdt asif even that dight exha ation of
warmth might attract the attention of something she emphaticaly did not want to see her. Glancing up at
that black sky, for once she had no de-sireto Seeit any better. The stars up there were set in no friendly
patterns. They were merdly cold eyesfor something that viewed her only with scorn, the pitiful devotee of
aPower that had no power here, at least in thistime—not until the Winter ended in devastation, and the
rising of the new-made Sun over aworld broken but reborn. But that wouldn't be for years yet, asthis
world reckoned time. Right now the dark Powerswerein the full of their strength, and held thisworld in
Their hands—

Enough time for our trail to go cold, the Elf-King had said. Lee wondered exactly how much longer
that was going to take. The wind was beginning to rise, now, and it sounded like the howling of wolves,
or of onewalf, huge, hungry, that waited to eat the Sun.

"Were close" the EIf-King said. "At any rate, Dierrich's party, and some other partiesin Alfheim who
would prefer some other Laurin, dl think if they deal with the multina-tionals now, they'll be safe. But
they're blind to the cause of the problem. Genuindy blind in some cases.... willfully blind in others.
Dierrich fell into that second category, and so was as dangerous to our world by hersdf as al the others
put together. Sheredly thought that if she derailed the plansthat ExTe and their many friendsin the
outworlds had built so far, they wouldn't come back and try again. She thought they were just
ephemerals, unable to hold athought for more than ayear a atime." His expresson wasgrim. "But
sooner or later, their corporate descendants would come back and try the same thing again; more
violently, more conclusively. Because the symptom perssts—the fact that will bring them back again and
agan. Thetranamisson speed of fairy gold in Alfheim is many timeswhat it isin the outworlds. What they
don't redizeisthat thisis because Alfheim isthe heart of the sheaf."

Leelooked at him in the darkness. "Y ou mentioned that before. What sheaf ?"

"The sheaf of eleven universes of which Earth and dl the others are part.”



Geert gave the EIf-King an incredulous look as he paced dong beside him. "Excuse me. Eleven?'

"There are four more that you haven't found yet,” the Laurin said. "Thiswasn't something we felt we
needed to mention to the other universes, asit might have provoked awkward questions—such as, how
did we know? The an-swers, however roundabout, would have led those in other universesto the
redlization that whoever controlsthe centra universe of the sheaf exerts control over all the others. And
that might have had unfortunate results.”

Lee and Gelert could do nothing but stare at each other.
"There," the EIf-King said, and pointed. "Findly."

Just rearing itsalf above the snow line, now, Lee could see something jutting up: aring of stones, far
bigger than the one sheld seenin Alfheim. "A trangt ring?' Gdlert said.

"Not amechanical one. No particle accelerators: or at least, none of the built kind. It serve our
purpose, anyway. This gate swingsonly oneway ... and | can closeit after us. Or jam it shut, which
means that anyone trying to come after uswill have to go the long way around through three other
universes, the way they're aligned at the moment, to come at us."

He broke into atrot, and Lee went after him eagerly enough; it was away to stay warm ... and she was
eager to get out of here. Gelert trotted aongside her, glancing from side to Side as he went "They say this
isredly niceinthe summer,” hesad.

"I'll take your word for it," Lee said. The cold was beginning to bite hard into Lee again, and shewas
glad to get to the ring of stones, she was delighted, though the evil look of them dismayed her. They were
black, rough-hewn, ruinous, the way they leaned inward gave them aterrible look of slent threet, asif
they wanted to fall and crush whatever walked among them. But the Elf-King walked into the circle as
camly asLee might walk into her own living room, and stood there looking around him as ca-sudly.
When did | last think about my living room? Lee thought, as she went in among the stones, glancing at
them mistrustfully. Right now she would have given anything to be gitting there on the sofa, nice and
warm, with her feet tucked up underneath her, watching something mind-less ... or even just the news.
But that thought immediatdly brought up theimage of yellow sodium-vapor lightsilluminating
black-and-whites, and a sheeted corpse lying near Eighteenth and Wilshire. No, shethought. For his
sake, I'll see thisthrough—

She went to stand beside the Laurin; Gelert joined her. The Elf-King had the stone from the "garden” in
hisfist again, and was standing there gazing down at the snow, a concentrating look. "1 know a quiet spot
whereweregoing,” he said. "Y ou don't have to move. Just stand till and let the effect pass—"

Lee set her teeth as the cold, dark world around her shim-mered and wobbled, as the cobweb fedling
swept over her body and rooted in her bones for along time, too long. Shefdlt asif she wasbeing
thrownintheair likeaball, while outsde her the world tumbled and tore itself to piecesin away of
which her Sight could make nothing, a distortion more upsetting than any mere gate-complex hulashed
ever experienced. After amoment everything settled down, and she opened her eyes, which sheldd shut in
sf-defense.

It was hot, incredibly hot; but that was probably only by contrast with the place they'd just come from.
And she and Gelert and the Elf-King were standing in alittle triangular park with two streets running
aong ether sde of it. There were whedled vehicles, some of them parked on either sde of thelittle
triangle of concrete and grass: others drove by on the ground, bright yellow. Taxis? Leethought. New
York?



It was New Y ork. But it wasn't. Lee looked around her, trying to See the difference. The Street signson
the pole at the nearest corner said avenue of the Americas and 12th Street; but the fed of the Street on
which she stood was so dien and different from that of the New Y ork where she and Gelert had been
not three weeks ago that Lee felt like she might aswell have been on Mars. "Thisisn't Earth,” Lee said.
"Or Tierra. Thisisthe new world, isn't it—"

"Terra," the EIf-King said, and it was dl he could say for some moments. He bent right over a thewa &,
holding hislegslike arunner who'sjust finished amarathon, like some-one bracing himsdlf in adesperate
attempt not to fall over.

"My God," Gdert sad. "Except for theinitid investiga-tion team, we must be thefirst onesto visit
here..."

"Oh, no," Laurin said, and gasped for another breath. "Not at all.”

They waited rather nervoudy for him to recover himself, wondering who was going to come over to them
and de-mand to know who they were and where they'd come from. But no one was nearby, and no one

at any distance paid the dightest attention to them. The Elf-King managed to straighten up alittle, glancing
around him, and getting his breath back. ™Y ou'd think people appear out of nothing every day here,” Lee

sad.

"Probably not,” Laurin said, "but if they did, what would people do? Tdll the police? | seem to remember
you didn't have alot of luck with that.” He looked amused, though not at Lee specificaly. "And your
police are probably alot more broad-minded about people appearing and disappearing than the police
hereare”

"I wouldn't bet money on that just yet," Gdert said. "Wait till wegototrid.” Helooked around him
thought-fully. "Y ou say that the Alfen who're going to follow won't be able to do so right away?"

"I'd be surprised if they could.”
"How much time do we have?"
"Some hours, a the very lesst.”

Gelert sat down, then, panting, looking like he was very much enjoying the hot humid air. Lee certainly
was. but she dtill didn't fed shefdt entirdly comfortable. " So your peo-ple knew about this place before
the investigative team in Greenland did?' shesaid.

"Yearsbeforethey did," the EIf-King said.

"And you never thought to tell anyone?’

"We thought about it. Or rather, | thought about it. But there were reasons againgt it."

"Wéll, it's nice of you to decide for uswhat we should know and what we shouldn't!" Lee said.

"Swiftly enough | wished we didn't know about it," Lau-rin said. "After that dl we could do wastry to
contain it, and there was only oneway to do that: sllence." He frowned at the cityscape around him. "We
were thefirst onesto cometo grief here. So many of us..."

He shook his head. "Not right now. Areyou al right?'
L ee twitched her shouldersalittle as she handed him back his jacket. "I'm not sure,” she said. "Things



don't look right somehow."
"They'renat,” the EIf-King said. "Come on—we have someplaceto find."

The three of them headed for the corner of Sixth and started walking downtown. "We started exploring
here not long after | cameto rule” Laurin said. "At first it was casua interest; there were peculiarities
about thisworld'stimeflow. And other detailsthat made it interesting.” For amoment his face went
closed; Lee noted that for later reference. "Nor-mally those who went to explore, or visit, or even settle
here, lost interest eventualy and came back to Alfheim. Partly because of those odditiesin the timeflow:
four or five hundred years here would fed like athousand years of loca timein amore normal universe,
say Earth. Of course that made thisworld alittle unpopular: for my people the sensa-tion of an
accelerated timeflow like that issimilar to chronic tiredness. But that seemed the place's only drawback
at first. Then, dowly, we noticed that our people who came here were beginning not to come back. It
was hard to understand the causes.”

Then the Elf-King sighed, and the face that had seemed to be holding on to its secrets suddenly looked
completely open, and frustrated. "Or maybe | should say, it was hard to get anyoneinterested in
understanding the causes. Except as regards business, which meansthe fairy gold import/export business,
the upper levels of our governmental structure have for along time resolved that our people should be left
adoneintheir travelsinto other worlds. There's been agen-erd sense that once an EIf willingly walks
beyond the bounds and into the redlms of the ephemerds; it'sthat Elf's business what happensto him."

It occurred to Leethat thiswould explain some of the Alfen indifference to their own outworld murder
gatistics. ™Y ou mean,” Gdert said, "once he goes where he doesn't belong...”

The look Laurin gave him was not nearly as hostile as L ee had been expecting. "There are enough of our
peoplewho fed that our kind shouldn't have anything more to do with humans than absolutely

necessary," he said.
"Except to el them alotropic gold,” Gelert said.

They paused to wait for traffic lights to change at the cor-ner of Sixth Avenue and Ninth Street, and
Laurin sighed. "This goes partway to the root of the reason. There came a point where we knew that
there remained some tens of thou-sands of Alfenin Terra, many of whom had beenin relatively frequent
contact with home ... but more and more of them dropped out of contact, until now none had been heard
from, not one, for many months. | began expressing strong interest in these disgppearances. But | met a
great dedl of re-sistance.” His expression would have looked wry, wereit not also so very hitter.
"Unfortunately, being absolute ruler of aworld doesn't dways mean that you routindy get what you want.
Those theoretically subject to you soon become expert in finding waysto pursue their own
agendas—and to make your own work difficult, in subtle ways, if your agenda conflictswith theirs.
Nonetheless, | pushed the Miraha to set up an investigation of what was happening to our peoplein
Terra. They resisted, but when | made it plain that they were not going to ‘wait me out' of thisdesire,
findly they agreed.”

They paused at the next block for another light. " So you sent your own team here," Lee said.

"Yes, and quite awell-equipped one." Laurin's expres-son now waswry, indeed ironic. "In fact, some of
those whose paths we crossed mistook usfor space diens. That seemed funny at thetime. But in
retrogpect | would have far preferred the commonplace kinds of dien strangenessonerunsintoin
Xahon's universeto the awful kind the investi-gators found. The group returned safdly, but they were
unan-imous that we should do everything we could to lock Terraaway from the other worldsforever."

"But why?' Gelert sad.



"There are problemswith natural law here" Laurin said. "Terrible problems. Science isbroken. The set
of principles defined by the grand unified theory itsdf isflawed; something's damaged it, so that particles
which should exist don't, or decay in bizarre fashions unknown anywhere e se. Whether thisis causaly
attached to the problems with that universe's ethical constant, we still don't know. But Terra's constant
seems 'st’ terribly low—Iower than the constant in any other world. There are crimes here—" He shook
hishead. "Y ou can't imagine. How good survives hereat dl, | don't fully understand. But Terras universe
is... not ex-actly maimed: say rather it has birth defects, terrible ones. There seemsto be no way to
correct them. But what's more frightening is that they're potentialy contagious.”

L ee had been wondering about the strange edgy sensa-tion sheld been having since they arrived here,
expressing it-self in Sight as adight uncomfortable skewing of things viewed, asif thingsjust didn't ook
right. Now she under-stood why, and she shivered. There had been nothing about thisinthe articles Lee
had read a home about thisworld's discovery ... but then the emphasis of most of those had been
economic or palitical. And possibly it would have taken much longer stays for people who weren't
trained sensitivesto feel this difference...

Gelert had been listening with eyes half-closed as he stood waiting for the light. Now he glanced up.
"Some of the people with whom 'we' crossed paths?' he said.

"Not much gets by you, doesit, madra?' the Elf-King said. He sounded faintly amused asthe light
changed and they crossed the street. "Y es, | went with the investigatory team, though my peopletried to
prevent it. They wereterri-fied of what would happen to Alfheim if something hap-pened to me, for the
Laurin traditionally doesn't leave the Realm for long, or go too far out of theway. Somerai‘Laurinhen
have never |eft, have spent their whole livesin the one world—some never even leaving Aien Mhariseth,
for fear that without them in their proper place at the center of the universe, that universe would fail.”

Helaughed very softly. "Wdll, that was never going to be my style, as| made plain at my accession. |
knew my world was robust enough to be able to do without me for awhile. Y et Alfhem's own fear was
aready cregping into my bones ... and feding the world's fear, | was dready afraid enough mysdlf to
ing s that something terrible was likely to happeniif | didn't go. The Miraha fought me. But | have ways
of fighting back."

"Sowesaw..." Leesaid.

He nodded, looking rather grim. Lee found hersaf won-dering, perhaps unjustly, how many members of
the Miraha the EIf-King had had to replace after the fighting died down—and then she suddenly
wondered about the title some of them bore, the" Survivor Lords."

"So off wewent into Terra," the Elf-King said, "at least as blindly and in as much ignorance as your own
team came just now into Alfheim." There was no rancor inthe way he said it, just akind of rueful
acknowledgment. "We arrived in atime which would roughly have corresponded with the late 1940sin
your own world. Wewere aming for alater period, but the way time runsin this universe, what with
locdl ed-dying and the complexity of other forces affecting the home planet, it's not dways possible to
come out where you in-tend. Asit happens, it was good we came out where we did.”

They stopped for one more traffic light, and Laurin'sface twisted in away that suggested "good” was a
word hewould not normally have chosen. "Our study of the local history soon showed why our people
had been vanishing," Laurin said. "Where their differenceswere sensed at al by the hu-mansin Terra,
they were hunted down without mercy ... sometimesimprisoned or tortured: usudly killed. But that was
just asymptom of awider maaise. Terrasworld-soul had been withering steadily over the previous
decades, astechnology enabled its creatures ever more fregly to enact their fears and hatreds of one
another, their darkest desires. And the more they were enacted, the darker the desires grew. Findly, they



found their fullest flower. A great war broke out here, asit did in Tierraabout that period. Thewhole
planet was convulsed with that war. But one side hit on anove idea. It told its people—mostly for
purposes of politica advantage—that one specific kind of humanity was responsible for itstroubles. It
would solveits problems by completely wiping them out.”

Lee stared at him, uncomprehending. "What?"

"They even have aword for it in most of the mgjor lan-guages here," the EIf-King said. "They cdl it
'genocide.” "

She and Gelert stared at each other again. ™Y ou mean,” Gedlert said, "that everyone on both sdesfights,
and dl the people on one sde are killed—"

Laurin shook hishead. "I mean that one sSide captures all of one kind of human—say, dl the Anglosin
Ellay, or al the Xainesein New Y ork—or let's even say dl the people of whatever kind in Brasil, or
Belgium, for therewere sgnswhen | last looked in that the definition was widening to where people
lived, from what kind of people they were—and smply putsthem to death.”

Lee stopped in the middle of the block and stared at him in utter disbelief. "How can such a thing be
permitted...?"

"It'sas| said. Their universe's ethical congtant is set too low for the world itself to prevent such acrime.
Thousands of our people were caught up in the war and killed, as both fighters and victims. Otherswere
devoured in the greater terror, the one the Terrans made other namesfor: the shoah, the Holocaust.” For
along moment he stared at the ground. " Some of my people,” Laurin said, hardly to be heard now, 'their
natures twisted by the nature of the world around them, may even have been ... involved in the
species-killing. Drawn into it by the desire to wipe out those more mortd, less perfect than they..."

Lee could think of nothing at al to say. The slence hung heavy and deadly for along time.

"But theterror hereisan indicator of what's coming to-ward us," Laurin said. He shook hishead. "To a
certain ex-tent, we're protected from such things until we know they exist."

"Heisenberg..." Gelert said.

"Yes," the EIf-King said. "The observed affects the ob-server. That's the problem. As soon aswe have
perceived such athing and know it to beredl, in oneworld ... then it can spread to other worlds aswell.
Perhaps now it can aso become worse yet. Now that we know 'genocide ispossi-ble ... what el se,
worse than that, may become possible aswell?"

Leelooked a Gelert in apprehension and horror.
"| still have some control over what | think," Gdert said, "so I'll exerciseit.”

"But others have no desire to exercise such control,” Laurin said. "There the danger lies. All the same,
when our team came back, we devoted al our energies, every scrap of our knowledge about the local
world-sheef, to find away to sed Terraaway from the other worlds. Our control over worldgating in our
own spaces..." Hetrailed off suddenly.

Gelert looked a him. "It extends to control over worldgating in other spaces aswell, doesn't it.”

It took afew moments before Laurin would meet Gelert's eyes. "Our world's position at the heart of the
sheef ... gives us certain advantages. We did everything we could, manipulating space to close down
'rogu€ gating ac-cesses on Terra. It has an unusua number of free-state gates—far more than any of the



other cognate worldsin the sheaf except our own. Every one of them was potentially away for contagion
to spread. We closed al of those gates that we could find, except for afew that were too powerful; and
those we watch. We a so manipulated our own space to make access from the other worldsin the sheaf
to Terraasdifficult as possible. That work was mostly mine, asrai'Laurin. Whenever I'vetraveled in
recent years to another world in the sheaf, there may have been business or paliticsin-volved, but aso
there's always been amore covert purpose: to make sure the walls between the worlds are
holding—holding Terraout."

"But they're not holding anymore," Gelert said.

The EIf-King shook hishead. "It was never more than a stopgap measure. Terrais as much a part of the
sheaf aswe are, horrible thought though that might be. And even if some other world didn't find them,
they werelikdly enough to find us, eventualy. They've got their own Macllwains, working in high-energy
physicsright thisminute. Fortu-nately, most of their research in physicsis crippled by penny-pinching
governments who have no inkling of what it'sgood for." He looked grim. "Buit it doesn't matter now.

Y our own people, and then the Tierrans, found Terra. By doing so they've pulled open adoor that we
can no longer keep closed, though we did our best. Now that they know Terraexists, the leakage of
conditions there has begun. It'll get much worse when actua commerce begins between Terraand the
other worlds; amatter of no more than a cou-ple of years now, I'd guess. Thisworld's ways, and idess,
and maybe evenitsethica constant, will start to seep into yours. Eventudly it will seep into Alfheim, too.
And what happensin our world—"

Laurin broke off, like aman trying to avoid making avi-sion red by not giving voicetoit. "And you can
see it start-ing aready, the pattern ... repeeating, Spreading and growing in violence since Terrawas
rediscovered. Our peo-ple are being killed in ever-increasing numbers ... though there always seem to be
other reasons behind the killings. Palitics, dways, our people are too political. Those who op-pose me,
those who support me, those who think they can do without me—they've been savaging one another,
using Alfen abroad astheir toals, killing each other's tools more and more often. The factions think they
seether way clearly..."

"But they're being played off against each other by those with another set of agendas,” Leesaid. "The
multinationals. The nationa powers and supranationa in every world, who see that the Elves contral al
thefairy gold, and it costs them too much. At least that'stheir excuse; it's bad for business. But the truth
isthat they want that control for themselves. And it's easy to hate the Alfen. They're not redlly people, are
they..." The joke began repeating itsdlf in her head. What do you call a thousand dead Alfen? Ten
thousand? A hundred thousand? A start...

Sowly, Laurin nodded. "They've seized on thisidea as the perfect way to maximize their bottom lines”
he said. "They have their private armies; they even have nuclear weagpons. Those have never been used
before ... not likein poor Terra. But they will be now, asthat possibility also oc-cursto the
multinationas, who aren't territoria and have least to lose. They'll cometo Alfheim, and my
people—wedthy beyond the dreams of avarice, unwilling to com-promise or empathize with
ephemerals—will be wiped out without mercy. Humankind will take possession. But they won't know
how to manage our world's centrality, or con-tain the damage they've done by killing us."

Another long silence followed. Lee gulped. "If Alfheimisso centrd that what happens there eventudly
happensto every other world..."

The EIf-King looked at Lee, and nodded. "Within decades or less, al our worldswill lie empty of
everything but corpses. That's the nightmare that's chased me from uni-verse to universe, these last three
centuries, theselast five years ... and now it's sarting to happen at last.”



They waked in silence for awhile. "Where are we head-ing, exactly?' Lee said.

"Eadt, and alittle farther downtown," the Elf-King said. "There's another potential ‘rogue’ access nearby;
we can useit to get out of here, and dow down the pursuit alittle more."

Hewaited until they came to the next corner, gazed up at thesign. "Thisisit," Laurin said. "East from
here

They crossed Sixth Avenue. "It'sweird,” Lee said ab-sently, while her mind was turning over the awful
things the Elf-King had told them. "Except for the vehicles, the place looks normd.”" She glanced down
Sixth Avenue. "But wheré'sthe World Trade Center gone?'

Geert glanced down the way she was looking, shrugged his ears, winced. "Other sde of theidand,
maybe? Thisis an dternate universe..."

They went on down Ninth Street, past the brownstones, mostly ignored by passersby who saw nothing
but aman, awoman and avery big white dog, possibly some kind of wolfhound. Lee, for her own part,
wasfinding it increas-ingly difficult just to bein this space; it itched, burning on her skin, and she
wondered how the people here boreit. Thiswas not aworld that waskind to life. Her lungswere
burn-ing, too, not just with smog. Theair herewasfull of some-thing unfriendlier till, the presence of a
universethat didn't care anymore, if it ever had. How do you make a univer se stop paying attention to
what happensin it? How badly do you have to hurt it that it turnsits back on what's living in it,
just liesthere, passive, unwilling to get involved? For she couldn't shake the feding that this place
hadn't always been thisway; its ethical constant hadn't ways been thislow, couldn't have been.
Something had to have happened.

Or you hope it did, the colder side of her mind answered her back. What if it was always this way?
What if thisis a perfectly normal way for some universes to be? And what if, when our sheaf
rotates again someday, more universes are created like this—or worse?

That was athought too awful to entertain. It hasto be possible to heal such places, Leethought, or to
keep them from happening. If there was any way, any way in the worlds—

They went around the corner of Ninth Street and Fifth Avenue, Laurin leading the way at a steady pace,
heading uptown again now, looking awaysto the left of the street. Every now and then he gazed up at
one or another of the buildings he passed. Finally, in front of one, an gpartment building, he stopped.

Lee and Gelert caught up with him. The Elf-King looked up at the facade of the building, agolden brick
Beaux-Arts building shorn of most of its ornament over many years, then waked on again, toward the
next corner. "Thisisthe place,” he said.

Lee glanced back at the building. "What place?"

"InNew York," hesaid, "—the New Y ork in Earth, any-way, thisiswhere our embassy to the UN& ME
islocated.”

"Doesn't do usalot of good here," Gelert said.
"Butit does," Laurin sad. "The Alfen Embassy hasagat-ingringinit.”

Lee and Gelert exchanged glances. Thethree of them paused at the corner, looking back the way they'd
come, while oblivious passersby avoided them. "That piece of real estate is accustomed to being used for
trangits between Alfheim and the other worlds many times each day," the Elf-King said. "Such
concentrated use means that the immediate neighborhood acquires resonances to other congruent spots



in the neighboring worlds. Likethisone”
"Y ou mean we can get out from here—"

The EIf-King looked down the street, back the way they'd come, anervous glance. "We should have
enough time. | can't manipulate thisworld aseasily as| can my own, no matter how powerful theloca
congruences are, but it should still work, thanksto this—" He tossed the pebble in his hand, pocketed it
again. "Comeon," Leesad.

They headed back down the block, passing by the frontage of the building again, more dowly thistime.
The EIf-King gave the front of the building no more than aglance; the building's doorman, aburly manin
along uni-form coat, was standing there, looking at them without any tremendous interest, but noticing
them nonetheless. "It's your fault,” Lee muttered under her breath to Gelert. "Y ou stick out like awhite
elephant.”

"l was hoping for agateway," Laurin said, asthey passed afew doors down. "One of those alleysthey
have beside these buildings, sometimes, for accessto utilities ... the place where you leave the garbage
for pickup.”

It had never occurred to Lee that the King of All the Elves would notice, one way or another, what
humans did with their garbage. She smiled, and beside her, Gelert made a couple of the small huffing
sounds he used for audible laughter. "Not on an avenue,” Gelert said. "But around the corner, on aside
street, maybe. Let's have alook.”

They headed around the corner again, but that whole side of the street was another large apartment
building, and the barred gateway besideit led visbly down a dead-end dley and nowhere dse. "Well
have to go around the block," Gel-ert said. He trotted on down the street, and Lee and the Elf-King
trotted after him asif in pursuit of some refugee from the locdl leash laws.

"Will you need hdp with thisgating?' Leesad.

"Probably it's better you let me handleit,” Laurin said. "It wouldn't do for this particular trandit to become
de-ranged.”

"The problem with you," Lee said, "isthat you're acon-trol freak."

The EIf-King grinned, and it was asferal an expression, for just aflash, as anything Lee had ever seen on
Gedert. "By definition,” he said. "Control isdl aLaurin'sfor. Onewho doesn't, isdead.” He looked
ahead. "Where did he go?’

llRigI,]t_ll

They went right around the next corner, their pace flag-ging alittle, but Gelert was il trotting strongly
ahead of them. Lee saw afew concerned pedestrians shy away from him to either side of the sdewalk as
he came running down toward them, tongue lolling out and big jaws wide, afrizzy-coated white shape ten
hands high. "Sorry," Lee called to them as she and the EIf-King ran padt, "he gets out like this every

day..."

When he stopped at last, and they caught up with him, they were facing ablind black metal gate at least
ten feet high that shut away the dley behind it from view. Gelert reared up againgt it with hisforepaws,
shaking the gate until it clanged. "Not locked," he said. "Bolted from the insde, though.”

"Oh, great—" Lee said.



Gdert sat down. Lee gave him alook. "Ge—"

The spring took her completely by surprise. Gelert wastall enough to begin with, and the strength of
those power-ful haunches sent him agood six feet into the air: he threw hisforelegs over thetop of the
gate like ahigh-jumper try-ing to clear the bar, hung there in amost undignified posi-tion for some
moments as his hind feet scrabbled and scratched at the sheer front of the gate for purchase—then found
it, tipped himsalf over the top, and fdll to the concrete on the other side. Therewasayelp.

"Gdet?Gd, aeyou dl right?' Leesad.

Therewas along pause, too long. "Uh," Gelert said after amoment. "I came down wrong. Might have
broken atooth."

"Oh, Gd!"

"Might break another one," Gelert's voice came from the other side of the gate. "Told you we shouldn't
scrimp on our dental plan. Let's seewhat | can do about this bolt.”

They waited. Not far away, horns honked, and al around them life went on; people passed and |ooked
with some dight curiosity at aman and awoman hanging around an dley service door ... but it wasthe
man they looked at, and Lee knew al too well the expression that was beginning to grow on their faces.
Some of the people passing paused, then moved on; but the pauses were getting longer. "Come on,
we're getting obvious here," Lee said softly. "Don't just stand there looking the way you do."

Theexpresson in Laurin's eyes asthey flashed sdewise at her was edged "What do you suggest?

She reached out and took him by the arm and turned him toward the door, bent her head toward his.
"The only reason people stop in the middle of the street likethis" she said softly, "isif they're exchanging
sweset nothings, or having afight. Soif you'l jus—"

As he bowed his own head toward hers, Lee found her-sdlf looking into hiseyesagain. It was
agtonishing how very dark a brown they were, dmost black; and how very old. And not just his own two
thousand years were there, Lee thought, but something more darming—aterrible arrested youth, in
abeyance for who knew how long now, waiting for who knew what liberation; but never redigticaly
expecting to find it. Here was a king who even though he had fought hisway to more freedom than any of
his predecessors, was il prisoner of histhrone, trapped in asituation which often enough had left him
wondering whether desth might be preferable. But now he was faced with a challenge desper-ate enough
to shake even that idle surmise to fragments. Now death might indeed be coming after him, but he would
ress ittothelad, if only for the chance of finding the an-swer, finding—

To see onesdf in another's eyes can strike any human heart deep; but Lee Saw hersdlf there, not in any
way she had expected, and without warning. Pierced, not knowing what it meant, what he meant or
wanted, she staggered, a-most fell against him, but was sartled out of it by a soft groan in front of her—

—asthe bolt inside the gate popped out of its socket and ran back, and the gate swung open in front of
them. There stood Gelert, licking his chops and looking both uncomfort-able and satisfied. "Henry the
Magic Dentigt is going to be crosswith mewhen | get home," he said.

Lee and the EIf-King went in past him. Gelert pushed the gate closed again and followed them. The
gpace beyond them was narrow: four high walls, two of them blank, two of them with windows up high
that bel onged to the gpart-ment building, and some lower ones and a couple of doorsthat were utility
entrances. The ground was stained concrete, cracked in places. The Elf-King walked in ashort arc
acrossit, then paused.



"Wd|?' Gdet sad.

"Thisisit," the EIf-King said. "Still open ... but not for long." He stood still amoment, then started
walking again, pacing out the bounds of the gating circle.

Leetwitched again, feding theinimica qudity of thisworld fraying a her composure. "Areyou surethis
isgoing towork?' she said.

"It haslittle choice," the EIf-King said absently, as he fin-ished the circle he was making in the little
concreted space. "All spaces are continudlly trying to become dl the other spacesthat were created at
the same time the core of their sheaf rotated. The difficult thing isn't bringing them to-gether, asarulg; it's

keeping them apart...”

He stood up straight, then, with agrim look on hisface. "Crude,”" the EIf-King said. "But it'll work. You
saw the cir-cle? Step in, and welll go where my own power is centered.”

"Where," Gdert sad, "Aien Mharisgth?"

"Not at dl. Ellay."

Leeblinked at thet. "Or rather, the version of Ellay that liesin Alfheim,” the EIf-King said.

"Y ou have ahouse there, don't you," Lee said. "I remember reading about that somewhere."

"The gossip columnigts are fascinated by it," Laurin said, looking faintly annoyed. "They're sure the place
isfull of fabuloustreasures... but they wouldn't know the real onesif they sat on them.” Helet out a
breath of laughter. "Never mind that. Come into the circle ... we have work to do."

"What work?' Gelert said as he paced into the circle and sat down.
"Asyou do," said the EIf-King, "I have acaseto make ... and ajob to do.”

Lee went to stand beside Gelert, wondering what to make of this. "Y ou said your people feared to kill
you," Lee said, "but feared even more what you might do if they left you dive..."

"l told you," the EIf-King said. "They think I'm going to destroy my world."
Gdert flicked his ears back and forth, so incredulous he forgot to wince. "Are they crazy?'

"Notinthedightest,” Laurinsaid. "I will destroy it. That'swhy | cameto Earth: looking for away to do
that." He glanced over a Lee. "And | think I'vefound it."

Shefound herself shaking. "It'snot them that's crazy,” she said. "It'syou.”

The Elf-King shook hishead. "The problem isthat I'm still not sure,” he said. "Theres afactor in the
destruction that hasn't been fully resolved yet."

"What?'
"You."

*13*

They stepped out into heat even more fierce than midsum-mer in New York. "But & least it's dry hest,”
Leesad, asshelooked around her, relieved, though still profoundly dis-turbed by what the Elf-King had



been saying.

"What an Angelenayou are,”" Gelert said, and gazed around him too. They were slanding on ahillsde
that in their own Ellay would have been up on one of the hills be-hind Pasadena, with the view of Lake
Va San Fernando siretching down in front of them towards the sea, and Ellay proper off to theleft. But
here there was no lake. Lee looked down at the San Fernando Valley asit had once existed hun-dreds
of years before on Earth—a great basin of widely scat-tered sagebrush, pinion pine, and wild walnut
trees, dtill adesert dappled in olive-green and gold, barren but beautiful. Beyond the Santa Monicasto
the southeadt, the Alfen ver-sion of Ellay rose: asmaller city, till afairly substantia gridwork etched on
the Ellay basin, with the shimmer of the Pacific beyond them.

The whole hill on which the three of them stood was part of awalled compound that stretched far down
bel ow them to aterrace scooped out of the hillside. On thelevel ground there, abig white-stucco house
with many wings and many red-tiled roofs sat toward the back of it; in front of it, be-tween the house and
the view, were formal gardens, patios, and paved terraces, aswimming pool. "Wewon't have long at
peace here," the Elf-King said, leading them down the hillside by alittle path that switched back and forth
aongitsface. "When they redize how wevefled, thiswill be one of thefirst placesthey'll think of
coming. But it has certain protections around it. No one but | can come here by gating; flying craft are
aso inhibited for some milesin al direc-tions. And to alesser extent, the World a so takes care of the
place." He looked troubled.

"But you think it might not now," Lee said.

"Everything becomes uncertain now," the EIf-King said, and suddenly looked very tired. "All the
imponderables come together here. But comeon ... | can at least give you something to eat and drink
before the trouble starts.”

Before | die, Lee Saw him think. Her sudden redlization of how very hungry and thirsty she was, and
how tired, was somewhat blunted by the realization that she did not nor-mally See what people were
thinking so dearly. Isit Alfheim? shewondered. Or isit him?... But then sheld been doingitin Terra,
too—

They made their way up onto a patio behind the house, then up onto a deck that surrounded the house
completely. The back wall of the house, looking onto the hillside, was one big wall of glass, the Elf-King
led them over to aset of patio doorsin the glass, spoke them open. Lee thought long-ingly of her own
patio doors as they went in.

A huge living space opened out in front of them, down afew steps—ypainted tile, glass, massve

pal e-stained furni-ture, a huge dining table. The architecture was surprisingly Southwestern, in stucco and
distressed-oak beaming, except that the characteristic Alfen buttressed "neo-Gothic" arch was repested
inthewindows onthevaley sde. "Pdatid," Gdert sad. "But then | guessthere's a certain expectation
that you of al people might liveinapaace...”

Laurin laughed at that "Thisisn't anything,” he said. ™Y ou should have seen the stylein which my
ancestors lived. Thiswould have been arustic country lodge to them. In fact, it was arustic country
lodge. Thishouseisbuilt on the foundations of one my grandfather built when he came with thefirst Alfen
who came here for the gold rush.”

Lee looked around her, bemused. "It seems alot older than that..."

"Our gold rush,” the Elf-King said. "Around your year one hundred fifteen of the common era. Thishouse
has been remodel ed many times—the last time would have been in the seventeen hundreds. Come on
aong thisway—"



They followed him into akitchen that opened off the liv-ing space. Leeimmediately fell inlovewith
anyone who could design aroom o big, so useful, and so humane. The Elf-King went over to the fridge
and looked inside, then made aface. "1 knew | should have gone shopping last eevenday,” he muttered.
"Nothing but mayonnaise and mneush...”

"What's mneush?' Gelert said, sticking his head into thefridge.

"An acquired taste, and | don't think you havetimeto ac-quireit today,” Laurin said, going over to a
nearby floor-to-ceiling cupboard and pulling it open.

"I'd have thought you could just snap your fingers and have things appear,” Gelert said.

"I'm the king of the world, not amagician,” the Elf-King said, rather irritably, though theirritation, Lee
thought, was more for the cupboard than for Gelert. "Well, there€'s some bread here. Some wine, some
gparkling water..."

He brought them out, with aboard and aknife to cut the bread. "1 meant, you must be able to send
servants out for that kind of thing," Gelert said.

"| don't have any servantshere,” Laurin said. "I keep this house as aretreat from dl the roles my people
try to push meinto back in Aien Mhariseth. No scepter, no throne. The one aspect of royalty | keep here
isthe onethey wish | didn't." He poured aglass of wine, arich dark red, and held it out to Lee.

"l couldn't drink..." Lee said.

"Y ou should. Our wineisvery strengthening; this vintage comes from the dopes just to the south of
Iteinru Semivh." He poured asmdl crystdl bowl of it for Gelert; then he poured his own glassand held
it to the afternoon light coming in the valleyward windows. "Welcome to my hearth,” he said. "For
however long it'smine..."

They drank. "Dierrich said that,” Lee said. "And later | heard her imply she wasn't happy about it..."

"Nor will the rest of her followers have been, and I'm sure they're going to let us know about it when they
get here shortly,” the Elf-King said. "Unless we can present them with a fait accompli.”

Leedrank alittle more of the wine, trying to keep her composure in the face of the fear she now saw
growing, from moment to moment, in the Elf-King's eyes. "What isit you intend us to accomplish?'Y ou
said 'the destruction of your world' ... but you had to be spesking figuratively."

Sowly he shook hishead. "Lee," hesaid. "May | call you Lee?"
She nodded.

"My world hasto change," he said. "It can't stay theway it is. With its connivance, in away, my people
have crested a Situation over the millenniathat has caused the people of the other worldsto hate us. In
other times, when we had lit-tle congress with other worlds, or when their technol ogies were insufficient
to destroy us, or each other, wholesale, this would have made less difference. Now it has to become
dif-ferent ... not just because the anger and greed of mortal's can destroy us, but because it can destroy
them, too. All of them—everything thet is.”

He drank hiswine and looked down into the glass. "For many years| looked for asolution ... then, after
we dis-covered Terra, | looked much more urgently. Finally, it came to me, adecade or so ago. As |
go," he said, "so go my peo-ple. So goesmy world. If I could become mortd ... then so would they. The
danger would be defused.”



Leedrank asip more of her wine. "They would not,” she said, "be very happy with that idea.”

She watched him carefully. Helifted his gaze to meet hers, asif knowing what she wanted to See. "Not
atdl," Laurinsad. "l knew that. So | was cautious, sharing the ideawith no onefor along time. Then |
erred grievoudy by shar-ing it with Dierrich. Shewasn't anywhere near my level of mastery; she couldn't
fed the ache at the heart of the world. Or itsambivaence, which may yet trip usup.” He turned the glass
inhishands, saring downinto it again.

Gelert had finished hiswine and was now lying near Lee, hisnose working, asintent on the EIf-King as
shewas. "All universes” the EIf-King said, "share their most basic qudi-tieswith dl the others, if only in
the potentia that those qudities might cometo fruit in oneworld or another. All worlds have the seeds of
our immortdity in them, dor-mant ... or errupting in certain specia circumstances. So it stlandsto reason
that wein Alfheim have, buried in our-salves, the seeds of mortality ... for those who can See them.”

Helooked a Lee. "You Saw that inme," he said. "That night in Perdu; you saw dimly, and would have
Seen clearly, exactly what someone needed to see, exactly what | had been seeking. At first | was
horrified. | thought the change might happen right there, before | was prepared, when | wasin the wrong
place.”

L ee opened her mouth and closed it again, uncertain of what to say. "Where'stheright place?' Gelert
sad.

"Therose garden,” the EIf-King said.
"What, back a Aien Mhariseth?' Gelert said.

"No. We'd never get near that one now; they're certainly guarding it. But some of those roses are
preserved here. And since were till in Alfheim, at the center of the worlds, your Sight of me as mortdl,
with my consent, becomes enact-ment—it would write mortality into Alfheim's Structure; the change,
experienced in my own body and soul, will change everything ese" Hissmilewaswry, and dso
frightened. "A certain irony there, that to save my universe | haveto give up what gives me power over it.
But | can't do that by my-sdif. | need you.”

"Oh, my God," Lee said, and sat there in shock.
"What would have happened if sheld finished Seeing you in New York?' Gelert said.

"Nothing useful,” the EIf-King said. "Earth isn't acore-world. | left therein fear—mogt of it Alfheim's: my
world till fearsthis change, though it knowsit needsit." Heturned to Lee again. "After that | intended to
approach you privately, broach the subject with you over time, give you time to get used to the concept.
But events began to move too quickly, both in your world and mine; events forced my hand.” Hissmile
was grim. "Was Alfheim trying to sabotage my intentions, both in my own world and indirectly in yours?
Could be. | did what | could to try to direct you to-ward enough power to protect you. My own people,
my own world, resisted that. They couldn't keep you out of Alfheim, because | wanted you there. But
you couldn't seetheroses at Itdin'ru Semivh, no matter how much | wanted you to; Dierrich and her
party made common cause with al the oth-erswho fear what | had in mind, to prevent it."

"It wasn't just blocking Lee's Sight that they tried,” Gdl-ert said. "They got alittle more persond than that
Twice"

"Yes. Thefirg time, because they suspected Lee might be able to See what was going on ... the second
time, because they were certain she could.” Heturned to Lee. "By the sec-ond time, you'd dready
proved that you at least had achance of being able to do what | had in mind; Seeing the redlity beneath



things native to Alfheim. When the second attempit failed, they decided the smplest thing to do was ship
you back home and deal with me separately when | ar-rived.”

"I'd say they underestimated you," Gelert said.

"They dways have. But thistime they won't. Thistime I've killed too many people who have too many
powerful friends, others who think they could command mastery more to our people's advantage than
I've been doing. Though Dierrich's gone, there's no point in trying to go back to Aien Mhariseth: it'll be
too well guarded now. But we can force theissue here. If we havetime. If you agree.” He put the glass
down, gazed into her eyes. "l ask you to look at me now, Lee, here where my power's strongest. See me
asmor-tal, now, quickly. Seeit, and save my people!”

Lee gulped, and put her wineglassdown. "If | See it in-correctly—or too strongly—you might die."

Hisgaze didn't waver. "That's apossibility I've been consdering for agood long while" he said. "But one
lifefor eleven universes? It doesn't seem like too bad abargain.”

Thelook in hiseyes seized Lee by the heart, but possibly had the wrong effect. It made him the being
Leeleast wanted to seediein all eeven worlds, or however many more. | won't do it. | won't be his
executioner!

And then she paused. Is this Alfheim’'s ambivalence? Leethought. Or mine?...

A sudden faint sound from outside brought dl their heads up.

"Gunfire" Gelert said. "They're here”

The Elf-King looked at Lee.

Her heart was hammering inside her.

| amjust atool to this creature, something said insde her. A tool to be used to a purpose.

The answer fdt like it took an eternity coming back. And if the purpose is worthwhile, Lee thought,
what's so damned bad about being a tool—the right tool for the job? It's how Justice uses me,
after all—

She got up. "If theworld's got to be changed,” Lee said, "then we'd better get on with it. What do we
do?'

"Outsgde" hesaid.

They hurried out the patio doors. The sound of small-arms fire was louder. " Someone's shooting &t the
gate" the EIf-King said. "Itll hold ... at which time they'll try some-thing more assertive. Come on—" He
headed toward the hillside.

Lee and Gdert followed him. "Now," Lee said, "I'm not sorry | said abig soppy goodbye after al. See
dl thetimel've saved?'

"Pragmatist,” was al Gelert said. Helooked back down past the house. "It's starting,” he said.

Leelooked out into the thundery day. Past the mountains, Ellay now lay looking scratchy and scarred, a
hatchmarked cicatrix on the dusty earth, livid in the threstening light. And the weether off to the west had
garted turning abruptly ugly. She'd seen it do this before, sometimes, when the Santa Ana was blowing

againgt bad westher out on the sea. The cloudswould roll up, piling againgt the resistant wind, higher and



higher, like someinsubstantial mountain range; and sooner or later the wind would blow itself out. Sooner
or later those clouds would come rolling acrass the land with the lightning crashing amongst them, and
unlessthe conditionswereright for rain to follow.fast, therewould be brushfiresin the hills.

Ahead of them, the Elf-King paused, |ooked westward, nodded. " Changing the world doesn't look to
you the way it doesto me, doesit,” he said. He sounded most unnerved. "1 never thought you would find
thisso easy. Asif you think it's something you should be doing dl thetime.”

"For the better, yes!" Lee said.
"But the worse il happens—"

Toasmall extent Lee's Sight was on her now, unsummoned, and she knew better than to reject such
ingghts as cameto her now. "Laurin, lisen to me. Alfheim's going to use you asit can to keep thingsthe
way they are. It's self-preservation, for auniverse, the sameway it isfor amind: to keep itsalf the way it
is, to keep things running the way they are ... even when that way isthe wrong way—toxic, or doomed.
Y our world wants you to be the Devil it knows! Y ou can't let it do that. Y ou have to make achoice;
wha's running this place, redly? Who's King here: the ElIf, or Alfhem?’

Helooked at her asif sheld struck him across the face—white, staggered. "So long we've believed,
we've been taught, they were the same...”

"So long things have been going to Hell in ahandbasket,” Lee said. "We may have afew minutesyet to
changethat...”

Laurin looked at Leerather narrowly. "I hadn't seen your rolein this as being quite so—proactive.”

"Y ou hadn't seen yourself as being quite so out of con-trol, you mean,” Lee said. " Sorry about that. But
the mo-ment's on us, and we don't have alot of time now to argueroles. | See the way through. You
have the power. Let's get busy. What do you need to do?'

He turned toward the hillside. From the far Side of the gates, afaint hubbub of voices could be heard.
The EIf-King turned away from them, looked up the hill.

"Firg," hesad. "I'll seethese again beforel die, no mat-ter what they do."
Leewatched him, uncomprehending.

There on the hillside, the sunset began to spread. Or rather, it was alight like a sunset's, for to the west
the sky was all leaden, except where it was beginning to be lashed with lurid fire. There, though, the
spaces between the paths now darkened asif with coast fog or cloud—an indistinct shadowiness at first,
then something more solid; and in that darkness, which started to gather itself dowly together in shadowy
leaf and branch like growing things, light began to flower, coming out gradualy, like sars. Mogtly it wasa
red light, growing thicker in every shrub of shadow, glowing, like cods breathed on, brighter where the
Elf-King turned to look. But the cods burned peach and yel-low and white aswell, brighter every
moment. Farther up, the effect was more like ablanket of light againgt the hill, amigt-velled rosy brilliance
massed and clustered. But here the points of radiance were close enough to be indi-vidual, red stars and
golden ones and white ones, fierce-burning and distinct.

They drew Lee. They would have drawn any living thing. Lee stepped close to the nearest rosebush and
held out her hand to one of the roses, felt the heat of it—the power of de-sire bound into the bloom, like
blood blazing in the heart; turned to another and leaned down, with tearsin her eyes from the scent and
the blinding light, to bathe her face in the cool white fire of innocence. She stood upright again, looking



around her, rubbing the pain out of her eyesto takeit al in—thisvast chorus of virtues, large and small,
preserved herefor how long?—all hidden in plain sight, burning in the hills above where her home would
have been wereit in thisworld, and never once suspected by the Alfen here ... or by her own world,
when sometimes, at twilight, the power of the roses burst the barriers between the worlds and shone
briefly through.

Laurin was watching her, and the pain wasin hiseyes, too. "All thethings," the EIf-King said, "everything
that was worth keeping of what we were; dl the things | would have preserved, if | could, through the
change; dl here” He looked around him. "It was wrong of meto do this. But | couldn't help it.”

"And to think they told meit wasn't red..." Leesad.

"They dwayswished it wasnt," Laurin said. "But they couldn't stop my ancestor from making that first
garden, e-ther. Heinssted on reminding them of what they were ... and of where his power lay, in
defining them as he defined himsdlf. And they couldn't sop him from manifest-ing that power just ashe
pleased.”

He saw her shocked look. "Yes, of courseit wasrea once," he said. "Here and there, versions of the
story persis, though they tried to wipe them out. Once upon atime, very long ago, some of us thought
we might be able to coexist with humans. It was my direct ancestor, the one who first made that garden,
who let humansinto it; that place where my peopl€e's uniquenesses were cultivated, reveded, asthese
are. And the humans didn't care for what they saw. They destroyed that place." Helooked around himin
sor-row. "His successor, another of my ancestors, took the les-son and started the work of closing
Alfheim off to mortas. It took along while. Partly they used therings, the 'made gates,' to
reverse-engineer our space and stop every place from becoming a door to every place. Partly they used
men's own mortality againgt them, asatool to forgetfulness. Even in the space of onelifetime, humans
forget things so quickly..."

Helooked around at the roses. "But our own memory of thosefirst disasters, where our species met and
wounded one another most intimately, wouldn't go away; and what the Elf-Kings remember, their world
can't forget. Thelight of that first old garden till seeps through the gates of twi-light and dawn, which my
|atter forefathersforgot to includein the curse” He shook his head, laughing helplesdy. "Alfhem's
memory is 0 powerful that sometimesthe light seeps right through into other worlds. I've even seenitin
Ellay. Plan how you may, every spell hasloopholes—But the stricture againgt planting another such
garden in that place remains. The story saysthat should it happen, the hu-mans would destroy not just
that, but our whole world..."

"But you made this one anyway," Lee said, looking around her in wonder.

"One hasto put one'slove, one's power, somewhere,” Laurin said. "Or it dies.” The sorrow in hisvoice
tore her. "That old Elf-King, who loved his peopl€'s virtues so, and the flowers he made of them—the
King who was so sure of the virtues of humans—he was my direct ancestor, as| said. Most Alfen think
he was afool; deluded by too much kind-liness, too much confidence in the good intentions of mere
mortals. But | would aways think about him, when | was younger. | would think, 'Maybe he wasn't S0
far wrong. How can it be bad to put your love somewhere that people can seeit? How can it be bad to
preserve what you love? And when | became Elf-King, and took possession of the house here, |
couldn't resst. These hillswere so like the country around Aien Mhariseth—what | always|onged for
when | was young, and couldn't have. | thought, ‘Just asmall garden, in exile... in hismemory,
remembering how hetried to make it work between my people and the humans of the other worlds.
How could that hurt? "

Helooked around him like a man who has been denying afatal disease for along time, but now is



brought face to face with it. "1 discovered how my ancestor had made the roses first. | made them again.
My will kept them secret, even from my own people, for along time. But they found out, and began to
plot my overthrow. | never thought that re-creating the garden here would bring Alfheim's doom..."

Leereached out to another of the flowers, felt the hest of it, and felt the blossom shivering with Laurin's
fear. "What's happening to your peopleisn't because of you," she said. "It'stheir nature.”

"The two arethe samething," the Elf-King said, "close enough. What | am, they become. That's what
they've made of me, what our world has made of me, what | was bred to be, over dl thistime. Asl go,
they go. And | can't go where they need to go if they're going to survive..."

Helooked at her. And Lee Saw histhought, the thing he couldn't say: Not by myself, at least.

The sound of something being smashed against the gates Sarted to racket around in the space below the
hillsde. "Not much time, Lee," Gelert said: and his voice was shaking. The sound of it shocked her—not
from itsunfamiliarity, but because she felt the same way; asif everything was shifting under her feet, asif
time was running out not just for them, but for everything e se aswell. Thiswaswhat she had felt coming
ever since she and Gelert turned poor dil'Sorden's casework in—the sense of something massive,
catastrophic, coming closer and closer, ready to roll over them dl like the clouds piling up out over the
seq, leaden, towering, full of find threet. We're going to die, shethought. They'll take their King and
kill him; they'll kill us, too.

But there was moreto it than that. Can a whole world be afraid? she thought. Can a universe have a
soul, and fedl terror? Or desire? Even if the world all around usisn't strictly his univer se—this
part of it is. All the parts are parts of all the whole; every spot is every other spot, no matter how
they may have rever se-engineered this space...

The congruencies made her mind whirl as she stood there among the roses that burned fierce in the
growing darkness, defying the ban againg their visibility this onelast time, while the being who had
planted and nurtured them with hiswill, and hidden them, and held them dear, stood there gaz-ing into the
darkness, waiting for the end.

Not just the fear of one universe, Leethought. They all touch, here. It'sthe fear of all of them. If
this place is part of the most central of univer ses—because he's here—then where better for a
universe's soul to be, its heart? And now it's afraid, they're all afraid, of what's about to happen.

If hedies ... then his people and hisworld die. As his people and world go ... sooner or later, we go
too, and our worlds with us. How can the rest of the worlds not react to something like that ... feel
the fear as hefeelsit, aswe fedl it?...

But there L ee stopped. It wasn't just fedling that was re-quired of her: not just sharing that desperate
desirefor salf-preservation. To do Laurin any good, she would have to see through the appearance to
the reality, even here, a the heart of things, at the center of the universe most devoted to hid-ing its heart,
to keep it from being hurt asit was hurt once before; on seeing through the Elves, right down to the
indi-vidud redities; on seeing not just through the Elves, but through the EIf.

She looked down at her shaking hands, and saw some-thing that shocked her; some of their wrinkles
were fading. They looked younger than they had.

Lee put one hand to her face ... and stopped, feding the difference. Thisis what this world offers you
if you'll just back off now, Leethought. The bribe. The same one it of-fered the Elves. And they
took it, and got used to taking it ... so used to it that the thought of giving it up looks like death to
them. It's not this world's fault; it's too malleable to human desires. Who wouldn't want to be



young and beauti-ful forever? You'd have to be crazy to walk away from some-thing like that. And
theAlfen didn't. So the world keeps them that way ... and they keep the world keeping them that
way.

It would keep me that way too, if | stayed here...

But L ee pushed the thought away, with the help of the crashing noise coming from the gates down below.
"Laurin," shesad. "Will you giveit up? All of it?"

"Tosavedl this?' hesaid, amost too low to be heard. "To save everything? Y ou know I'd dieto do
that."

"It may take more.”

Helooked at L ee, shocked, uncomprehending. "Dyingiseasy,” shesad. "Living, and being completely
known, that's hard. That's what has to happen.” She swallowed hard; she wasn't sure what was going to
happen next "The beauty,” she said, "theimmortdity. They'rewhat's going to kill your people. And what
they'd rather diethan lose.”

"Yes" hesad.
"But if you lose them—If you throw them away—"
"How can | do that? | don't know how—"

"It'snot just my Sight you need,” Lee said, "Y ou have to see yourself as mortal, too. That's how it goes
incourt. | See... then you accept it asthetruth. It's not something that's done to you. You choose.”

He stared at her. Wasit hope, or anger, Starting now to risein hiseyes? In thislight, as the roses dimmed
with hisfear, Lee couldn't clearly see. But that's the problem. | can't rely on themfor illumination
now. It's my own Sght that's going to have to show me the way.

"Wd|?' Leesad.

Standing there in the dimming fire of the roses, for just amoment helooked at her, and without warning
Lee Saw him, Saw right to the heart of him—the heart of aman done, afraid, and uncertain what to do;
just aman, and mortd, the uncanny Alfen beauty at last irrdlevant. Suddenly she redl-ized that for him, at
least, mortdity lay not in death or thelack of it, but in not knowing whet to do, not knowing what was
going to happen afterward, when "afterward" was for-ever: theloss of control, not just for alifetime, but
for eter-nity. The concept of the surrender of that certainty wasthere, too ... but could he manageit? As
shelooked at him, he ac-tually covered hisface with one hand, hiding his eyes. Part of him wasresisting,
even now. He can't help it, Leethought. Thisworld hasits own ideas about self-preserva-tion ...
even if they're erroneous. It'll keep himthe way it's kept him all these centuries, even though he
dies of it; even though it dies of it...

"Well?' shesad again.

He had no answer for her; only, as he uncovered his eyes, a stricken, pleading look; awhole species
looking through one entity's eyes, beauty and immortdity pleading just to be left the way they were, left
alone. But that look wasn't al Lee had to go on. Before he had covered his eyes, hiswill had looked out
fird.

"I'll takethat asayes," Lee said, and closed her eyesto See better.



"What?"

The crashing noise came up from the gates again, abig ruinous sound: explosives, perhaps. Leeignored
it. Equdly the cry of anguish that went up from just afew feet away was meant to distract her; she
refused to let it do so. Leelooked at this man with al the concentration her training had taught her,
looked at him asfiercely as she had looked at dil'Sorden's dying soul, or at any human being that had
ever stood in the dock before her. Under her gaze he writhed and cried out, at first just in hisown pain,
desperate againgt the beginning of afina fate more terrible than any mere sac-rifice by deeth.

This was where we left off, shethought. Thisiswhere it started: and now I finishiit. Or it finishes
me.

The shouting got louder, tarted to turn into screaming. It wasn't just the Elf-King's pain, now, not just his
fear or an-guish, but that of al the others native to thisworld, shaped by it and by the needs they'd
learned from it. Desperate, their universe was crying out to them in their own bodies and souls, warning
them of the gift about to be withdrawn from them by the stranger, the attacking enemy. Once more they
were being violated from outside their world, once more the things that made them uniquely themsdlves
were about to be stolen from them by the ephemerals. Look at them! the song warned. They are
deedless and cripple, their life isthe length of a dream; how little and valueless a thing is that life,
laid by yours—ineffectual, small—

No! Leecriedinwardly, whilein her the Sight fought with the writhing painful appearance that now began
to flow over everything like early morning fog, twisting what it touched—twisting the man who fell to his
knees not far from her, hiding hisface, hishead in hisarms, unable to bear what he was beginning to see;
twisting Gelert, so that he howled in pain and betrayal and crouched down among the cloudy dark
shapes of the great rosebushes, in which the fire of the roses now began to be smothered in that twisting
darknesslike flamein the heart of smoke. It was reaching out to her now, that darkness, smothering,
furious, intent on killing her vison. But, Sorry, Lee said ingde her; | answer to a higher authority. You
may be a universe, but that's all you are; and the Worlds were made for us, not we for them!

The darkness flowed al around her, but Lee turned her mind from it, refusing again to be distracted.
There was other business. Somewhere here, not far away, aman on his knees had dropped to hands and
knees, moaning in pain and fury, hands clenched full of dirt. Which one was the master now, him or his
world, wasin doubt, and in the balance. But the Balance is Hers, Lee thought. And mine—She groped
toward the Elf-King through the smoky uncertainty, remind-ing herself that this one was no different inits
way than the uncertainties she dealt with every day at acrime scene, theirrationdities of the physica
universe trying to blur the path to the truth, but always destined to fail if the practitioner remembered
What she worked for, and kept her intention.

Lee's surroundings, in contact with the heart of that crouching figure, were intent on her, too. The smoke
began to give way to flame, dow now, but scorching. Soon the true brushfire would get loose, theillusion
agang which even Lee would have no defense for long. No use playing the ex-tinguisher at the top of
the flame, she thought; go low, go to the source, or nowhere. But she was going to haveto do her
work differently here. Thisworld was not quite the largely insensate kind of universe the other worlds had
become, malleablein the physica sense but passivein the mora one; certainly not as horribly passive as
the newfound world had become. Poor Terra! Lee thought, though this was a new mode of thought for
her, to be sorry for awhole world asif it was adrug addict or a kitten someone had tried to drown,
damaged from the start and doomed to a sorry fate unless someonewaskind toit. If thisisa trend, we
have to stop it. Who'd want to live in a world like that?

A long red line of ember ran dong the hillcrest above her. Which is going to prove morereal, now?
she thought, watching it run down toward her from the crest of the hill, unnatura but dive, full of



fury—hisfury. Or what's been buried in himfor a long time, knowing this moment would come.
Hell of one kind or another: but I've been through that already, this past week!

Thefire came plunging down the hillsde like arockfal. Lee watched it come, and Saw it to be unred, the
world'sfear speaking through the Elf-King's power. Lee stood her ground, and her Sight into Laurin told
her what to do. She looked up into the fire and it splashed away to either side of her, asthe rocks had
fdlen away from the Elf-King when Dierrich tried to call the mountain down on top of him. Here, through
him, she had access to the same power he had been using, the same certainty of mastery—and even
more, because the roses were here, the fire of hisirrationa and un-conditiona love for them burning
fierceinthem. A lot of power here, Leethought, as she started to fed the earth rum-ble under her feet.
Huge amounts. But still not quite enough—

The world was becoming redlly frightened. A sharp clat-tering heraded the rocks starting to fall down the
hill, theworld using the ol dest weapon the Ellay basin afforded it. No time for that now, Lee thought,
and laid hersdlf fully open, not to Alfheim, but to something deeper, something stronger. Justice here
present, she thought, be in me now, see the truth | See, and make Truth manifest!

Swift and terrible, here at the center of things, more pow-erful than in the outer universes, without
hesitation, unmiti-gated, She came... not merely personified, and not done. Lee held hersdlf upright inthe
blast of light and imagery that followed—air that cut like swords, and was shadowed by something more
central than mere Justice, mere Degth; atransformed form of both, Entropy absorbed into Godhead,
redeemed and invincible. That conjunct Power looked at the EIf-King through Lee ... and hesitated.

In this moment, symbol was everything Lee reached out for one of the roses, plucked it from the bush,
and clenched her fist on it until the white of its light was stained red with her blood.

Give himthe gift he seeks!
And the Power descended on him, and did her bidding.

She saw, inthat fird instant, what he saw: saw it too in-timately, because of her Sight ... but she stayed
with the vi-sion, Saw it completely, asif from agod's point of view: so that she had to cry, with her own
world's Macllwain, in an-guished acceptance, "1 am become the Lady, the Cresator of worlds...!"

And then she could only crouch down and wonder in ter-ror, what have | turned loose! —as a darkness
reared up above her, wavering, perhaps aman, perhaps not; and she thought of that commcall long ago,
that moment echoing thisonein essenceif not in redity. And what about the roses? the voice had asked
her, holding itself even because of its own fear, aflicker-vison of thismoment, of terror a becoming the
shadow that would someday drown every-thing in the final blackness and cold—

But the fire of the roses was still around them, and would not be drowned. Or rather, the darkness knew
and loved them too well to dlow it. All around them the immensities yawned, arushing torrent of form
dissolved in formlessness, astorm of potentia with that towering shape at its heart—struggling with the
torrent, thrusting againgt it, the sword's edge of power cleaving through. There was still something of
human form about the one who wielded the sword of will, though how long he could keep that, Lee had
no idea. Eleven worlds worth of force battered at the shape and the will that reached out, reached
inward to grapple with the heart of the heart of the worlds. Alfheim's core shrieked like aworld dying as
he gripped it, thrashed and tried to tear it-sdf to shredsin rgection of the traitor EIf who had willingly
made Death part of him. But in his own way, he was Alfheim's core, sensate as the world was not. It had
aways been subject to him; now, scream though it might, blacken its sun and kill its stars though it might,
hewasitsruler ill. Lee could fed that terrible resolve gaining ground, unre-lenting, unremitting, as he
reached in and in to the power that even before he had possessed only in shadow, etiolated and



incomplete. Now he was complete; everything esewould follow.

... if he could only hang on! For the world kept fight-ing. Lee, staring into the chaos tumbling around
them, could See—or hear, she hardly knew which—the desperate, wretched scream of Alfheim itsdlf as
it found voice. | kept you immortal, | kept you beautiful, it would have lasted for-ever, why are you
throwing it away?! She covered her eyes, weeping for the world's pain; but that still couldn't stop the
Sght.

Because it was never meant to stay that way, hisanswver came, as he kept reaching into the heart of
the violent mael-strom, fedling for the very center, which was hisvery center aswell. Because this
should have happened a long time ago, if something hadn't gone wrong, if the pain of the rotation
hadn't made the world feel it was destroying itself. Because if it doesn't happen now, everything
beginsto die a death be-yond anything mere entropy would have had in store. Be-cause—

—and he found and grasped thefina core, the heart of the sheaf of worlds.

Leefdt himfind it. Even through the paroxysm of de-spair and rage and terror that Alfhem was suffering,
nothing could have kept her from feding it. Ashishand closed around the inmost heart of hisworld, Lee
fdt it dose around hers, and aong with Alfheim, and al the other worlds, and dl the other livesin dl the
worlds, she bent double and clutched herself and screamed Nol

But yes, he said. At last, yes!
And then he tore the core of the sheaf apart.

At least that was what it felt like. The pain was unbear-able, so awful that the Worlds stopped screaming,
and as-lence of utter torment fell such as had not been heard for aeons. But Leg, transfixed by the
agony equaly with adl therest of cregtion, at least had someinkling of what was hap-pening; and the pain
didn't blind her. Indeed, she wondered if anything would ever be able to blind her after what she Saw
now, what she could not in any way have prevented herself from Seeing.

It seemed to him asif he was working with his hands, and therefore Lee Saw it so—though what forces
he was gpply-ing to the blazing core of light he held, she couldn'timag-ine. All deven universes energy,
al eleven universes matter, al gragped in one mind and concentrated in one place, was a concept
incomprehensible enough to her. She understood even lesswhy, as he concentrated hiswill upon it, the
sheaf should |lose that appearance of abillion billion suns crushed together, and suddenly become
trangparent, hardly there, abubble iridescent not with light but with probability.

Until the bubble burst, burst outward, and became not one, but eeven, commingling, interpenetrating, all
their sur-faces swirling with urgent brilliance...

... and in avast and deafening tumult that would have been acry equaly of terror and deliverance, each
of those eleven became eeven more, and their surfaces swirled in turn, power ready to be unleashed—

Yes, hesaid. Be.
Inaslent roar of light, they burst into darkness, and Lee, and everything € se, went with them.

But gtill shewas not blind: still she Saw. She saw the new outrush of starsin the worlds just made, matter
and energy in their old embrace of fire. But much more of her attention was for the old worlds, the ones
that had been created by the firdt rotation of the sheaf's core. Theoretically shewas still on aplanet insde
one of them. Yes, well, theoretically... Leethought; for though she could see ahundred other uni-verses
events beginning to unfold, she had no idea where she was, or whether she ill even had abody to be



anywherein. Starsin plenty she could see around her, but she couldn't see anything of herself.
"Y ou're not looking," he said.

His voice seemed to come from very near, and it waslo-calized again, rather than feeling like gravity or
some other universa force that spoke from insde your bones, or your heart. Leelooked around for him,
and dowly redlized that it was possible to ook around; that she had knees, and was kneeling on them ...
which was agood thing, sinceif sheld been standing, she would certainly have fallen down by now. Lee
blinked, and once more saw the darkness behind her eyes, which she'd thought she would never see
again. And the stars dimmed through the thickening smoke of re-established being, and were not sars,
but just roses, burning in the twilight...

"Just roses," she said, and then had to laugh rather weskly. " 'Just’ ... Gel?"
Not far avay she heard the rustling as he staggered to hisfeet. "I'm here)" he said. "Wherever 'here' is.”

"| rotated the core," the EIf-King said. "Or actually, | took away what was stopping it from rotating. It
finished doing what it wanted to do, aeons and aeons ago..."

Gdert got to hisfeet, shook himsdf, prepared to wince. ... then didn't. "Huh," he said. "My earsare
bet-ter—"

Someone pushed open the patio door from the living space of the house, came out onto the deck and
stared up the hillsde a the three of them.

The EIf-King smiled dightly. "Come up,” hesaid.

That first Alfen came up, followed by about ten others, angly; Alfen in EXAff livery, othersin street
clothes. All of them were carrying wespons. All of them came partway up the hill, then stopped, looking
in confusion a Laurin. Leelooked at them in some dight confusion herself, for they didn't look quite right
somehow. They were al good-looking enough people to be sure, but—

"Lord..." said the onewho had led them out. "Rai'Lau-rin..."
"Wdl," Laurin said, "what isit?"

There was one of thoselong silences, and the Alfen al looked at each other, holding their guns asif they
were sticks, awkward, suddenly usdless. "Lord," said another, "we cameto kill you."

"So | gathered,” the Elf-King said. "Or to destroy this." He glanced around him at the glory of the roses,
and from their light the Alfen actudly flinched alittle, asif they thought it might do them harm. "Well, what
will you do now? Do you know what happened?’

"Rai'Laurin," another one said, "you changed the world. Theworlds..." Some of them fell to their knees,
looking at him with foreboding and terror.

Laurin shook hishead. "Theworld changed itsdlf," he said, "asit'swanted to do for along time. Nothing
stopped it, dl thiswhile, but us. If | changed anything, it was my own heart. Now if you don't till want to
kill me, maybe you'd liketo get up, and go home, and see how matters go in Aien Mhariseth; help may
be needed there. I'll follow shortly."

Obedient, they got up, those who had been knedling, and they all turned to go. "And well need another
mrinLauvrin,” the ElIf-King said. "Tdl the Survivor Lords well con-vene to choose onewhen | return.”



The Alfen left some minutes after they passed the gates, asilent cordon of smallcraft legpt up into the
evening sky and headed upward and eastward.

Lee stood there, trying to recover herself, and looking out across the valey, toward the mountains and
the sea. "It's till beautiful," Lee said, looking out across the mountains. "But beautiful differently..." That
painful squeeze of the heart was gone now; the mind and heart could rest comfort-ably in this landscape,
ingtead of flinching from them and returning, again and again, in obsessive desireto let that beauty
somehow rub off, snk in.

"That was because the core never rotated completely the first time, when we were the only world,” the
Elf-King said. "Wewerein the way. We were suck, al of usressting the change; so it gave uswhat we
wanted, and kept us the way we were, refusing what was supposed to come next..."

" Supposed? Who supposes?’

He shrugged. "1 just read the handwriting on the walls of the Worlds," he said. "1 don't pretend to be able
to andyzeit. But what happened iswhat's been trying to happen for along time; the same kind of thing
that Midgarth kept doing again and again, in asmal way, being born and dying and being reborn,
cyclicaly. | dont think it's going to do that anymore, though. Now that the whole sheaf hasfinaly
ro-tated properly, Midgarth can settle down. No more Fimbulwinters. When that world's people come
home from thislast migration, they may find the Gods chessmen in the grassagain, onelast time: but this
time the Gods will be able to st down and finish the game, and start anew one without the whole world
having to start over from scratch.” He smiled.

Before, Lee would have had trouble looking at that smile without having to hide her eyes, asif indeed a
God were smiling it, blinding. He was still handsome, but he no longer wore that terrible beauty asif it
was armor, or awegpon. "Y ou've changed,” shesaid.

"I'mmortd,” hesaid. "l couldn't have done that by my-sdlf: and you wereright ... it took living, not dying.
That wasyour gift..."

Sowly he came toward her. Before, the dow approach would havefilled Lee with unease. Now, she felt
asmall smile of her own stirring. "Y ou've shifted the whole nature of your people,” shesaid. "A whole
gpeciesreborn...”

"Not just ours," he said. "But when | first heard the word ‘genocide,’ | knew it had to have an opposite. |
couldn't imagine what that would be. It took you to teach methat." He stood before her, now, and took
her hand.

"Youtook abigrisk,” Leesad, "that I'd have the dight-est ideawhat to do..."

"Y ou took abigger one," Laurin said. "But the mythstold meto trust you. Theré's dwaysamorta
woman—aways one who willingly chooses the impossible, the unthinkable, and becomes the bride of
infinity and the mother of uni-verses. It wasjust amatter of finding the one who would say 'yes," and not
regret the choice..."

Lee wanted to glance away, embarrassed; but he wouldn't let her. "A lot of your people may be angry
withyou..." shesaid at last.

"Maybe not as angry asthey would have been before. For everything is different, now. They'll till live
long, long lives. maybe even longer than before the shift, who knows? The lives of other humans, too, will
be far longer now ... for the gift that we were keeping to oursalvesis going to be alot more widdy
distributed now. So will oth-ers," he said, and smiled a harder-edged smile. "The trans-mission speed of



fary goldisnow identica in dl theworlds. ExXTd anditsilk can usether amiesfor something dse.... if
indeed their executives aren't distracted more or less completely from their business plansby what's
hap-pened to them.”

"l want to go there..." Lee said.
"Y ou'rethere now,” said the EIf-King.

She and Gdlert turned ... and found that he was right. The gating which had been a strenuous business
was now the matter of amoment. With Gelert, Lee looked westward. Lake Va San Fernando and to
the southeast wasthere again. Y et—

"Areyou sure?' Lee said. Thevistabelow her looked like Ellay. All the Streets seemed to bein the same
places. But there was something—L ee would have said, "something wrong about it"; except that,
emphatically, that wasn't it. There was something right about it. Y et theair did not look any cleaner. The
seadidn't look any bluer. Traffic on the San Diego Freeway looked as backed up as ever ... or perhaps
that wasjust astonished drivers, stopped in their tracks by what had just happened to their world, and
now standing around in the road, staring at each other, and their city, try-ing to figure out what had

happened.

The EIf-King smiled. "It'smade new," he said. " Though people are going to have trouble describing
what's happened for awhile. What are they going to say?" And he laughed; the first time Lee had ever
heard him laugh for sheer amusement, no irony or fear about it. "That one afternoon, every-thing was
going dong as usud, and the next moment, the world had become Paradise?' Now his grin became
ironic, and tinged with some sadness. "I don't think it's going to be quite that good.”

"No," Leesaid.

"But asfor youand me," Laurin said, "al the possibili-ties shift aswell ... if we canlet go of our own

pain.
Leeturned to him, surprised. How could you tell—

Because the vision you had, you passed to me, he said. How else could | have seen what to do with
the worlds, ex-cept with the gift of Seeing truth, and implementing it?

But it's not what it was, she said. Everything you've done—
We've done, he said.

She had to accept it. It'sall a wonder. A wonder beyond wonders. The world has started over. All
the worlds are new. And there are a hundred more to explore...

And every one of themis the core of its own sheaf, Lau-rin said. The possibilitieswill only keep on
unfolding. Every world that's born now has the chance to make itself over, to make itself more
perfect, as soon asit's ready...

"And s0 can you," the Elf-King said.

Shelooked at him without comprehension. "Inthe myth,” Laurin said, "the Elf-King stedl s the princess
from her lover, and brings her to rule over his people beside him. Though perhapsthat's an archetype that
needs to be re-worked somewhat."

"Inthe myth," Lee said, "she stops her people and the Elf-King's from fighting by agreeing torule his



realm beside him. 'And there she lives under the mountain yet, and is young forever, and can never die..."
Shelooked at him gently, and with some regret. "I think the archetype is work-ing matters out for itself in
adifferent direction, something alittlelesssmpligtic ... for my people, and for yours, and for ustoo.
Because ... | couldn't—" She stopped, frustrated. "I can't explainin words," Lee said at last. "L ook—"

Lee had to stop and think for amoment how to do it. Thiswas no longer Alfheim, or Alfheim asit had
been. But the space was till nearly as malleable, and so Lee bent her will againgt it and showed it the
way shewanted it to part. "Just a step thisway," she said, and took his hand.

Hetook that step as she did, so that together they sud-denly stood amid the short, harsh,
summer-parched grasses that grew at the edge of her favorite vantage point, the top-most ridge of
Topanga Canyon, where the old road down bent westward just so. Thereit al lay, the late-afternoon
vista she had driven up here ahundred times to see—every-thing rose-golden with haze or smog; the
glitter of distant glassand stedl al softened in the saffron light, movement on streets and around buildings
becoming remote and sweetly obscure; freeways streaming and shining, winding dowly down warm
hillsides and pouring themsalvesin and out of the long stripes of shadow cast by downtown's brave
tow-ers. The soft, crumpled hills drowsily embraced the city, leaning back against asky blue only in the
eadt; and off westward, the molten sea and haze-thickened sky reflected one another, blazing
cinnamon-gold in the afternoon, while the honey sun poured down on Our Lady of the Harbor, where the
statue of Her stood huge on that precipice above Mdibu, gazing down in silence on Her city—

The man beside her stood silent. Leelooked down at it al, and breathed out in longing and irrationdl
pain, looking down into the light.

"That," shesad. "How could | ever leavethat?| loveit too much, and the peopleinit. It'swhere | do my
work; it's why | do my work. Without the threst to that, to the people | servethere, I'd never have done
for theworldswhat | did. That droveme... and | couldn't leave it now. It1l need me more than ever.”

"l understand you," Laurin said. "I loved this, too." He looked over his shoulder through the still-patent
gate a the garden, il lingering in the shadows behind them. "It was unique, endangered, as| was
endangered ... and | loved the roses even more because of that. But now they're safe. Now the garden
can bloom again in Aien Mhariseth, without fear; now the curseislifted, and twilight becomesjust one
more time when the roses burn. Maybe the sweetness of the dan-ger isgone. That may take meawhile
to get used to ... and yes, that's sad. It's more of apricethan | ever thought I'd have to pay.” He
breathed out. "But it'sworth it!"

After amoment, Lee nodded. "Y es, of courseitis.”

His smile was sorrowful, but edged with humor. "But you knew that aready ... better than | did,
probably. And if we can't ¢and alittle sadness, alittle suffering, then we're not worth much as gods.”

Lee glanced over into the lengthening afternoon, where God stood al golden in thelight, Her amsraised
in agton-ishment and joy at what She had made. " She's not the jed-oustype,” she said, "but I'd ill be
careful how | talked..."

The EIf-King laughed. " Shewon't mind if you hold Her place until She gets used to the new shape of
things," he said. "And Justice will still have plenty of work that needsto be done ... for there's going to be
more than the usual amount of confusionin al theworldsfor agood while."

"Aslong aswe're not out of ajob,” Gelert said.

"Oh, no," Laurin said. "Why should aworld reborn nec-essarily imply perfection? Weredl infor
interesting times." He rubbed hisface in a gesture that was the same as that of the man on hiskneesin the



garden, but not quite as hopeless.
"'We'..."

"I can't gpeak for others," Laurin said, "but you and | will have more work to do together. Were
ganding in loco parentis, and it ssemslikely enough that ther€ll be 'teething pains among these worlds,
spots where things have gone wrong and welll have to intervene. Physicality has changed. For al | know,
some of the laws of science, some physicd laws, have changed, too. We may have to go off and do
some tinkering with that, here and there.”

"I'm hardly an expert—"

"Lee, we officiated at this transformation together; it's not work | can do done. Meantime, al we can do
isgoonliving life a one second per second, and see how things un-fold, in the new worlds and the old
ones."

"New worldsto explore..." Lee said.

"Yes" Laurin said. "Not just planets. Humanity will be busy; dl the humanitieswill, from here to Xaihon,
and be-yond. And asfor therest of it..."

"WEell see how it worksout,” she said. "There are going to be alot of thingsto sort out. God knows what
the LAPD isgoing to make of this..."

"Y ou mean your murder case?"

Leelaughed out loud. "I mean acity that doesn't entirely resemble the way it looked last night! They're
going to need some explanations; so will the city government..."

"So will the UN&ME, | would imagine," said the Elf-King. "And the committee, when it reports, will find
it has answersto al the wrong questions. Or most of them...”

"Not al my questions are answered, either,” Lee said. "Omren dil'Sorden is till dead.”

"Yes" Laurin said. "But look what his death gave birth to; and look how many won't die, now, because
hedid..."

There was no arguing with that.

"Wedl need to get back to work now," Laurin said. "It's going to take awhile for usto get used to the
new order of things, and to help others get used to it. For mysdlf, I've been donefor along time. Many
centuries, lone with the truth, and the burden, and the fear. Now, at last, the burden and the fear are
gone... and I'm alone no longer.”

Leelooked at him slently for some moments. "Neither am |," shesaid at lagt.

He smiled at her, understanding completely; understand-ing, L ee thought, as probably no one esein the
universes could. "And for thefirgt time," said the ElIf-King, "I have a partner.”

Helooked over at Gedlert. "Assuming you can spare her occasiondly, madra.”
Geert merdly grinned at him, and then at Lee. "Y ou think well need more office space?' he said.

"WEelIl handle those problems as we cometo them,” Lee said. "But right now our universes are going to
need sepa-rate attention.”



The EIf-King nodded. "I'll call if | need your help,” he said. "I have your number.”
Lee gave him awry look, then leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.
"Later," shesad.

She went home viaLAX: not because she had to, for she could for thislittle while go anywhere, but to
confirm a suspicion she had. She and Gelert walked under that great dome, and saw more than afew
Alfen coming and going about their business, graceful and fair. "Look," shesaid.

"Thereis aresemblance,” Gelert said, "isn't there..." For he saw it as she did: the look which had been on
the EIf-King'sface, and on those of many othersof hisfolk, though well mixed with confusion, and
sometimes with fear. Lee knew the fear would pass. And in the meantime, perhaps for the first time, she
enjoyed the sight of them—of creatures no longer immortd in the way they had been, aoof,
un-touchable, and unconcerned. There was something different about them now.

"Ashegoes, s0 go hispeople" Lee said. And then she smiled, for that wasthekey to it. They look like
people now. They were dill an astonishingly beautiful species, but now that beauty didn't repd. They
looked like life and death mattered to them, and as aresult, the casua observer would no longer have an
irrational desireto kill them.

It was probably going to take everyone involved alittle while to get used to that. Humans were not going
to be quite perfect elther, not for agood while yet if ever, and humans could be as stubborn about
distrusting sudden change as Elves.

And the humans... Leelooked at her hands; the palms, the backs. There did seem to be fewer wrinkles
there ... though now she had to think, Are there really less of them ... or do they just matter less? But
the inhabitants of al the other worlds had now gained a share of the innate beauty that Alfheim woreasa
result of being the core world of the sheaf. We're all cores now, he had said. Oh, ther€lll be trouble
too: who knows what kind? But life is now more worth living, if more unpredictable, than ever ...

"I know that look," Gelert said. "Take your time. I'll catch acab to the office.”
He nosed her in the neck, once, wetly, then trotted off to-ward the doors.

L ee spent perhaps another haf hour there, watching the people come and go, sarting to learn the change
in them. Then she went out to find where Gelert had parked the hov, paid the parking fee a the gate, and
drove back toward the office, dowly, looking at the changesin the streets and the buildings and the faces
of the people as she went, until fi-nally the menta cataloging smply got too tiring. It would be not just
years, but lifetimes, before people learned the full meaning of what had happened to their lives, their
worlds. Everything was new, and would befor along, long time. Not quite the definition of Heaven,
Lee thought. But close enough.

Not far from the office, she stopped the hov, parked it, and got out to look north and east. Sunset was
easing aong, golden. The peppertrees planted along in front of the sub-urban frame housing here hung
their trailing green cool and shady over the sdewalk asif nothing had happened at dl. Leelifted her gaze
toward the hills, where they stood siI-houetted againgt the degpening creamy blue of an Ellay city sky.
There, without having to See, she saw the burning, al carmine, crimson and blood-color, glowing on the
hills—the burning of the roses, like alight from within, no longer hidden but now in plain sight for any
morta; the token of immortality visting itsdf on theworld, just alittle alien, but so young and glad and
splendid that no onewould be afraid of it for long.



The curseis broken, Leethought, and the time for being afraid of each other is over at last. Now,
finally, we get to work and find out what life in the Worlds is about...

She waked to the office, in sllence, musing. The silence was ashort-lived thing. When Lee got in and
pushed the glass door open, Mass looked over the desk at her, and said, "Eight million commcalls, boss!
Y ou're not gonnaleave herefor days.”

"Order meapizza," Lee said, and headed past him into her office. "Order methree. And no anchovies!"

Before she even looked, she could tdll that the wall be-tween her office and Gelert's was down, by the
blast of sound that hit her. It was Wagner again, the end of Gotterdammerung—theworld of the old
Gods, crashing in fireand orchestra ruin about their heads. Gelert was sitting in the middle of his office
floor, talking hard to someone on the comm; he flashed Lee agrin as she camein, and then turned his
attention back to business. Giving interviews already, L ee thought, with some amusement. And he's
probably al-ready in the process of dickering with someone about the price of an option on the
true story of the End of the World.

Sheturned to her desk, sat down ... and then could do nothing for afew moments but gaze at it with the
begin-nings of tearsin her eyes. On the goldstone of the desk, in apool of light of itsown making, lay a
single white rose; and the rose burned. Even from a meter away, the cool fra-grance of it reached
Lee—and latent in the light of it, even to someone without the Sight, were amillion second chances, and
al posshility.

Behind her, in the music, the Rhine rose and washed the old world away. Leelooked at therosefor a
long, long mo-ment. Then, "Mass?' she said.

"They'll be herein ten minutes, boss."
"Not that. Get Matt on the comm for me, will you?"
"Surething.”

L eereached out to the white rose, picked it up. Its coal light welled through the flesh of her hands, so
that they glowed; and itsthorns, when she tried one against her thumb, were blunt.

When Leelooked up again, Mait was looking at her from the commwall. His expression was haggard,
guilty, even alittle frightened. "Lee—" he said, and faltered into silence.

"Weneed to tak," she said.
"About the case—" Métt said.

Leetook thelongest breath of alifetime, and let it out again. "No. Not about the case," she said. "Got
timefor dinner? 1 know aplace where they do great fondue..."
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