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Praise for LORD DEMON

"Filled with offbeat humor and sparkling images,
Zelazny's last novel—completed by hisfriend
and biographer Jane Lindskold—provides a

last glimpse into the font of creativity and

brash imagination that made Zelazny

one of sf's memorable writers.”

Library Journal

"Lindskold effectively captures the voices of
Zelazny's wise-cracking characters and
continues the expert blending of magical and
mundane that makes hiswork so enjoyable.
Thisnovel isfine Zelazny, and afine tribute."
Publishers Weekly

"Light-footed, twinkling, and fun."
Kirkus

"A thoroughly absorbing tale, full of delicately
nuanced language and a credit to both authors."
Booklist

For Jim, with much love.
And for Paul Dellinger— thanksfor all theletters.

ONE

It was orange. It was green. It was one of my best. | had decided against a pot or a vase and had created a bottle for tf
time in ages. The crafting had taken me the better part of one hundred and twenty years, on and off. Depending on their
intended use, bottles have taken me far longer and also far shorter periods of time than other items.

| explored the interior of this one to my satisfaction, manifested myself outside of it, and clenched my left fist until the rit
wore upon that hand began to glow. When it had reached a sufficient level, | pressed it against the bottom of the bottle, m:
it with the sign of Kai Wren, master bottlemaker, my sign.

| stepped back and regarded it there on the tabletop, allowing myself afaint smile. Then | seated myself cross-legged ug



heap of cushions and relaxed into the moment.

Ka Wren bottles are of course priceless—going back over fourteen centuries. | don't know how many of them |'ve ma
over al that time. Virtualy indestructible, they will keep any wine decanted into them fresh for a span greater than two no
human lifetimes. They will do the same with cut flowers. And even if nothing is placed within them, they are said to bring 1
owners considerable good luck—by way of wealth, good health, happiness, long life. And this, too, istrue. | place a certair
measure of my particular chi within their structure, and my will is made manifest within my work.

A few knowledgeable private collectors have gone to inordinate lengths to obtain Kai Wren specimens for their collectic
Sorcerers have sought for them and conjured with them, for they do lend themselves to magical usage. A few Oriental art
expertsin museums and galleries know of them—and there are full-time scouts who make a living searching out my piece
their wealthy employers.

Oliver O'K eefe entered the room with a catlike silence, realizing that | had finally completed this one and that possibly—
ways incomprehensible to him—I was happy. | have made a study of emotions and | think it may be that | was.

After placing the bottle on the table once more, | rose. O'Keefe grinned at me. He was a short man, solid though not stc
with fair skin that bore a host of freckles, and close-cropped, sandy hair.

We made quite a contrast, he and |, no matter what shape | took.

" 'Tisapretty one, boss," he said. "Even better than that green one you did back in the 1700s, | think, and that's always b
my favorite."

"Why, thank you, Ollie. I've a special fondness for this one myself."

"'Tisa Saturday night, and Tony's on duty at Pizza Heaven. Feel like a celebration?’

| smiled. "What shall we get on it?"

"Wdll, you always like your pepperoni,” he said.

"That's true. And perhaps a few mushrooms—be they very fresh."

"I would check on this, of course."

"Of course. Sausage? If it smells fresh?"

"Excellent idea."

"Y ou suggest something.”

"Some dliced bell pepper?’

"Very good. Might aswell pick up afew bottles of Mexican beer."

"Certainly."

"There's ill plenty of money in the barrel ?*

"Oh, yes."

| smiled again. It was virtually the same order time after time. But we enjoyed our littleritual in arriving at it.

| watched him zip into his jacket and go. The man served me. He'd been with me for over three hundred years, what wi
four first-class spells that kept him in good repair. But he was unlike any servant I'd employed before.

I'd met him in apub in Dublin, where he'd gone to sell hisfiddle. In my ignorance, | asked him what afiddle was, to whi:
proceeded to play hisfor me. Instead of buying it, | offered him ajob, and we'd been together ever since.

| am not overfond of going out into the world of humans, and Ollie was an excellent go-between for me on such excursi
He was glib, personable, and he always seemed to know hisway around. Thisis no small talent, given how quickly the wo
humans has changed these recent centuries.

| left my glassblowing lab and strolled, admiring my wall hangings, my collection of rugs, | could have gone on forever. N\
personal bottle—which this was—is an entire world unto itself, itsinterior noncontinuous with human time and space. Any
those bottles of which | had spoken contained their worlds. Y ou could fill them with water and put flowers in without distu
one. Or, if you could figure out how to enter, you could make your way inside without getting your feet wet.

Mine has its own strange flora and fauna, including a troupe of insubstantial milkweed fairies who dwell in a curtained-o
section where alight, misty rainstorm has been going on for about thirteen centuries now. There are ogres, too, and dragor
other creatures even stranger.

The temperature within my bottle is gently clement, though | allow snow in the mountains. | maintain avast forest, comy
with hidden grottos, ruins, and mossy granite boulders on which strange shadows dance despite the arguments of light. Th
an ocean aswell, for when | feel like swimming or sailing.

Degspite the bottle's enclosed environment, we will not suffocate within it. Once, long ago, my bottle dwelled for some
centuries at the bottom of the East China Sea following a shipwreck. Not a trace of the waters without disturbed our comt
although we did have a bit of trouble receiving guests.

Our bottle-owners have these treasures at their fingertips all their lives, though most of them know it not. Even in ignora
ownership of aKa Wren bottle always benefits one. Those who know its secrets may lengthen their lives for centuries by
taking a big vacation within—thisis what has become of alot of the old sages, many of whom | still visit.

Giving way to asmall desireto celebrate, | found my way—"outward" | guess you'd call it—through asmall, perpetually



and twilit region of mountains calculated to resemble a Taoist painting. For me, thisis akind of Fagerie, where aman could
himself and beautifully sleep the sleep of aRip Van Winkle, where alady could become a Sleeping Beauty in arose-tangl
castle and cave grown into a jade mountainside.

| heard a hearty howl from my left and another from my right. | walked on. Always good to let the boss know you're on
job.

After atime, an orange fu dog the size of a Shetland pony appeared to the left, a green oneto the right. They seated
themselves close to me, their great, fluffy tails curved over their backs.

"Hello," | said softly. "How'sthe frontier?'

"Nothing unnatural," growled Shiriki, the green one.

"We passed the O'K eefe recently on hisway out, but that isall.”

Chamballa merely studied me with those great round eyes set in aflat face above a wide mouth. | have said that she we
orange in color, but her coat was no garish citrus hue. It was closer to the ruddy glow of acoal that has not yet become fri
with ash.

| nodded.

"Good."

I had found them some nine and three-quarter centuries ago, half-starved, dying of thirst—for even some more and less
natural creatures have their needs. Their forgotten temple had fallen apart, and they were a pair of unemployed temple do
nobody wanted, roaming the Gobi. | gave them water and food and permitted them to come back to my bottle with me, thc
was a creature such as they had been cautioned about. | had always avoided contact with temple dogs if | possibly could.
and my like, they'd been trained to rend into tiny pieces, to be carried off to a variety of uncomfortable places, with a mes:
dog-magic for company and security.

So we never talked employment. | just told them that if they cared to live in the abandoned dragon's cave in my Twilight
Lands, there was fresh water nearby, and | would see that there was food. And | would like if they would keep an eye on
for me. And if there was anybody nearby that they needed simply to howl.

After afew centuries details were forgotten and only the fact of their residency remains. They call me Lord Kai and | ¢
them Shiriki and Chamballa.

I walked on. Where I'd no need whatsoever to go outside what with O'K eefe tending to everything, there was that smal
desireto celebrate, to walk and to breathe the night air.

Coming to the edge of the worlds, | considered my appearance. Within my bottle | wore my natural shape: humanlikein
possessed two arms, two legs, a recognizable torso and head, the usual number of eyes and suchlike. However, | stood eig
feet tall on my taloned feet (these possessed of five toes) and my skin was a deep blue with atrace of purple. Around my
were angular segments of black. Some have supposed these are cosmetic (indeed, at one point a thousand years ago ther
afashion for such), but they are natural. They make my pupil-less dark eyes seem to glow and give my countenance a
forbidding cast, even when | might not wish it.

Y es, this would not do for the world of humans. Quickly, | dipped into the human guise | use for my infrequent journeys
without: a Chinese male of mature years, glossy black hair untouched by gray, average tall, but with an aura of command.
shaped my clothesinto the dull fashions of the American city in which we now dwelled, sighing inwardly for the elegant rc
bygone China.

These preparations a matter of desire, | manifested outside the bottle with barely a pause in my stride. As | had wished,
in a garage belonging to the son of the late lady who'd formerly kept the bottle on a parlor table. Either location was an ea
for our comings and goings. The son has not yet decided whether to give the bottle to his wife or to keep it on the table, w
he enjoyslooking at it. | had no opinion at the moment, and so stayed out of the matter.

Letting myself out of the garage's side door, | strolled off in the direction—several blocks away—of Tony's Pizza Heavt

It was a starry but moonless night, crisp and breezy. | knew that something was wrong when, as | passed one of the tov
small parks, | scented blood and pizza on the air. And demon.

| faded. | moved with absolute silence. All of the ways | have learned to inflict death and pain over the years rose up an
came with me. At that moment, | was one of the most dangerous things on the planet.

... And | saw the tree and them.

They had hung him from it, upside down, from alower branch and punctured him in many places, whence they drank. W
their nasty little teeth, they tore off pieces on which they dined.

| drew nearer. There were six altogether around poor O'Keefe's dead and dangling carcass. They were two feet tall,
yellow-eyed, portly, and solid. Their complexions ran from green through gray to yellowish. Their claws were short and st
discarded pizza box lay on the grass nearby.

"How do you like your human?" one asked, talking around some sl obbersome gobbet.

"Better than pizza," replied another.

"Hey, try adlice with some pepperoni before you knock it," said athird.

| raised my hands, appearing within the circle of fire which now rose about us. From their waists down, all six of themv



turned to stone. They squeaked like guinea pigs and, one by one, their gazes were drawn to my blazing countenance.

"Uh-oh. It's one of the big guys,” said the nearest.

"Hey, boss," ventured another. "We can't pay the proper obsequies with our legs al stiff like this. Good joke, though. Ha
Turn back now?"

| reached out and picked up the one who had just spoken, his voice going silent as the rest of him stiffened. Then | sque
enlarging my hands until | held but fistfuls of gravel. These | tossed into the air, watching them burst into flame and fall as
small firestorm, the ashes burning away in a small wind that rose as they neared the earth. | gave the creature no possibili
any sort of regeneration.

"Hey, we sorry," cried one.

"Y eah. What we do?" said another.

| reached out and pulverized the second one, making the world aricher place by its absence. The others squealed again.

"Silence! | want stupid demon talk | ask for talk!" | ordered. "Y ou be shit-brained spoilers of everything you touch. Not
nothing most of the time."

"Right, we not important at all," agreed another. "Little shits, like you say. Y ou one of the big bosses. We no mean get in
way. Let us go. We be your slaves forever and ever. You say 'shit,' we eat shit, you laugh— just like that. Want us hit ene
rub feet, bring wine— whatever you want."

| blackened him to ash, and the others cowered.

The fourth finally turned his head toward O'K eefe.

"The man," he said at last. "Y ou do this because we kill the man—no?"

"Atlast,” | said, "someone asks why."

"Yes, gir," said the fourth. "He your human?"

"That'sright."

"Maybe your servant many years?"

"Y ou begin to understand.”

"We no know. We judt little shit-brains, like you say. If you belittle dickheads like us, you still wouldn't destroy great lore
property. May be shithead, but not fools. We sorry."

"Yeah," said the fifth. "We sorry big bunch now we know. Let us go and—"

| turned him to dust and watched the tiny fire tornado he became burn itself to nothing. | looked back at the fourth one, \
looked quickly away, saying nothing.

"Y ou are smarter and more polished than the others. As Confucius said, the form is more important than the content. Y ¢
knew O'Keefe not and can feel nothing for him, yet you know what is right to say of this man."

"Metoo!" said the sixth (and remaining) demon, | ignored him.

"Y ou cannot completely help being what you are,” | said. "Y et you have dwelled in palaces,” | said to the fourth, "and yo
the gutters,” to the sixth, "and something of both has stuck.”

They hung their heads. | left along silence. Finally, the fourth one spoke: "It was Tuvoon, the Smoke Ghogt," he said.

| looked at him.

"I know that you would know our sort does not do this kind of thing much these days. Y ou would want to know who ga
the shen coin and told us when and where to do the man," he went on.

| nodded.

"Thisisavery grave charge,” | said.

He, too, nodded.

"One | not make lightly," he proceeded, "without solid proof for you, and knowing it will probably cost my life."

At that, the sixth one howled.

"Shouldn't've said nothing!" it told the other. "Now he do flash-burn and we die."

The other shuffled and struck hisfellow's head. "Sometimeslieis bad," he said, "and sometimes silence. Thistime only t
maybe save us. Use head. Learn to think."

Raocking on his stony base, the sixth demon prostrated himself at my feet and lay still,

"See? He learn alittle," said his companion, and | realized that in his odd way he was dipping in aword for his buddy's i

"Stay on your belly," | told the one who was kowtowing, and, releasing some of the stiffness from the fourth demon's le
motioned him alittle off to the side.

"Did Tuvoon give you any indication why he did what he did?" | whispered.

It was about then, | saw that the little demon realized that they might live if his buddy didn't learn any more of what we
saying. He withdrew even farther away, lowered his voice even more.

"No, sir," he said, gesturing across the park toward an alley. "Another demon found us scrounging over there, and he sot
us out on the job. That was yesterday. Said the man might be by tonight because he often passes this way on Saturdays. 1

demon offered shen coin, and, when we agreed, gave us afew then. Told us Tuvoon would be in town two days off. We



supposed to get the rest tomorrow."

"Did he say anything—anything at all—indicating why he might have wanted this thing done?"

"No, sir. Hedid not."

"Are you supposed to see Tuvoon tomorrow?"

"That'sright"

| glared at the stars.

"Eve?'

"y es"

"Tell him that | will be waiting tomorrow night at thistime, and at this place's analog on our own plane, and that | will bri
piece of his soul with me, for | demand full satisfaction.”

| heard the little demon swallow, then, "Y es, sir," having heard of—but I'm sure never seen—a duel of this sort.

After freeing him and the other demon, | gently took Ollie down from his tree and turned away.

"Uh, we can do that for you, boss," said the demon with whom I'd held the most converse.

"No. You've touched him enough. Y ou're free. I'm letting you and the other worthless one go. Stay out of my way, and \
go on living. What's your name, anyhow?"

"BaWa," hereplied.

"BaWa," | repeated. "l will remember you."

To his credit, he did not blanch more than alittle.

"I just want to say that I'm sorry, again, though, Lord Demon."

| did not respond, and then he was gone.

TWO

As| entered the bottle, | could hear Shiriki's and Chamballa's great, long, mournful cries. They knew.

| bathed Olliein his bathroom, dressed him in one of his best suits, and laid a preservation spell upon his entire room. | cl
itsdoor as| departed. | ought to make funeral arrangements. He was nominally Christian and might appreciate one of thei
rites. Perhaps | should try to get something in that area arranged tomorrow, before the duel. Y es, probably.

| located a Christian temple called Holy Cross the next day. | entered there and wandered until | found the man in charg

"I want to give my friend a Christian burial," | said.

"Well, you've come to the right place. What funeral homeis hein?"

"None. | laid him out in his bedroom."

"l see. Traditional. Would you like him buried in our cemetery?"

| nodded.

"Yes. Let'sdo that."

"As| seeit, the only thing that you need is a death certificate."

"What's that?"

"A piece of paper going from the Coroner's Office to the Office of Vital Statistics saying that this man isindeed dead."

"WEell, of course he's dead. | wouldn't be here if he weren't dead. How do | get this paper?”

"Go to see the coroner.”

"Who ishe?'

"I'll draw you a— Never mind. I'll drive you over. Uh, about the funeral itself, what were you planning to spend on it?"

"What is customary?'

"Uh, afew thousand."

| had about twenty thousand in large billsin my pocket. | withdrew them and placed them on his desk.

He counted. He seemed for a moment to be choking, before he swept it all away and conveyed it to awall safe.

"Yes. I'll be glad to help you. We shouldn't have any problems. Y our friend will have the best funeral | ever gave."

A hit of very minor hypnosis left the coroner with amuch smaller bill on his desk and me with a death certificatein my t
I'd had him alter afew dates from what | knew them to be.

| passed the certificate to the minister, who asked whether | needed any help with the body. | told him no, I'd bring it ov:
myself later.

The following evening, | arrived at the proper time and place bearing Tuvoon's spirit sword. To have a spirit sword crea
you is something of a backhanded compliment. It means that demonkind views you as dangerous enough to have one of tf
specia weapons forged against you. | bet that Tuvoon—Ilike me—could have lived without the compliment, but | wasn't thi



about the pain a spirit sword causes. | was engulfed in fury.

Tuvoon and his mother—Viss of the Terrible Tongue— were waiting in the park. Viss wore the appearance of a plump
Chinese woman of middle years, but her skin was brick red and her eyes were unreadable.

Tuvoon the Smoke Ghost was a more spectacular sight. Like some others of our kind, heisonly partialy substantial, no
upon which plane he dwells. Today he was solid from the waist up, to all appearances a handsome Oriental youth of pleas
mien. From the waist down, he seemed to be made of gray-and-white smoke. Where his bare feet should have been, ther
nothing.

| laid my burden on the ground at the feet of Viss (for she had been my teacher), stepped back three paces, and kowtov

She stooped, raised Tuvoon's bane. From above, | heard her say, " Seven Fingers's blades have not lost their cunning.”

"True."

"Excuse me for staring, but it is not often one holds one's son's life.”

Seven Fingers had been our master swordmaker, but even he feared Viss, who had been teacher to many of our kind. |
rumored that Viss had tutored agod or two along the way. She'd been my teacher; also, Tuvoon's.

"Y ou know, of course," she said, "that if you kill my son, you will die in the next instant."

"Unfortunately, yes," | said.

| heard a sound near my left hand. | moved quite slowly to regard its source. The blade had been driven into the ground
between my first and second fingers, leaving the webbing intact by about one sixteenth of aninch.

| heard asmall chittering as Tuvoon came to stand beside his mother.

"Your friends?’ he asked.

| looked toward the source of the chittering. Ba Wa's companion, the stupid demon, was selling tickets and seating peop

"Excuse me," | said to Tuvoon and Viss.

Making my way through the crowd, | found BaWain due time. When he saw me coming, he began to tremble.

"What you doin'?" | asked.

"Thought I'd make allittle on the side. The old American way. Like truth,"

| shook my head.
"No," | said.
"No?'

"No. You got it. Give back tickets. Clear the field. | need you for this, or | would kill you. Y ou disgrace!"

"Right, boss. Sorry about that, boss. | take care of right now."

| retreated to the others.

"One of thelittle shit demons was getting uppity,” | said. "Everything's okay now. Give them afew minutesto clear the f

"No," Tuvoon said "That was your responsibility. We fight now."

"Very well,"l said, taking the spirit sword from where Viss had set it and raising the blade in its particular attitude, divide
itspirit. "Let us begin.”

| cameonin arapid attack mode, swung twice, connected once, doing only superficial injury. Tuvoon moved about me, 1
an opening, tried a second tack, failed.

"Y our honor has been satisfied. Blood has been drawn,” Viss remarked.

"They're stalling!" | heard someone call. | tripled my pace and cut again. For the first time metal touched metal with asc
like aglassy bell.

Tuvoon moved like awhirlwind, practically invisible even in his solid parts. | barely managed to avoid the next blow. Abx
my increased breathing | could hear the shrieks of the rabble.

Then | was disarmed, as was Tuvoon. Someone had thrown a blanket over our weapons, tangling them.

"Enough! Thisisafarce," Visssaid. She held the blanket. " Sheathe both blades.”

We did, though they remained close at hand.

"Come over here. | want to talk while the aley trash departs.”

We followed her.

"Kindly tell me the cause," she said, fastening me with a gaze that took me back to centuries before when | had quailed
my teacher, "for this duel."

| answered, "Last night, a dear servant of mine was murdered in the human-world analog to this park by some of the sc
little scrub demons who hang out there. Under questioning, they told me that Tuvoon was their boss and that he was delive
payment in shen coinsfor the job.

"Son!" she said. "What is the truth of this?"

"Well, | guess | was going to bring them some money," he said. "Devor gave meit last night, when he heard I'd be passil
way. Said it was to cover his gambling losses."

"With them?' Viss asked.

"y es"

" Some people have no self-respect. Who would gamble with street shit?’



"Devor apparently." Tuvoon chuckled. He did not seem too unhappy to have our duel ended. Two fingers pressed close
thin slash in his upper arm where | had cut him.

| reached out across a great distance and snagged the fleeing Ba Wa. | drew him to us.

"No! No!" BaWacried, covering his head with his hands. "I stop bets. Even now Wong Pang give money back!!"

"l want to know," | said, "whether anyone was gambling with Devor the night before my servant was killed."

"Oh, yeah. Pitt, One-Eye, Bat's Laughter, and Roaming Nose played coins for atime with Devor."

"Who won?"

"Pitt, mainly. | think."

"Could that have been what Tuvoon was to drop off the following night-—Devor's gaming debt?' Viss asked.

"I suppose it could have."

"Anybody got any other questions?' | asked. "No? In that case, depart!” | told BaWa.

Hewas gonein an instant.

"Y ou were going to fight Tuvoon to the death on that scant evidence!" Viss said angrily.

"Well, | wasmad," | said.

"Put up your blades!" she commanded, and such was the force of her personality that neither of us considered not obeyi

We both stowed our weapons extradimensionally, only the hilts remained, reduced to the size of tie tacks. The one fas
to the edge of my trouser pocket was a polished piece of smoky quartz.

"WEell, which of you guysis going to buy me coffee?' Viss said, her tone softening only dightly.

The brick red faded from her complexion so she now wore the appearance of a stocky, middle-aged woman about five
half feet tall, hair dightly unkempt. Tuvoon rearranged himself so that hisless solid parts were hidden by his clothing.

"l think it'smy turn," | said.

We dlipped into the human world, using one of the established Gates. After so many centuries of converse with the Eart
plane, demonkind has established several of these to various points around the globe. If one wants to go to somewhere the
isn't a public Gate—like when | went to Ireland—the best way isto enter one of the uninhabited planes shunted off from ¢
own. These planes, commonly known as traveling planes, have been stocked with mapping spheres. Of course, there are |
Gates, like mine into San Francisco, but using one of those without the permission of the owner is considered very bad for

After we arrived on the Earth plane, Viss walked us a good part of the way across town, to the diner she claimed had t
coffee. | have to admit, it wasn't bad.

Seated in a booth, staring out into the night, she said, "We have to learn what is going on. Suddenly, thereis moreto it th
simply the killing of your servant. It was either a challenge to you or an attempt to make my son look guilty. | know Devor
along time ago. He had a reputation as spendthrift gambler and an indulger in imbue."

"Sounds as if he hasn't changed much,” | said.

While most of us enjoy gambling, demons don't seem to have awhole lot of vices—foibles and egocentricities, yes; vice
no—and imbue is about the only drug that can affect us. Devor had always seemed to have something of a hankering for
expensive, too, and getting more and more so every day, | understand—as the supply shrinks.

"Is he an enemy of yours?' she asked.

"No," | replied. "Don't much care for him—but not to the point of death.”

"Does he have any close friends?"

"Passion Flower, Snow Goon, Night Bride, the Walker," Tuvoon answered. "Hard to say how close they are.”

"Any of them particularly after you, Kai Wren?"

"No reason | can think of."

She glanced at her son, who shook his head.

"So much for the obvious," she said. "Though none of them is precluded, of course.”

| nodded. "Of course. Strange, though, thinking of having real, dyed-in-the-wool enemies after centuries of peace.”

"Relatives?' she asked.

"No, lost the last of minein the wars."

The wars were about athousand years ago, on another plane, and pretty much finished off the High and the Mighty: i.e.
Good Guyswon. Some of the real old evils passed at that time, some of the worst things from the oldest times finally boug
the Demon Wars. We took our losses, too, asisthe way of those things.

"Our bottle," she said, "the one you paid me with for your martial training ..."

"Y es? Got any problems and I'll fix them. Promise. That, or make you a new one."

"No problems," she said, "in the whole twelve centuries we've had it. Snuggest place | ever lived. | really got to think of
home. Felt | ought to tell you, that's all. | appreciate someone who knows what he's doing."

| laughed.

"Coming from you—" | began. "Thanks."

We sipped our coffee.

After atime, she said, "Y ou know, | sometimes think our kind istoo solitary. L oners sometimes get a tendency to magni



everything that happens to them. Then we might brood on it and one day just blow up, or go into total depravity."

"I've heard this notion before,” | said, "and | think you're probably right. Troubleis, | don't make friends easily."

Tuvoon laughed.

"I know what you mean," he said. "Mom and | do have afew friends, though, and | frequently make it to the Conventicl

Viss snorted.

"They only meet once every fifty years," she observed.

"Gives you something to look forward to," Tuvoon said.

We all laughed, and when the time came we had a second cup of coffee. We discussed again an age-old speculation as
how our feelings compared with humans. Hate we could understand, but we all wondered about love. Was there really s
thing, or did humans the world over lie to each other every time they said it? | didn't believe that. | knew | could become v
fond of things over a period of time. Was that love? A strong fondness? There was no way of knowing, was there? Unles
could figure out how to be human for along enough period of time, I didn't know, and | didn't know anyone who did.

"One of life'slittle mysteries," said Tuvoon.

"Nonsense," said Viss. "Kai Wren loved that old Irishman like abrother."

"You think what | felt was really love?"

"I do." . "Never thought of it that way."

She shrugged.

"I'vemilesto go," she said.

"Metoo," | responded.

Werose. | paid the tab, we stepped outside and faded into the night.

| stopped by my bottle to clean and rack Tuvoon's spirit blade and to pick up afew items.

| swirled my cloak the gray of all my other garments, finishing the lot with a dusting of starlight. The boots | wore came
mid-thigh, and | wore a standard blade at my side. | permitted myself one touch of color—ared feather in my cap. Then |
pushed the cap back on my head at arakish angle.

Pleased with the effect, | made my way out into the world of humans, slipped over to atraveling plane, and commenced
through the sparkling twilight, past ghostly dolmens and ruined castles. No one lived in them. They were by way of mirage
created by the life force of this place in mimicry of the Earth.

After atime, | came to the ground, found asmall sphere in ahollow tree by a crossroads. | withdrew it, opened it, and s
its contents. It was a representation of the Earth, and atwinkling line across the Atlantic showed that | was nearing Irelan
replaced the sphere and sped on. Shortly, | had afeeling that | was over land. | climbed higher into the air and spread my
wide.

There. Ahead. A nonhuman mind hovered above a hilltop.

"Hello," | greeted, and adjusted my course to meet it. It said nothing, but simply regarded my approach. When | was at ¢
respectful distance, | halted.

"And what might you be up to?" it asked.

"I've astory to tell and a need of the right man to tell it to."

"Well, Ireland isfull of stories. One more won't hurt. Come join me. Where did you learn to speak the Irish?"

"From my servant, Oliver O'Keefe."

"Lots of O'Keefesin Ireland.”

"This one was bornin 1611 and he was murdered last night in San Francisco."

"Here. Come sit by me and tell me more."

| did, and he uncorked a small jug of poteen and passed it to me.

"Have aswig of this," he said, and | did, and it was wonderful.

"Thanks."

"Now, | know you for one of the Chinese sidhe, and we have never had much to do with each other one way or the othe
as| seeit, we don't have anything against each other."

"That's how | seeit, too."

"Might | be askin' your name?"

"I'm Kai Wren, the bottlemaker," | said.

"Holy shit! Lord Demon himself!" he said. "Call me Angus of the Hills."

"Very well." | withdrew a copy of Ollie's death certificate and passed it to him. "Everything on it's right except for thed
birth," | said, "since humans don't understand these things. | filled it out from what Ollie told me over the years. He was bc
your jurisdiction, | believe. Little village, back of beyond.”

Angus nodded.

"Then you can take me there and is it proper if you wish to?"

"Oh, yes."

"There is no higher authority that | must go through if | wish to meddle in the humans' affairs? Y ou are the ruling spirit?



"Yes...But what exactly do you have in mind?"'

I dug into my pouch and retrieved three cut emeralds the size of thumbnails.

"A gift to thee, mighty Sidhe," | said, "for hearing my petition."

He accepted them, raised them to the moon one by one, and stared through them.

"Damn!" he said. 'They're perfect!"

"Of course. Now, let metell you of O'Keefe."

Angus of the Hills unstoppered the bottle, took a drink, and passed it to me. It was still afine brew.

"All right. Now," he said.

"Wll, Ollied married and his wife bore him twins—aboy and agirl," | explained. "But she died in childbirth."

| nodded.

"He | eft the children with his sister-in-law and went off to sell hisfamily fiddle in Dublin to raise passage to someplace v
he could find work to support his family, there being no job in the village.

"But | heard him play, and | asked what else he did, and he told me he was a good handyman.

"So | offered him ajob, the kids were taken care of, and we stayed together down the years. Sunday off and any other
really wanted. 1'd even bring him back on occasion to see hisfamily."

Angus nodded. "His descendants are likely scattered all over the world," he said.

"I know. That'swhy I'd rather give something to an honorable person from his village, to keep a nest egg against someb
need for a sudden operation or atractor breaking down—not to mention starvation, lapsing mortgages, and sick children.”

"Y ou're agood-hearted one, for a Chinese sidhe,” he said. "I'll bet you think I'll say the priest or the mayor would know
everyone's needs, but that's not true. The George O'Keefe, keeper of O'Keefe's Public House, hears everyone's troubles-
he'sadirect relation of your friend. Come and meet him. | think you'd better tell him the whole story and be ready with a s
miracle or two, to make it convincing."

Angus proved correct on all counts, and the cost of my charity was an arthritis cure and one for a cataract. I'd afeeling
Angus might be coming in for a couple of generations worth of stout.

Finally, | stood, nodded to both of them, and said, "1 must be going now."

| stepped around the corner to a private stretch of aleyway.

Angus followed, his beer mug still in his hand. "Good night to you, Lord Demon.”

"And to yourself, Angus," said |, and | sped upward.

Later, at home, | decided to sleep. And | did.

THREE

And

0.

And so we made inquiries through third parties—L ord Swizzlediz, who can be quite charming—concerning Passion Flower, Snow G
Night Bride, and the Walker, aswell as Devor himself.

It seemed that Devor was living at the very edge of his means, heavy with gambling debt, hounded by creditors. Passion Flower had
with him for years, until hisluck turned. Snow Goon still hung around with him—for old time's sake, apparently—and Night Bride was
him more and more frequently. | don't know what, if any, role the Walker had in al this, but he did seem to pass through Devor's life wi
some regul arity.

| continued to keep an eye on all of them, but nothing new transpired in the months that followed. | recorded the entire matter and
registered it at the Board of Duels. Hardly a necessity, but something that could serve to smooth things out later on.

| began seeing more of Tuvoon and Viss socially. Tuvoon and | started fencing together, with Viss coaching. | got out into the worl
humans alittle bit more. | resolved to attend this year's Conventicle. | did not start work on any new art projects.

It came like a sudden warm wind. If you feel it and recognize it, you have a chance of living. A thousand yearsisalong
but never would | forget the tingle as chi itself isbroken into shards of nothing.

| swirled through sideways spaces and projected myself upward from Earth asfar as | was able. A moment more and |
would know.

A moment more and | was still alive. It was okay.

| waited for atime, then pushed my way back tentatively toward the plane on which | had been attacked. After a certai
point, | could still feel the rumbles, so | waited for them to subside. | moved nearer as they did, easing myself through the
spaces. Before | cracked into the plane | made myself invisible. There was still afrightening feeling in the air and Horsehy
M ountai n—from which | had been watching but minutes ago—no longer existed.



Eagle's Head Mountain stood intact about thirty miles to the north, Hawksview about thirty-five to the northwest. | studi
them as | flew eastward and home. One more blast like that could do me, no matter what.

Changing into ared outfit, red-booted, with the red feather in my cap, | headed for the cemetery where Tuvoon and Vis
their bottle in an old mausoleum.

"Knock! Knock!" | went—or its equivalent—stepping over and through. A familiar servant admitted me, and Viss met n
the form of ayoung Chinese girl of about eight. Her hair was loose and her golden brown skin bore the blush of innocence

"Kai Wren," she said, her voice light and reminiscent of small bells. "What a pleasant surprisel Would you care for some

"Yes, please."

| sank into a stack of cushions. She studied me.

"What isit?" she asked. "Y ou seem distraught.”

"I've been shot at with atheronic rifle," | told her.

"Theronics have been illegal since the Demon Wars," she said. "It is a capital offense to own atheronic weapon. Y ou cc
blast a god with one of those things."

| nodded.

"And it's one sure way to get agod or demon,” | added.

"You'd better tell me what happened,” she said.

"I got word from one of the little scrub demons that there was going to be a big mah-jongg game on Barefoot Mountain|
night, that Devor, who is actually a good player, was hoping to take the Twister for a bundle to clear up his debts."

Theteaarrived. | accepted and sipped.

"Y ou know, Devor is actually agood gambler when he's not taking imbue.”

She nodded.

"I've spent some pleasant times long ago, gaming with him," she said. " So what happened?

"I wanted to watch this game, see what happened, see if anything pertaining to O'Keefe came up. At first, | was simply
to sit among them, invisible, and do this. But some of us are very good at detecting a concealed presence, so | decided to
remove myself about thirty miles to Horsehead and watch and hear the proceedings through a magic tube.”

She nodded.

"And...?

"I went and set myself up on Horsehead and began observing. Somebody who wished me permanently out of the way n
have spotted me and gone over to Hawksview with that theronic rifle. | felt it coming and fled, but he blasted the whole to
off Horsehead Mountain."

She shuddered.

"When | got back, the players had cleared out from Barefoot Mountain. | collapsed against a boulder and looked back a
ruined Horsehead. Someone brushed by me then—I think it was the Walker. He was only visible for amoment. His elbow
brushed mine and then he was gone. He chuckled as he passed.”

" Showed you how he saved your life," she said.

"What?'

"Obvioudly, that's what he did to the one who fired at you. Those weapons are deadly accurate—as you know if you've
used one."

| nodded.

"Why, though?' | asked. "The Waker owes me nothing.”

She shrugged. | finished my tea. She poured more, the pot seeming enormous in her tiny, delicate hands.

Of course the Walker did not have to owe me, | decided. He could simply want mein his debt. If Visswas right, then tt
Walker must know who had pulled the trigger.

"l wonder what | know that someone wished removed from common knowledge?’

"Anyone whao's been around as long as you have must know a hell of alot."

| shrugged. "Not sufficiently specific," | said.

"I know. But I've afeeling you've accidentally found your way into something big, and someone wants to keep the fight
and tidy."

"Shouldn't have brought in atheronic, then. Word's around our plane by now."

" Someone got scared.”

"What will happen?'

"Nothing," she said. "Unless it reminds someone of something connected to what's going on and they come forth."

But the matter passed and nothing specia happened, either in the world of humans or in the realm of demons.

| undertook the teaching of a course at the local community college, a course involving the construction and use of "acrc
kites' and "fighting kites." An old man named Li Piao had taught it for many years, and | used to watch the hillside when h



classes met. He was very good. Then, that fall, when | looked in the catalog for the course, it was not listed. | phoned the
and learned that Li Piao had suffered a stroke. | obtained his phone number and address. After a phone call confirming th
would receive me the next morning, | drove around to see him.

The house before which | parked my car was small but neatly kept. Still, as| came up the flagstone walk, | saw small s
the owner's recent illness: the heavy head of a dark pink peony brushed the earth; bits of windblown detritus clustered in
corners; aglazed porcelain flowerpot was knocked onto one side. | righted it as | passed, enjoying the cool feel of its smoc
glaze, then | rang the bdll.

The old man who answered it was alittle tall for a Chinese and vaguely Mandarin-like in his bearing despite the fact tha
leaned on a crutch. The longest wisps of his snowy beard touched his chest, but that same beard's thickness could not hidk
mouth that bore the twisting of paralysis. Still, he smiled in greeting. Clearly, life had not completely borne him down.

"Do | have the honor of addressing Li Piao?' | asked politely.

"l am Li Piao," he answered, "and you must be Mr, Kai. Comein."

| did as he bid me, following him through awide hallway and into aliving room overlooking afine garden. A fat, somehc
jolly, little terra-cotta teapot rested upon atray set on alow table. There were two cups and a plate of wafer-thin aimond
cookies aswell.

After directing me to a seat on a comfortable sofa, Li Piao maneuvered himself into a wooden chair with a high back an
arms. Clearly the chair had been chosen because it enabled him to push himself onto his feet and reach the crutches he
carefully leaned against a second chair.

As | watched him, | found myself admiring his spirit. Here was a man who had once enjoyed the vicarious flight of kite
bound firmly to earth by his crippled body, but refusing even to consider defeat.

"I must ask you to pour thetea," Li Piao said. "It is very fine green tea, imported from Taiwan. The cookies are of my
daughter-in-law's making. They are very good— not overly sweet."

| poured, making a small ceremony of the action. Li Piao accepted his cup with anod of thanks. He rested it, along with
cookies his strong left hand plucked from the plate | held out to him, on the arm of his chair.

"How?" | asked, gesturing at the neatly laid teatray. "How did you manage this?"

He chuckled, a sound as warm as his smile. "I did not, except for adding the hot water to the teapot and removing the pl
wrap from the plate. My grandson set it up for me last night when he came for afew hoursto help me."

"Ah," | nodded, sipped. The teawas indeed good, the cookies excellent. "I have long enjoyed watching your classes fly t
kites each spring."

"So havel," he said, with the first trace of sadness | had seenin him.

"I waswondering,” | continued, "if you would consider permitting me the honor of continuing your class for you. We wol
necessarily need to begin afew weeks late, but the registrar at the community college has said that adaptations could be n

| did not think it necessary to tell Li Piao that my offering to teach the course for nothing had helped to sway that doubtf
lady.

"I would have no objections,”" Li Piao said, surprised. "How could 1? Knowledge of kites, of their crafting and flying, is n
mine done."

"True," | said. "l was hoping that you would consider coming and sharing your wisdom with the class. | can be your han
| do not have your knowledge.”

That might be asmall lie (though | wasto learn later that it was not), but | did not see how flattery could hurt. Simply an
immediately, | wanted to see the skies above the park aive with kites once more.

For amoment, Li Piao's old eyes it with pleasure at the prospect. Then he shook his head ruefully.

"I would, but | cannot. The doctorstell me along time may pass before | am able to walk unassisted once more. | do no
myself to drive, evenif they would permit me."

Sipping tea, | smiled. "I can collect you before each class and bring you home again. | would even tossin ameal or som
share of the teacher's salary to sweeten the deal ."

| knew from my talk with the registrar that Li Piao had been well paid for his efforts but that otherwise he was retired. |
might welcome some cash.

"I could not take money for such!" he protested.

"Y ou would be teaching the course," | reminded.

"Sllr”

He looked indignant.

"There is no reason you should not be paid for your time," | said, speaking as if the matter was settled between us.

We bargained then, over tea and cookies, setting our terms. | think we both enjoyed it. When he looked as if he might re
sd:

"Y ou have not asked what | did when | was employed in the world. | was a great healer—one who followed the traditio
methods. | may be able to speed aong your healing.”



| had him then, | could seeit. Evenif he did not desire himself whole for himself aone, he could not have refused me wi
feeling he was being selfish toward those who were taking time from their own daily dutiesto assist him.

"Y ou know acupuncture?' he asked.

"Y es, and something of herbs and something, too, of more esoteric arts.”

| reached out then and seized the bent, paralyzed index finger of his right hand. Taking a deep breath, | ran a portion of |
demon chi down it. | could fed the paths within revitalizing, then he moved it.

"I accept your offer," he said, firmly, histones those of someone who is awed, though not too awed to be thoughtful. We
our arrangements, and | said that | would have the registrar call him soon.

| left quickly after that. | did not feel like playing games with the man. Neither did | feel like letting him die. From our br
talk, | suspected that he still knew alot more about kites than | did.

| picked him up for my Saturday and Sunday afternoon classes, and he would sit on the sunny hillside and watch the Kite
gave him his treatment afterward and took him to dinner.

"Some of your kites are very, very old,” he said.

"I come from an isolated part of the old country."

"Some of them I've only heard of, never seen.”

"Soon you will be making them."

"I believe you. Y ou' must have been agood healer before you retired. All the sensation is back on that side, and | can lir
around now."

"Next month you will throw the crutch away."

One day the following month, we all had our various kitesin the air, a colorful blossoming of squares and rectangles (for
was devoted to assorted traditional types), when afine Thai Pakpao refused to fly asit should. | gave my green-and-blue
Chinese butterfly to the student and stepped aside with Li Piao to see what could be done to mend the Pakpao.

The problem was with the string bridle. Li Piao made subtle adjustments to the length of the string, then | raised the Pak
aloft once more. Not wanting to risk becoming entangled with any of those kites already flying, | had moved us a distance
from where the rest of my class was clustered.

"Shelooks good," | said. (A Pakpao is afemaekite; the larger, malekiteis called a Chula)

"She does indeed," Li Piao answered, but | could tell from his tone that his attention was elsewhere.

| turned my attention from the Pakpao and glanced to the east, where an errant wind was blowing a small cloud near. A
rain fell upon me. | sensed what was happening, but by then it was too late.

There came a clap of thunder just asLi Piao cried out, "Kai!"

The lightning chased me down the Pakpao's string and filled my body. | sent it back into the sky, released the string, and
clapped my hands. The lightning returned whence it had come and the cloud blew apart.

"Ka Wren! | did not do it, my friend," Li Piao cried, limping near.

"I know that," | said, rather puzzled by hiswords.

"It was amagician hidden in the cloud who tried to slay you."

"Y ou know something of these matters?' | asked.

"I studied the Art in my youth. | did not know such a stroke could be returned.”

"Was it a human or ademon sorcerer?' | asked him.

"Human," he said. "I'm sorry you have such an enemy."

| shrugged.

"It will make lifeinteresting,” | said.

"You are not afraid?"

| laughed.

"May | ask," he said after a moment, "whether you are related to the potter and bottlemaker?"

"Yes" | said softly.

"Y ears ago, in Canton, | saw such abottle," he said. "I have never forgotten its hue and its beauty. Do you think it possil
might see another one day, before | die?"

"Yes" | said. "You may."

He lowered himself to the ground before me. Fortunately, most of our students were at such a distance that they could
this humble display—and those who did surely dismissed it as the old man stretching his crippled limbs.

"Ka Wren isaso known as Lord Demon," he said.

"How do you know this?'

"As| told you, in my youth | studied the Art."

"Riseup," | said, oddly miffed that my quiet venture into the world of humans should now be colored by demon things. "|
asked nothing of you but the friendship of kites. | will treat you now, and then we will go to eat,"



After afew words on the wisdom of watching the weather, | dismissed the class. Then | completed Li Piao's cure and t
him home with me. It was times like thiswhen | really missed O'Keefe. My first new friend in years, and he had to settle
less than the best hospitality. . . .

Entering my bottle did not upset Li Piao; neither did an encounter with Shiriki and Chamballa. He patted them both, strok
the curls of their manes.

"Thisone," he said of Shiriki, "isthe color of Imperial jade. The other might be made out of dark amber or perhaps carne
had always thought the carvings of fu dogs fanciful rather than representative."

"Liveand learn," | answered, but | was pleased. The dogs wagged their tails.

After we left the dogs, we walked to my palace. Unlike a Western edifice, the structure did not dominate the landscape,
rather complemented it. | had lavished a great deal of care on its construction, curling each pagoda roof by hand in wet cle
before setting my magic to work.

Seeing it sprawled in therise and fall of the land, catching rainbows and waterfallsin its curves, Li Piao said nothing, but
eyes shone among their wrinkled folds. | escorted him up broad stairs shaped from polished water agate and through an
intricately carved door leafed in gold.

Once we were situated in a comfortable parlor, | let some of the bottle's better servitors prepare a meal.

Afterward, we sipped tea and listened to music.

"Li Piao," | said, "you seem a happy man."

"I am, Lord Demon," he stated. "My family is grown, and they have turned out well enough. | was a sufficiently success
food merchant to support them so that they did not want. | had alittle time for studies, some good friends in their day, and
the kites. It has not been abad life. Thisiswhy | did not fear visiting with a demon."

"Y et you feel that your life was somewhat incomplete?’

"All men do,” he said, "that is part of being . . . human. Sorry."

"Do not apologize for being human. No. | could not help noticing that while your family loves you, they do not have enou
time even for their own families. | wondered whether you were sometimes lonely."

"Oh, of course. But that is all right. It makes our times together that much sweeter."

"| see. | was going to offer you a home here with me. | would even complete your training as a sorcerer."

He laughed.

"l amtoo old," he stated.

"1 will make you young."

Li Piao shook his head.

"I do not think you understand, Lord Demon. | appreciate your kind offer more than any | have ever received. But the |
years are good, too, and | would spend them with those | have known and loved."

| reached out and squeezed his arm.

"Perhaps the offer was not a kindness on my part,” | said, "so much as a matter of selfishness. But | like you, human—¢
more—for your honesty. | will always be your friend. | will not even touch your memories of this discussion, for | would li
to come and go as you would, for avisit."

"This humble one is honored."

"Come. Riseand joinme," | said. "Thereisathing | would show you."

He joined me. | took him on along, timeless route through realms of wonder—and as we went, | ran my chi through hir
day he would learn that though | had never trained him, | had enormously enhanced what his old teacher must have seen it
making him perhaps the greatest natural magician in the world.

Coming to my showroom, | gestured. Plates, pots, and bottles were displayed everywhere. | took down my favorite bow
was green, and dragons guarded whatever it might bear. Like all of the items, it was enhanced and virtually indestructible.

"A present, then,” | said, handing it to him. "Eat from it regularly. It will improve your health. And think of me then—hun
who can plain-talk with ademon. Come! | will show you more now before | take you home."

Timidly, he took the arm | offered, the bowl in his other hand, and we walked and flew through places of light and twilig

Autumn came on, and | packed a small bag and dlid it into sidewise space. | had let Tuvoon and Viss talk meinto attend
the Great Conventicle in both the human and ghost mountains of northern China. The journey was easy, save for the maze
tunnels of the entryway and these were almost fun, we knew them so well. Aswe went, | felt something small dideinto n
jacket pocket. AsVisswas on that side of me, | said, "What are you doing?' as | put my hand in after it.

"Don't remove it on pain of rotten luck, unless your straits are quite dire. It is my small blessing. Promise?"

"Very well. | bear alady'sfavor."

"Exactly."

We entered the palace beneath the mountains. | passed several congregations of my peersin gardens and on walkways
Three times | heard awhispered "Gods ayer!" from the crowds.



"I'd forgotten," | said, "and | was hoping they had, too."

"Y ou know it's not something easily forgotten,” Tuvoon told me. "Everybody wantsto be part of alegend or two."

"That guy would have taken me apart if | hadn't been damn lucky,” | told him.

"l wasthere, t0o," hereplied, "and it wasn't al luck."

"Shit!" | said. "He was a demigod, and | was a brash young demon who probably surprised him more than anything."

"Nevertheless, your victory was aturning point in the battle, and the battle proved a crucial one. It's certainly not bad bei
known as the only demon in memory to have single-handedly killed a god."

| shrugged. "These kids don't know what it was like."

"So let them have their hero."

| growled, and we made our way to our quarters.

There were numerous messages awaiting me—mostly invitations to dine and a few to appear on panels dealing with ob:
thaumaturgical concepts the organizers must have thought my generation enjoyed more than theirs. They were wrong.

That day | had drinks with Stormmiller, Pigeon Eyes, Icecap, and Spider Queen—I unch with Dragon Gore and He of th
Towersof Light; dinner with Seven Fingers and Spilling Moonbeams. | had hopes of finding the Walker and speaking with
but he was nowhere to be found. Neither was Devor—in fact, his entire group was conspicuously absent.

Cocktails are a European and American import, one of those things that became popular when some of the more trends
demons emigrated along with various waves of Chinese expatriates. Perpetual exiles that we are, a change of physical an
point doesn't trouble us overly much. Cultural shifts, though, those touch us more deeply. Even after my own emigration, |
always entertained second thoughts about American cultural values.

Seven Fingers knew this. If anything, he is more conservative than | am. When | met him and Spilling Moonbeams for a
early dinner immediately following the one panel in which | deigned participate, | found the restaurant's decor purely and
elegantly Chinese. The dominant motif was the Tang Dynasty, but there were just enough touches from later days to keep
from seeming static. The maitre d' escorted me to a private chamber, separated from the main dining area by ateak scree
beautifully carved with the phoenix and the dragon.

In keeping with the spirit of the Conventicle neither of my hosts wore human shape. Seven Fingers rose to his full seven
half feet in height to greet me. For the occasion, he had polished his green scales a handsome emerald and highlighted the
red of histhree large eyes (the odd one set neatly in the center of his forehead) with an expensive rouge made from crush
rubies mixed with minute diamonds. He wore a floor-length robe in black silk embroidered with chrysanthemumes.

His daughter (though some say sheis his niece and others that sheis neither of these things) resembled the moonbeams
name. Unlike Seven Fingers, who is asolid figure of ademon, her natural form is partially ethereal. Imagine an ink stroke
a page that suggests awoman, a curve, an undulation, a hint of fine-boned features. Shade it in with silvery hair falling to t
floor in massy abundance that is only partially on any one plane, bring out the features in hints of moonlight and Stardust ar
have Spilling Moonbeams.

Sheislovely and unapproachable. No wonder the jealous suggest that her father is also her lover.

Sheis also comparatively young, born at the close of the Demon Wars even as her mother, the fearsome Krys of the
Unknowable Rage, expired from wounds inflicted by the curve-bladed axe of the god Rr'grr. The midwife who brought fo
Spilling Moonbeams was Viss of the Terrible Tongue, sister to Raging Krys. Some say that Viss wished to keep the baby
raise her in company with her cousin, Tuvoon the Smoke Ghost. Seven Fingers, grieving for his mate, would have nothing |
that. He reared Spilling Moonbeams himself, nursing her on intrigue and enigma, permitting no one else near.

All of thisand more awoke in my memory as| greeted my hosts. When | saw that the properly and formally reared Spill
M oonbeams was prepared to greet me with the three obeisances and the nine kowtows, | reached out and raised her. My
partially passed through her, but | had almost expected this and schooled myself to show no surprise.

"Do not bow to me, child," | said firmly. "I am here as a guest, not as anything else,"

She lowered dark lashes over two bright eyes that glittered with an emotion | could not quite place.

"Y ou are the Godslayer," she said in awhispery voice. "Without you, | would not live. | seek only to honor you as my fa
has taught.”

It's true enough that if | hadn't gotten in my lucky shot at Chaholdrudan when | did, Spilling Moonbeams wouldn't have r
it. Krys of the Unknowable Rage had gone down afew minutes before and her need had distracted both Viss and Seven
Fingers from the battlefield.

We weren't doing very well that day. Many of our best were wounded; morale wasn't just low, it was nonexistent. Only
right crisis was needed to create a general rout. When Chaholdrudan crashed in death, hisichor baptized demonkind with |
hope.

Lying isnot in me, but | could not accept this lovely child offering me respect that should be reserved for an emperor. |
continued to raise her until she stood.

"My victory was only one of many that day,” | said firmly. "Rise. If I'm not mistaken, | scent thousand-year eggs with gi

Seven Fingers was watching his daughter with unmistakable pride. At his subtle signal, she obeyed my request. When w



were al seated, Seven Fingers removed the cover from the serving dish on the table. There within were indeed thousand-
eggs, nestled attractively in abed of thin diced ginger and pickled scallions. He helped me to a choice portion with the hos
long ivory chopsticks.

Course followed course, each elegantly prepared. At first the conversation was general: discussion of the Conventicle,
comparison of the current Organization Committee with those past, anecdotes about old friends present and absent. Wher
reached the fourth course, Seven Fingers commented:

"So, Kai Wren, you have been brought from your solitude by Viss and Tuvoon."

Although the words were neutral enough, there was an undertone of acid to them. Remembering old rivalries, | decided
ignore the undertone and speak only to the words.

"Yes, that is so. Recent events have carried me once again into my old teacher's orbit. We spoke of the isolation within
many of demonkind dwell. She and the Smoke Ghost reminded me that a Conventicle was coming up. | thought to come e
someold friends."

Seven Fingers smiled. "And we are glad that you did. It istoo long since we visited in this easy fashion."

Spilling Moonbeams murmured words that seemed to echo her father's sentiments. | said something courtly in return, bu
seemed that an exchange of mutual admiration was not going to be sufficient to finish this subject.

"Viss often has motivations so obscure that perhaps not even she understands their full implications,” Seven Fingers said

Remembering an aunt who desired to adopt a motherless niece against her father's wishes, | reminded myself that thes
hardly the words of aneutral party. Long lives mean longer grudges. Therefore, | merely made a small encouraging noise!
my throat and plucked a delicate black mushroom from the dish before me.

"When Vissisinterested in some course," Seven Fingers persisted stubbornly, "it is unlikely that her desire is disintereste

| nodded, sipped my tea, patted my fangs with afine linen napkin, and considered my next words.

"Viss was not the one who renewed our acquaintance,” | said, wondering how many present at this Conventicle knew o
abortive duel between Tuvoon and me. BaWa, the scrub demon, must have advertised it to some extent to have sold ticke
such short notice. "It was renewed by accident. | initially continued it out of a desire to emphasize that | held no malice to\
Vissor her house. Later, | found | enjoyed the opportunity to visit with her and Tuvoon.”

Spilling Moonbeams went and fetched forth dishes for the next course: duck and abalone, beautifully arranged. Without
speaking, Seven Fingers helped me to choice portions while carefully framing his next statement.

"Therewasadud," he said, "between you and Tuvoon."

"A misunderstanding,” | answered, "since corrected."

"But if it had not been, you might have killed the Smoke Ghost."

| had little doubt that | would have been the victor, but deciding that humility would be the best course, | merely nodded.

"And then Viss would have been forced to avenge her son,” Seven Fingers continued.

"She as much as said that she would," | answered.

"She has your spirit sword, you know," Seven Fingers said. His tone was gentle, but his gaze was as sharp as one of his
blades.

I hadn't known, and the knowledge was an icy wind across my heart. Then the chill went away. Viss had not given it to
Tuvoon when we dueled, even though | had brought his spirit sword with me. Surely there was nothing to this.

"I believed my spirit sword was broken beyond repair in the Demon War," | said.

"It was broken," Seven Fingers answered, "but not beyond repair. | repaired it."

| bit back the "Why?" that was my first response. None of us like the spirit swords, but all of us agree that they promote
manners. They remind each of usthat thereis at least one weapon that can do us mortal harm and against which we have
perfect armor. Seven Fingers forged many of them in the First Interlude of Exile, during which all demons needed to be al
Then they were stored in the great Armory of Truce.

Over the years, some spirit swords have been broken, but others have come to various custodians. | obtained Tuvoon's,
example, in adeal with Pigeon Eyesfor a certain vase. Until Ollie's death, | had no thought of ever using it. If anything, |
viewed it asafavor to Viss that the sword was in my possession rather than in anyone else's.

"So Viss has my spirit sword," | said, "If you warn me against her, why did you repair it for her?"

Seven Fingers frowned, "I did not. | repaired it at the request of Night Bride, who indicated that it would then be returne
the Armory of Truce. | know, too, that it resided in Truce for some time, but somehow, sometime, it came into Viss's
possession.”

Whesls within wheels turned in my head. Did whoever had arranged for Ollie to be slain know this? Had Viss known | |
Tuvoon's sword? If so, why hadn't she arranged for an exchange? Was there anything to Seven Fingers's veiled hints? Ar
was he making them now? Did he have areason for making me distrust Viss?

"Thisduck," | said, placing a portion on Spilling Moonbeam's plate, "is possessed of the crisp and delicate flavor of ginge
sauce is kissed with fragrant oils."

Father and daughter took my hint. From that point until just before we adjourned late in the Hour of the Dog, conversatic
remained general.



Then, when the last course was finished, Seven Fingers sent his daughter from the room.

"Lord Demon," he said with an awkwardness that had not been present some moments before, "what do you think of my
daughter?"

| answered honestly. "She is among the most beautiful demonesses | have ever seen. She is aso well-spoken, intelligent
obedient. | think sheis a credit to your parenting."

"Since Krysdied, | have had to be both mother and father to her," he said. "I am proud of my daughter,”

| nodded, waiting for him to continue.

"Would you consider Spilling Moonbeams as a possible wife?'

| started. What gossip | had heard these past months indicated that all believed that Seven Fingers would never relinquis
daughter.

"I had not looked for that honor," | answered carefully.

"And now that you know to look?"

"I am honored,” | said honestly, "but | could not consider contracting amarriage until | learn the truth about both Oliver
O'Keefe's death and the most recent attempt on my life."

Seven Fingers looked unhappy. | hastened to add:

"I would be afoul creature indeed if | brought blood vendetta upon a new wife and her family."

His features cleared. "A noble thought. After?’

"I would consider your offer serioudy.”

"We will talk of dowry then," he said, pleased. "Sheis heir to treasures that | have laid by for athousand years.”

"And worth," | said in my most courtly tones, "every gem and shen coin."

We parted then, mutually satisfied with the outcome. As | considered the benefits of both acceptance and refusal, | took
long walk to and among the catacombs. Here the river ran over polished cobbles and through caverns that sparkled like be
and diadems of frozen bubbles. It is one of the lovelier sights | know.

"Hey, Goddayer! Wait up!" came acall,

| should have been dlightly alarmed as | had not noted that anyone was following me. . . .

| halted and waited for the lithe figure of many-armed Fire's Fever to approach, | had only just met him in one of the bar
passing.

"Yes?' | asked, as he came on like a ghost. Was there really someone there?

He closed, and we exchanged greetings.

"I hear you're the best there is," he said then.

"Hardly," | replied, and began to turn away. | felt arude, hard hand on my shoulder, holding me, turning me.

Angered, | shrank to the size of a pebble, rolled to a position behind him, and grew again even as his hands spouted a str
green fire through the area | had just occupied. | cupped my hands and blasted both of his ears, chopped both sides of his
gave him theillusion of snakes, shrank myself again, and returned to the dark shore.

The green fires sprang up on his every surface, and he began to rake the cavern with them. A droplet of it struck my rig
forearm, and | felt an agony such as | had never known.

"Isthat the best you can do, Goddayer?' he called. "Shortly, then, | will eat your soul.”

Something clicked as | retreated beneath the attack. "Eat your soul" had been among the old gods' favorite curses, beca
they could actudly doit.

I marshaled my forces and attacked with the first thunderstorm that underground realm had probably ever felt. Fire's Fe
laughed loudly, maniacally.

"Isthat really your best shot, Goddayer?' he asked. "Y our reputation seems unearned to me."

| fell upon him then, and we wrestled. His many arms did not offer him the great advantage they might have, but | was
of a certain weakness flooding me, emanating from where the green fire still burned my forearm.

Fedlingmy chi ebbing, | threw a spell at him of the sort | had used to transform the scrub demons into stone. With incre
fluidity, my opponent bowed back out of range so that only stone turned into stone—the cavern's mica-flecked surface
becoming dull gray granite.

"Nicetrick," he admitted. "1 think I'll crush you now, burn you, then eat you."

He was upon me with grips like iron manacles. Then my left hand brushed against my pocket. | recalled the present of \
one of the deadliest of our kind.

My hand dipped, emerged holding a derringer.

| shoved it against him and pulled the trigger. He grew transparent, and the frantic lines ran through him.

"No!" he cried.

The entire cavern rang, bellowed, crashed, twinkled. | held the derringer to his brow and fired the final charge. The wall
behind him fell over as he melted in my arms. | digested some of his energies as they swirled about me. This was no dem

"Goddayer! You've doneit again!" cried a voice from the direction of the nearest tunnel.

Suddenly, many demons were rushing down the quiet ways.



"Congratulations!" | heard Viss saying loudly. "Y our second demigod, and he'd even brought a theronic to use against yo
"No!'—Yes!" | corrected. "I don't know. His energies confuse me! | must rest.”

"Come thisway."

Although for amoment | was troubled by the thread of Seven Fingersswarning, | let her lead me back to my quarters.
"l am going to calm you to deep,” she said, "and warn anyone againgt disturbing you."

"Thanks."

At first there were my victim's dreams, full of omens and portents. Then there were troubled ones. But at last | slept lor

slept deep.

FOUR

Thefollowing day, | did not want to stay for the banquet they planned in my honor—no telling who might show up—but
insisted it was owed, so | attended. I, in turn, insisted that she be my date, and she agreed.

"Y ou know alot more than you're saying," | said the first time we were alone together and could speak of such matters.

She gave me alovely smile.

"I'd like morethan agrin,” | said.

"I suspected there has been a vengeful god on your trail," she said.

"Why?"

"There are gtill afew crazy young ones who could be stirred up aong those lines."

"But what for? Who'd do it?"

"Y ou have a human magician and some demons on your case aso. I've never heard anything like it before."

"That's why you slipped me the derringer and wished me well?"

"Don't be crazy. Y ou're better equipped than anyone | know to stop agod. Y ou may even be the last of us with atrack
record.”

"All right. | trust you. But I'm wondering how much you really know."

"Nothing much,” she said, "but a combination like that really frightens me. We have to learn everything we can. Y ou do
that, don't you?"

| nodded. "Of course. Just because I'm a solitary individual doesn't mean | don't care about the others."

"Then you'll hep?'

"l guess s0."

Nothing much that | could help with turned up, though, in the months that followed. Then, one day, Li Piao came by with
Shiriki and Chamballa at his side. They seem to enjoy escorting people in, even when they know they're welcome.

"Your friend isintact, Lord Kai," said Shiriki.

"Asaways, you do an exemplary job," | said. "One day you must have puppiesto carry on the family tradition."

"Redly?"

"WEell, | meant—if you wish. There aren't that many of your wonderful kind left.”

Shiriki and Chamballalooked at each other, then looked away. What had | done? The poor things weren't al that imagin
and | was hardly giving them an order to go and breed.

"Go to the kitchen for afine meal," | said. "I would reward my friends."

They bowed and departed.

"Amazing," said Li Piao, "that this pair has survived at all. They are so large and must eat a great deal ."

"y es”

"I've found something of interest. Y ou may already be aware of it. | do not know."

| clapped my hands for service.

"Some sorbet, some tea, some music. Be seated, my friend, and we will discussit as we refresh ourselves.”

He nodded. "Gladly. Y ou did not tell me that the wondrous dragon bowl you gave me might be used for divination."

| smiled.

"| prefer to have people discover such things for themselves,” | said.

"Well, as | developed more and more aptitudes along those lines it seemed more and more likely, and | decided to try."

"l see. And ... ?

"The dragon told me strange things."

IIYS?I
"Rabla-yu was the name of the god you dlew a few months back. He came to Earth by way of the Mongolian Gate—in\



and assisted by amagician named Fu Xian—originally from northern China, now residing in Atlanta."

"Oh?'

"Fu Xian wasthe onein the cloud. He tested you with the lightning. Had it seemed especially debilitating he would have
passed the advice to Rabla-yu to employ against you."

"You makeit sound asif Rabla-yu had feared me!"

"He was an ignorant young demigod asked to prove himself against someone known as 'Godslayer.' Fu Xian had reache
across the planes, seeking a brash patriot among hiskind. There is a caba which would like to see the demons completely
crushed. Rabla-yu was perfect for testing the water."

We spooned rose sorbet.

"Rabla-yu forced the Mongolian Gate, eh? That's one of the first created by demonkind to give access to Earth. Interest
that he wasn't using god Gates."

"That's the Gate the dragon said he used.”

"| think the higher-ups among the gods should be notified. We have a treaty which thisviolates.”

"There are channels for reaching the elders?"

"Oh, yes. I'll seethat it gets done.”

The servitors brought in our tea.

"Would you care to play a game of Go with me? | had afriend | used to—"

"Of course. | missit mysdlf. In these fast-paced days, my relatives do not have the time to humor me with along game.
delighted.”

| had a servant fetch the board and the stones. We commenced playing.

It was good, luring Li Piao into an occasional game of Go. These games took large enough chunks of time that | sometir
had company for long stretches. It also gave me an idea.

Devor was agood player when he wasn't on drugs. | asked Lord Swizzlediz to let it be known that | sometimes liked a s
game for high stakes and didn't mind losing if the play was good. | wanted to discover whether Devor was sufficiently har
to cheat—and perhaps ascertain how much money he needed.

Nothing much happened for a couple of weeks, and then one night Devor turned up at a coffee shop when | was having
with Viss. He looked good. His skin shone lambent gold, wings like those of a swan but feathered in the palest green fell |i
cloak down his back. The slanting eyes that met mine were silver and impossible to read.

"Good evening. May | join you?"' he asked.

"Of course. Have a seat.”

We sipped for awhile and exchanged pleasantries. | had forgotten how charming he could be.

"l heard recently,” Devor said, smiling coyly, "that you like a nice game of mah-jongg or Go or human cards every now ¢
then when the stakes are high and the play isfast and clever."

| nodded.

"That'strue," | said. "Y ou may well be out of my league, though, from what I've heard. | am a pleasure player."

"Arentweall?"

"True. But I've always understood you to be something of a professional aswell."

He shrugged.

"It's so hard to draw the ling," hefinally said, "when you've enjoyed it so much and played it solong. . ."

| nodded.

"We must get together for a game sometime," he continued.

"yYes"

"Say next Thursday evening? I'm not doing much of anything then."

"Sure. Your place or mine?'

"Yours. | love that bottle."

"Y ou've apretty nice one yourself."

"Had to sell it," he said a bit gruffly. "Ran into some problems awhile back."

"Oh. I'm sorry."

He shrugged.

"It teaches you to value property. I'll be all right again. Recover. Get another."

Gods! He would have gotten afortune for that bottle, even highly discounted.

"Who'd you sdll it to?"

"A museum, behind what used to be the Iron Curtain. They have a hip curator, and they came into some money. He'll te
good care of it."

"Sounds like you had some rough times."

He shrugged.



"Everybody does, | guess, if you wait long enough. Next Thursday, then?"

"How about the early side of the Hour of the Dog?" | said.

"Sounds good."

Vissand | watched him go. We sipped our coffee. I'd afeeling the game would be interesting.

Devor started out |etting me win more often than not. Then he began beating me slowly, consistently. There was nothing
untoward that | could detect. If he were pulling afast one, he was evidently careful about the entire affair. | watched him
hawk.

We played every Thursday for amonth. On the fourth night he won alot, but if he were cheating it was beautifully done
could easily have been anormal run of the game. | clapped him on the shoulder at its end, after | had paid him,

"I must say that you gave me my money's worth in entertainment. | hope you'll be by next week. I'm coming to enjoy thi

He smiled.

"I'dbealiarif | said | didn't enjoy winning tonight,” he said. "But | did enjoy playing with you. Might | ask afavor?"

"Please do."

"I have always wanted to see your private collection of glassware, but | have never felt | knew you well enough just to
you've the time and inclination, though, I'd love to."

| nodded.

"Comeon," | said.

When we stood among brilliance he was silent for many minutes as he stared. Then, "I'd no idea," he said. "It's seldom t
one sees such wealth—and thisis what wealth is all about, isn't it? No matter what, you could always sell one and be back
your feet."

"l guess s0," | said.

"How long did that perfume bottle take to make?'

"Seventy-eight years."

"Y ou have to wait for just the right astrological configuration and perform each step in its required sequence?”’

"That'sright. Of course, | often work on several projects simultaneoudy."

"Amazing."

We strolled through mist and music.

"I gather you heard arumor at first that | might be implicated in your servant's death."

| nodded.

"Only arumor, and | was quick to dismissit. | apologize for even that, though."

"I need no apologies. | am sure | would feel the same had | such agood and loyal retainer for aslong as you and the O'
were together. No. It is| who owe you an apology, for | never told you that | was sorry to hear the newsand | was."

"l understand,” | said. "Y ou and | were never all that close.”

The magic mountains towered about us, their mists drifting.

Then came a succession of howls.

"Greetings, Lord Kai," Shiriki said. "All's quiet."

"Everything under control,” Chamballa added.

"Can you render yourselves invisible?' Devor asked them.

They glanced at me, and | nodded.

"If we need to," they responded in unison.

Walking on, Devor nodded. "Y ou may have the only pair |eft in the world—or out of it. Why don't you breed them? A Ic
traditionaists would love to have apair. Y ou could make afortune."

"Well, they're sentient beings—if not too imaginative— and the decision istheirs."

"I'll bet they'd be proud to be the parents of a new race of their kind and see their pups carrying on their ancient traditior
many courts."

"Perhaps | should discussit with them sometime.”

"I'd love to buy a pair myself."

| frowned. "Why? Traditionally, fu dogs were created to attack and mutilate our sort."

"These don't," Devor countered reasonably. "I don't figure that their pups would either. So much of that kind of thing mu
inthetraining.”

"Hm."

"Remember my offer."

"I don't own them," | reminded. "They just work for me."

"I understand. But keep me in mind if they ever come around to that way of thinking. Of course, I'd charge afee, but |
place the pupsin distinguished palaces.”



"Welll see. Let it be" | said.

| saw Devor out of my world and into his, not knowing whether to be angry about his presumption or oddly sympathetic
toward him.

"Thursday,” he said.

"Thursday," | repeated.

The next evening, Li Piao and | shared an excellent meal at my place. Following it, before | could lure him into a game, |
smiled, and said, "I've been watching Fu Xian. While you may consider a human sorcerer below your notice, he's just right
mine."

"l have done some small investigating,” | said. "What did you learn?'

"He has friends in the same line of work."

"y es?"

"There is a short, heavy man named Ken Zhao—awater magician, | believe—and Po Shiang, taller, thinner. I'm not sur
his persuasion. They have been hanging out together alot, and doing some workings involving dl of them."

"I knew that Fu Xian had some allies," | said. "Though | did not know the participants. Now | must ask you alarge favol
Playing with new powersis always atreat—and you are very good. But | want you to leave those three alone, for my sak
They could easily become alerted, through you, that | am watching and aware. | do not want them to know thisyet."

He bent his head.

"Thy will be done."

"There may be aneed later on, and | thank you for what you have done so far."

"It isdangerous, | see, and | do not wish to interrupt your strategy."

"Thank you," | said, meaning it.

"Shall we play?'

"A pleasant game, dear friend, rather than one where | must always watch the Devourer.”

"The Devourer?"

"A littlejoke."

"Tel meof it?'

"Surely.”

Somehow, | relaxed and told him the entire story behind my recent involvement with Devon Li Piao wound up knowing
everything important that had happened to me for the past few years.

| was alittle startled how much he had already deduced based on his previous education and his scrying. Histeachersb
old Canton must have been very wise.

Then for along while, we just sat in silence.

Finaly, "I treasure your trust,”" he said.

"It just came out," | answered, almost defensively, although | wasn't sure whether this was because | knew how much |
still not telling him or because | felt weak for confiding in a human.

"Sometimes it must.”

"l am not normally that talkative."

"I know. But I'll bet you told more than you realize to the O'Keefe. Y ou probably got so that you did it without even knol

| smiled. "I do believe that you have a point.”

"Let usplay Go," he said.

And so we did.

That night there was a commotion. 1'd sent Li Piao home with a particularly tough ogre. There was that in the air which
me uneasy. | would not risk him as | had the O'K eefe, but when the ogre returned he reported no difficulties.

| had a servitor bring me a plateful of lobster-stuffed spring rolls and some jasmine tea.

After atime, | called for ablanket. | drowsed.

Then came the howls.

| turned myself into awind, blowing down canyons, through mountains. | awakened the Lung Shan, the venerable drago
the mountains, as | passed.

"Lord Demon, what isit?" he asked.

"Someone is after the dogs," | said.

| heard him stir. The dogs were his neighbors and resided in one of his abandoned caves. There was something of afam
feeling between them.

"Lead on," he said, emerging in atangle of coils part silver, part moss-in-snow jade, his curving fangs and talons all ivory

| did. We swirled and raced. And | heard afinal howl.



"Stay here," | told the Lung Shan as | departed the bottle.

| sniffed chloroform as | passed. Outside, | heard the sound of a pickup truck departing the area, but | could not track it.
could | do?

Li Piao. It was just coming into the Hour of the Snake, a decent hour of the morning. Perhaps | could get him to do alitt
divining before | went after Devor's guts.

| located my car, which | kept in a garage not far from the house holding my bottle, and drove across town. When | pull
in front of his place, Li Piao came out grinning. "Y ou are the most social Chinese demon I've ever seen," he said. Then he
wasn't realy funny.

"Sorry," he added. "What's wrong?"

"Someone has stolen Shiriki and Chamballa. | want you to do me adivination and find out who. | will keep my suspicion:
myself so as not to prejudice the reading.”

He nodded.

"Comethisway, please."

| followed him into the house. This time we went through the living room and into the kitchen. The cozy room smelled of
and ginger. A picture of the Kitchen God was hung prominently on onewall. A small shelf beneath it held a brassincense
burner.

Li Piao removed the dragon bowl from many silken wrappings and placed it in the center of a circular table of dark woc
gestured for me to be seated. After filling the bow! halfway with water, he added afew drops of clear oil. Locating a penc
he swung it above the bowl.

Five minutes passed, then several more. Findly, | could bear it no longer.

"It was Devor, wasn't it?' | said. "The other night after our card game he was talking of how much money one could m:
breeding fu dogs."

He shook his head.

"It was not Devor. Please let me continue the reading.”

Puzzled, | nodded and watched.

"Fu Xian took them into the east," he finally said. "Ken Zhao and Po Shiang assisted him."

"Areyou certain?'

"I'm getting very good at this. I'm certain,” hesaid. "Knowing is better than falsely accusing someone," | said, frowning
| was so sure. Get me that addressin Atlanta, please."

He obtained a pad of paper and wrote the address out, tore off the top sheet, and passed it to me.

"I don't like the idea of your going after amagician," he said.

"He's only human.”

"But he has allies. So do you. Y ou told me of some of them.”

"All right. We'll try Viss. Maybe Tuvoon, too." | grinned. "Why am | |etting a human push me around this way?'

"Because | have good sense.”

"Can you come with me?"

"y es”

Viss and Tuvoon stared when | gained us entry to their bottle.

"Lord Demon," Viss said formally. "This gentleman looks vaguely human.”

"Can't deny it," | said. "He just saved me from rushing into a possibly dangerous situation by insisting | come and tell yoL
the dogs."

"Then | think that you should. In the meantime, we've just received some blocks of the most wondrous tea. Pray join us.

| told them what had happened.

"l will accompany you to the abode of this sorcerer. Tuvoon?' she asked.

"And1."

Li Piap nodded. The expression in the aged eyes beneath hislong white brows was still enigmatic.

We stepped outside. There was no one about. We joined with the winds and moved up severa planes. Soaring, | took u
After atime, | landed usin the countryside, where | moved some small rocks. | withdrew a sphere then, on the order of tt
I had located on my way to Ireland. | looked at the map and felt | could negotiate the rest of the way.

| tucked the map back into its cubby and got us there.

We approached Fu Xian's side door and hammered on it.

"A moment please," came avoice from within.

| gave the othersasignal. Viss and Tuvoon melted into the shadows, guarding my back. Li Piao remained at my side, | &
more heavily on hiswalking stick than was precisely necessary.

The door was flung open by a short, heavy man. His skin was more brown than golden, the ailmond shape of hiseyes|le
pronounced than in a pure ethnic Chinese.

"Ken Zhao?' | queried politely, knowing that | was correct. "I have come to speak with you and your associates about a



matter of business."
"Business?' he said haughtily. "Thisis a philosophical and educational school. We do not interest ourselves in business.”
"It isamatter of misplaced property,” | persisted. "Let me speak with your master, Fu Xian, if you truly know so little."
| could seethat 1'd gotten to him. For a moment he warred among conflicting impul ses to slam the door in my face, to ce
Fu Xian, and to assert his own importance. Something like a compromise won out.

"Wait here," he said stiffly.

| disliked being left like atradesman on the doorstep, but before | could act avoice spoke in my ear.

"The building iswarded quite strongly," Viss said softly. Her voice was clearly audible, but when | glanced to where she
should stand | saw nothing. "It's a good job—for human magic. If you go inside and we remain out, we will not be able to
assg.”

"Then you must comein with us," | said simply. "Can you keep them from knowing you are with us?"

"Wecantry," Viss said.

Ken Zhao returned at that moment. He gestured for usto follow him and, despite his rudeness, we did this thing. Two vi
and two invisible, we followed Zhao into aroom designed to intimidate. The colors were bold. Creatures from legend and 1
glowered from the carved panels and silk tapestries.

Two other men waited for us here. | knew them from my own research and from Li Piao's descriptions. Tall, thin Po Sh
stood clad in a mandarin's cap and robes. | doubted that he was ligible for the many buttons that ornamented the front of
cap, but this was not the time to taunt.

Fu Xian did not rise as we entered, but kept his seat like an emperor receiving his most humble vassals. He was not a
handsome man. Indeed, there was something toadlike about his fleshy lips. The dark eyes ailmost hidden within their folds!|
malice.

This was the one who had sent lightning at me from the cloud. He, at least, knew exactly who | was; thus, his arroganc
inexcusable. Still, if | wanted the dogs back, | needed to restrain myself. Silently, | promised that Fu Xian would learn humi

"We have thingsto discuss,” | said, looking over Fu Xian's head to where his henchmen stood. "Do not irritate me, and y
both may live."

They laughed.

"Y ou really mean that," Po Shiang said.

"I most sincerely do," | told him. "As of now, neither of you has wronged me more than | can forgive. My quarrel is witt
Xian."

"You'd better let him get to the point,” interrupted Fu Xian, impatient of being ignored.

They both turned and regarded him. My thought was that neither of them liked his peremptory tone.

"I want my fu dogs back," | said, "instantly. And if they have been harmed . . ."

"| assure you that even if | were the sort of person who would harm them, | would not do it in thisinstance," Fu Xian sai
"They're worth afortune.”

Impatient with his arrogance, | clapped my hands together and touched his shoulders.

Sliding from his chair, he collapsed into a quivering mass on the floor.

"Asyou did unto me from the cloud," | remarked.

"I ..." Fu Xian gasped something that might have been an insult, but | forbore from treating him and his as | had the scr
demons who had slain Ollie. Here there were only three, and | did not wish to remove a source of knowledge before | hac
learned what | desired.

"I want my dogs," | repeated.

Po Shiang raised Fu Xian back into his chair and studied me through narrow, ditted eyes.

"They are not your dogs, demon. How can they be when they were created by the gods to guard against you and yours:

"Still," | said, keeping from rebuking him as | had Fu Xian until | knew more, "they have resided peaceably with mefor a
while. | wish them returned.”

"Forget it," Ken Zhao retorted, emboldened that | had not called the lightnings on Po Shiang. "They're along way from t
You'll see them again someday, but you won't like it when you do."

My temper flared now, and | gave in to an impulse to revert to my demon form. When | stood before them, head brushit
room's eight-foot ceiling, skin the cerulean of a summer sky, eyes dark as the bottom of a pit, they trembled—and this was
before | spoke and they caught the glint of my fangs.

"l weary of this game. Killing you would be contrary to my needs, but | have nothing against a bit of mutilation.” | raisec
Zhao by one leg and let the short, stocky man dangle upside down in the air, his garments all awry. Popping my index-fing
claw, | drew the ideograph for Truth in the bared skin of Zhao's belly. The seven strokes were neatly done, though the blo
that ran from them marred the elegance of my calligraphy.

"I want my dogs," | repeated patiently, hissing through my fangs. "Now."

Fu Xian was till shuddering from the force of the lightning stroke, but Po Shiang retained his poise.-

"They are not here, and nothing that you do to that fool will make metell you where they are.”



"How about," | asked, dropping Zhao on his head on the carpeted floor, "what | might do to you?"

Po Shiang gestured broadly and fire sprang up in acircle around him. Normally that would have stayed me not at all, but
beneath the red-and-orange glow, | recognized the lambent green of the flames Fire's Fever had used to attack me. Even
distance, | could feel them trying to feed on my chi.

| sketched a quick ward to protect both myself and Li Piao. It sprang into being in the form of a cooling mist that quellec
fire's heat.

"Y ou are not a human magician, Po Shiang." He chuckled. "I hadn't figured on giving myself away so soon, but you wou
have found out once you started tracking me. Better to give myself away abit too soon than risk the Godslayer's power."

For once | was glad of that reputation. 1'd never admit it, but that green fire scared me. The gods hadn't had anything lik
during the Demon War. If they had, we would have lost. Now it seemed to be common currency.

Viss came visible then.

"Unless you would like your souls melted with a the-ronic weapon," Viss said, and reaching into her pocket she produce
fat-barreled weapon quite a bit more powerful than the derringer she had dlipped me, "you will return the dogs instantly."

Po Shiang studied her thoughtfully. To appearances she was till the round-faced little girl, but her gaze was steady. To
who could read auras her true nature would be revealed for what it was.

"A wise old fellow—Sun-Tzu—was fond of saying that when the last trick fails, the fox goesto earth, grants concessior
the enemy, and livesto return another day," said Po Shiang.

"I'm not certain that Sun-Tzu put it quite that way," Viss said pleasantly.

"Still, the senseisthere," Po Shiang replied. He brought elegant hands together (surely | had seen long nails like that
somewhere before?) and clapped them sharply twice. The perfume of rosesfilled the air, and a pink light seared my eyes.

When my vision cleared again, Po Shiang had vanished, |eaving behind only a shower of rose petals.

Li Piao bent and scooped up a handful of the petals. "Wild roses are symbolic of dissension, Kai. | don't think you've see
last of Po Shiang."

"Good," | answered shortly. Then | turned my attention to the two who remained.

Ken Zhao was sitting up now, rubbing his head though | had kindly dropped him on the carpet rather than on thetiled po
of the floor. He looked upon my alien majesty with apoise | found admirable.

"We're screwed, aren't we?' he said to Fu Xian.

"l think s0," the other replied.

"Not you two," | said. "I think that you might yet negotiate the waters of the righteous.”

"How isthat?" said Fu Xian.

"Y our master served you only to mock. Y ou helped in his plans unknowingly."

"Heis not our master,” Fu Xian said stubbornly. Perhaps he was more stupid than | had thought. Ken Zhao was quicker
the uptake.

"| allied myself with Fu Xian," he said smoothly. "My association with Po Shiang was incidental. As Confucius said: "The
does not choose to harbor the mistletoe." "

Tuvoon snorted. "I don't think Confucius ever said such athing.”

"So sue me," Ken Zhao shot back.

"Peace," | growled. | crossed to the chair which Fu Xian had recently occupied and slouched in it. The fit was bad, but |
tired of hitting my head against the ceiling.

Viss came and sat by my feet. Tuvoon prudently guarded the door. Li Piao had discovered a pile of documentsin acarv
chest at the back of the room and was inspecting them with every appearance of interest.

"Now," | said to the two human wizards, "if you cooperate with me, | am inclined to spare you."

"That's hardly fair," protested Fu Xian. "We were duped by Po Shiang, too! We took risks to get the dogs and then he hi
of here and leaves us. No doubt he's taken the dogs, too."

"Nevertheless. | can forgive if you will serve me."

"We'rein ahurry," said Tuvoon, "Vissand |. So there you are—you have Lord Demon'’s offer. Y ou two had better deci
quickly if you're working with us or if you're barbecue."

He licked hislips, atheatrical gesture that seemed overdone to me, but appeared to convince Fu Xian that we were quit
serious. With aquick glance at Ken Zhao, who nodded rapidly, he began talking.

The dogs, apparently, had been taken by purely human agency, but Devor had been bribed to show them how to get in &
of the bottle. An offering of imbue large enough to keep him stoned for amonth—or longer if he rationed himself—had
apparently undone whatever fragile friendship we had built over our games of Go.

"And who gave you the imbue?' Viss asked, leaning forward.

"Po Shiang brewed it in hisalchemical lab," Ken Zhao volunteered. "At least he said that he did. We had no reason to
disbelieve him."

"He showed us the ancient scroll,” Fu Xian added, "from which he claimed to take the formula. The script was archaic, |
sense appeared to be there."



| frowned. "Do you have this scroll?"

"No, Lord Demon," Fu Xian said. "It was his property.”

"Who," asked Viss, "told you that imbue would be the perfect lure for Devor?”

"We cast the I-Ching coins and followed the portents,” Fu Xian answered.

Ken Zhao cut in, "But as| recall it now, Po Shiang steered our conclusions.”

The hurt and angry look that passed over Fu Xian's toadlike features confirmed Zhao's deduction.

"So Po Shiang set the entire theft up," | mused aoud. "If he knew so much and was so powerful, why did he need you t\

Ken Zhao barked hoarse laughter. "Because he never entered your bottle, Lord Demon. Master Xian insisted on the hor
himself, and, of course, someone had to stay behind and guard our backs. Since my specialized knowledge of water magic
would do uslittle good outside, | went into the bottle while Po Shiang stayed safely without.”

Viss nodded. "It does seem that he did not want us looking too closely at him, Kai Wren."

"But he blew it here,"” Tuvoon said.

"Or did he?' | wondered aloud. "He has gotten away, and | am no closer to finding my fu dogs.”

| made afew decisions.

"Tuvoon," | said, "might | ask you to take these two fools to some place where they are unlikely to be found?"

"Alive or dead?" he asked.

"Alive" | answered. "We may have more questions for them, but | do not want Po Shiang to rescue them— or to Kill the
himself when he learns that we have not impulsively slain them and destroyed what knowledge they may have."

"Good thinking," Tuvoon said. "I know where to take them."

He gathered them up and was gone.

"Viss," | continued, "I believe we need to speak with Devor. Can you find him?'

"l cantry," she said. "Where should | bring him?'

"My bottle," | said. "I will be changing the locks as soon as | leave here, but | will tell the Lung Shan to admit you."

"Very good." She stood then and looked up a me, little girl impish with awoman's wisdom in those twinkling black eyes.
"Later, Kai."

She vanished.

"And me, Lord Demon?' Li Piao asked.

| turned to him. "What have you found there?"

" Some papers, perhaps some spells. The calligraphy isterrible, but | believe | can read themin time."

"Would you like to have them?'

"yYes"

"Then first we will gather them and take them to your house. Then | would ask you to come to my bottle. There is some
am forgetting—something | am overlooking. | wish to review everything that has happened since the night of Ollie's death
Perhaps between us we can discover what, in my fury, | have overlooked."

The old man smiled. "I would be honored, my lord."

And then, ateak chest of scrolls slung between us, we also departed. Apparently, we did not make our escape too soon
When we dropped the papers off at Li Piao's house, the old man turned on the television news and we learned that Fu Xie
school had been destroyed when weird green lightning from a clear sky set fire to the entire block.

FIVE

And with this newsto light our way, we retired to my bottle. The misted mountains seemed lonely without the howls of 1
dogs calling the "all clear." The Lung Shan swam upon the currents of air to give us his report.

"Lord Kai," he said, and his undulations were in the way of a kowtow of deep respect, "nothing has happened in your
absence."

"Thank you ..." | began, but the dragon was continuing.

"...Because | prevented it from happening.”

"Oh?'

| caused Li Piao and myself to hover in the air. The human showed no fear, either of our peculiar position or of the enor
serpentine being in the air in front of us. Indeed, | fancied that he was studying the fashion in which the dragon moved upc
thermals.

"Tell me more, Lung Shan."

"Some hours ago, there came at the entry of the bottle a great hammering sound, as if one knocked upon the door. | kne
you possessed akey, so | did not answer it. | also told the ogres and other denizens not to answer."



"Good."

"Then the hammering ceased. It was followed by anoise like unto the hissing of a blowtorch.”

"Indeed?"

"This puzzled me, so | went to one of the translucent sections and took a peep without."

"And?'

"And there without was a man-formed creature, but | do not think that it was a man, for from one long fingernail he spu
jet of fire so hot that it was white. He was endeavoring to cut his way into the bottle. His efforts were for naught. Eventusz
departed.”

"Was that the last you saw of him?"

"No. He returned shortly and bore with him a cluster of theronic grenades.”

"What!"

"l swear, my lord. Knowing that these could break the interface or at the least destroy the bottle, | emerged via the back
and engaged the man-formed creature.”

"Did you destroy him?'

"Alas, | failed, but | did force him to flee. His departure was somewhat hasty, so he left the bandolier of grenades wher
had positioned them about the neck of the bottle. | retrieved them and brought them within."

With aflick of hislong tail, the Lung Shan presented me with a braided lanyard on which were dung five fat, |ead-casec
theronic grenades. | accepted these with the caution they were due.

"Y ou have done well, great dragon. Do you have anything el se to report?"

"Thatisdl, Lord Ka."

"I thank you for your aid. Do you need to be relieved at your post?”

"No, Lord." The dragon showed fangs like ivory scimitars. "Thisis the most fun | have had in many centuries. | have po
ogres at the back door and set the Effervescent Celestial Tigers to prowling all areas. Y our palace servitors have been iss
weapons from the armory."

"Again, you have done well."

"I am honored, Lord. | do miss the fu dogs, though.”

"Sodol." I indicated Li Piao, "This man has my permission to enter here. Taste his aura so that you may not mistake for
another who wears his form."

A long tongue flickered out and licked the air about Li Piao. The old man flinched, but only once.

"I will know him, Lord Kai."

"Two others may be admitted, Lung Shen: Viss of the Terrible Tongue and her son, Tuvoon the Smoke Ghost. Still, sinc
cannot be too careful, send me amessage first, and | will confirm that they are who they say."

"Yes, Lord."

"Permit no othersto enter, no matter if they had permission before thistime. If any seek entrance, do not acknowledget
but send me an image of their likeness and aura.”

"l shdll, Lord Kai."

Li Piao cleared histhroat, and when | glanced inquiringly at him, he said:

"Mighty Lung Shan, did you perchance take an image of the man-formed one who tried to gain entrance before?"

The Lung Shan sighed. "I did not. | was too concerned with watching him. | could describe him, however."

"Pray, do so."

"The man-form he wore was tall and slim. He was clad in the robes of a mandarin and arrogance.”

"Po Shiang?' Li Piao queried me.

"It certainly soundslike him," | agreed. "Come, we will go to my palace and be refreshed. Then well think about how to
approach this problem.”

We bid the Lung Shan farewell and descended through the air to my palace. Aswe flew, | pointed out to Li Piao the ne
invisible forms of the Effervescent Tigers, the flitting shapes of the milkweed fairies. He had already met some of the ogre
had never seen them in force.

"Y ou really built this place with aback door?* he asked, chuckling dightly as we ascended the stair to the front entrance

"Even a mouse knows the wisdom of having an escape prepared,” | answered, atouch indignantly.

"True," he agreed.

We went to my favorite parlor, and the servitors took my orders for food and hot tea. Li Piao watched them depart—un
one looks for form, they are little more than heat shimmersin the air.

"Y ou have many of those here?"

"Asmany as| have need," | replied. "It was part of my initial design specifications. Saves trouble with servants.”

"What are they?'

"Call them emanations of my will given a somewhat permanent form. They are capable of avariety of tasks and when t
are not needed they retire into the essence of the bottle."



"So they don't get bored.”

"y es"

"But they can fight"

"If so ordered,” | agreed. "As| have been somewhat martial in the past, it seemed like a good idea to shape my servitor:
that they could defend my home."

"Wise." There was a pause, then Li Piao asked, "But where does all the food come from?"

"Food?'

"Such as that your servitors have gone to prepare.”

"Ah. When | constructed this bottle, | set in place a certain amount of undifferentiated matter. This is what the servitors
upon to make meals. | useit aswell for my projects, although often | bring in materials from without. Natural materials ha
certain ambience that one does not find in the created twins."

"l wonder why thisis so?'

"I can't really say, but if you want a good example look at laboratory-created gemstones. They lack the subtle propertiex
their natural kin even if they are chemically identical."

"True

Li Piao looked thoughtful and, since | was reviewing events since Ollie's dezath, | let silence rise and flow over us. Teac
then noodles spiced with sesame oil and topped with thinly sliced chicken and slivers of vegetables. We ate in silence, eacl
occupied with his own thoughts.

When the noodles were finished and a platter of crisp eggplant fritters accompanied by a dish of sweet and pungent por
arrived, Li Piao spoke:

"Kai, have you remembered anything?"

"No. It continues to escape me."

"I have learned that if one stops trying, often the subconscious mind finds the answer."

"l have found that also."

"Would you be willing to permit me to distract you?"

"How?1 don't think | could relax enough to play mah-jongg or Go."

Li Piao met my gaze. | still wore my demon-form so that what he saw was inky darkness surrounded by a slim crescent
white.

"Lord Demon, | have many questions about the nature of demonkind. If | am to help you, | think | need to know more."

| considered. What he said was true enough. If there was anything | didn't want to tell him, | could simply refuse.

"Very well. Ask your questions.”

Li Piao licked hislips nervoudly. "Demons are not really demons, are they? They're something else.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him. "Why do you say this?"

"Too many things don't fit. Y ou've told me of these theronic weapons, for example. At first | thought that they were mo
inventions—imitations or coevolutions with human technologies. The more | hear and overhear, the more | believe that yol
people have possessed them for far longer than humans have had guns and grenades.”

| made a sound to encourage him, but gave nothing away.

"Then there are the names and manners of your people—those few whom | have met. They don't match with Chinese |
neither do the wars | have heard mentioned . . . this'Demon War,' these 'gods' who are your enemies.”

"Perhaps,” | suggested mildly, "we merely use different names for things and events of which you already know. Perhay
humans know little of the real events of supernatural realms."

"Perhaps,” Li Piao said stubbornly, "but | don't think so."

| studied him, this long-bearded, tenacious human. How much did | owe him? How much should he know about the reali
things?

"Theknife," Li Piao hinted, "is more useful for the sharpening.”

"And the laborer isworthy of hishire," | responded dryly. "Very well. | will tell you what you wish to know. Y ou are cle
enough to have figured some out on your own."

| clapped my hands and more tea was brought, along with some almond cookies. | poured, then began my tale.

"Somewhat over five thousand years ago, in a cosmic plane not too different from this one, awar broke out between tw
factions. For ease of telling, let me call them the gods and the demons.

"The precise reasons for thiswar have been lost in the mists of Time and Rationalization. Sufficeto say that in the end t
gods won. They banished the remaining demons to another plane. Call it Kong Shyh Jieh."

Li Piao frowned. "The Empty World?'

"Close enough. The demons found themselves dumped on a gray, featureless plain. The sky above was light gray, the st
on which they stood was adarker gray. At first they pooled the resources of their own natural chi to survive, but without

sustenance of any sort, they would have been doomed. As things were becoming quite grim, the demon who istoday calle



of the Towers of Light found a conduit to another plane—the plane within which is your own world."

"Ah!"

"The conduit was tangential with your own world—in fact, it was in the wilds of Outer Mongolia. Through this conduit, t
demons brought back chi upon which to sustain themselves. They brought back trees, animals, and, over time, they began
import cultural touches.”

"Ah. | begin to understand."

"Moreover, some of our number began to interact with humans. Thus, we have contributed to your culture, even as you
contributed to ours."

"I never doubted that." Li Piao had on his thoughtful frown again. " Still, why Chinawhen you had all the world from whi
choose?"

"Partly it was proximity to the original conduit. Partly it was because the Chinese civilization, even in the reign of the
Mythological Sovereigns, was far more sophisticated than anything else in the world at that time. The tendency toward
long-reigning dynasties created an order of which we approved.”

| paused to remember and sip tea.

"Pray, continue," Li Prao prompted. "Thisisfascinating."

"Over the next thousand years, the Empty World became far less empty. The living things we imported and our own abil
generated awellspring of native chi. This, in turn, we employed to sculpt our environment for maximum generation of chi.

Li Piao smiled. "It sounds rather like feng shui."

| sipped my tea. "Where do you think the early Chinese got the idea? Finally, after a thousand years of residence, the de
learned to tap the inherent chi of the Empty World.

"By thistime, the Empty World was empty no more. Generations of demons had been born there. Still, the elder oneslol
for revenge against the gods. Thus came the first of the post-Exile wars."

| fell silent and, after amoment, Li Piao leaned forward.

"And?'

"And the demons lost.”

"Oh."

"But thisdid not start areign of pacifism. Instead, atrend was established. The demons would build up chi and resource
Then they would bridge the chasm to our origina plane; they would attack and be driven back. Demons are nothing if not
persistent. Meanwhile, interna rivalries developed. Feuds between demon clans kept the atmosphere martial between war
the gods. Then, about athousand years ago, came the Demon War."

Li Piao gestured for permission to speak. | nodded and took the opportunity to refill my teacup.

"Lord Kai, | admit to being a bit confused. How old are you?"

I had to think about it for amoment. Like the older Chinese cultures, demons do not tend to celebrate birthdays after the
until the person celebrated becomes venerable.

"About fifteen hundred years, give or take afew," | said, at last.

Li Piao hid his astonishment well enough.

"So you were born in Kong Shyh Jieh."

"Yes, but it has never been an empty world for me. The days of colonization and most wars were long over. The only m
war in which | fought was the Demon War."

"When you earned thetitle 'Lord Demon."

"Even s0."

| spoke on then, telling him something of my childhood, of my early interest in the arts of pottery and glassblowing, of my
training in arts magical and martial, of the death of my parents and one sister in the Demon War. | told him of the armistic
followed the Demon War when the Armory of Truce was built and the weapons of power housed within it.

"Kai, | don't understand why you and the other 'demons' restricted yourselves to Kong Shyh Jieh and our Earth. Didn't y
have accessto any other planes?”

| nodded. "Several, but none as fruitful. Y ou have seen the plane through which | have taken us for swift travel ?"

"y es"

"Most are like that: featurel ess. Others are dangerous or just plain strange. The labor needed to develop them would be
extensive. We are not a prolific people. The No-Longer Empty World and Earth are sufficient for the needs of all but tho:
who till hold old grudges.”

"But why haven't your people gone beyond the Earth? Surely there must be other places where the planes touch. Think
resources that are out in the solar system— the galaxy—even the entire universe!"

| shook my head. "Sadly, thisis not the way of it. The only conduits we have found on that plane take usto the Earth. O
created conduits require someone on both sides."”

"A summoning spell.”



"Precisely. So, unless the human race finds its way to other planets and summons us to join it, we are restricted.”

"Which makes the lure of the original plane all the stronger, | suppose.”

"Yes. Thelureisnot very strong for me, | must admit. Thisis my home. | can create demi-planes within my bottles for
variety. Then there is the ever-changing Earth for amusement. The last few centuries have revealed amazing things. |
subscribe to all the popular science magazines.”

"But..."

Whatever Li Piao would have asked next was interrupted by aringing of bells. Then a servitor bore in a polished crystal
sphere within which an image of the Lung Shan was coiled. "Lord Kai," he said, "one of those of whom you have spoken |
come seeking entry."

"Who?"'

"Viss of the Terrible Tongue."

"Show me her image.”

The dragon did it and | inspected it on both avisual and essential level. She checked out.

"That'sViss."

The dragon said, "There is another with her, one | have seen before, the one called Devor."

| recalled that | had asked Vissto find him for me.

"Show me hisimage."

Lung Shan did, and thisimage, too, checked out.

"L et them both through, Mighty Dragon,” | commanded, "but do not let Devor depart or enter again without my express
command.”

"] understand.”

Theimage in the sphere winked out, and | handed the crystal to the servitor. Then | turned to Li Piao.

"It appears that we are about to have visitors. Now that you know what you do, do you care to remain?"

"Morethan ever, Lord Kai."

The servitors escorted Viss and Devor. He looked terrible—the fourteenth day of athirteen-day drunk. She had put on'
guise she had worn when she had been my teacher: ageless, feminine, elegant, but powerful. Something in me quickened :
sight.

| rose, and Li Piao did also.

"Lady," | said. "Thank you for coming and for your help in finding this.. . . creature.”

"What else are friends for, Kai Wren?' she replied with the smile | had longed to dicit when | had first been her student

| clapped my hands, and the servitors brought tea. Pointedly, | did not pour any for Devor. Viss cradled her teacup in he
and studied the translucent golden brew as she spoke.

"Our problems are akin to viewing the painting on this cup through the tea. We believe that we see clearly, but in reality
we know is distorted."

| nodded. Li Piao nodded. Viss continued:

"So what have we learned?”

"That the gods have grown ambitious," | offered. "Po Shiang is apparently willing to break the treaty, as was the demigo
dew at the Conventicle."

Li Piao cleared histhroat. "Lord Kai, in al the history, that you recounted to me, the battles between the demons and the
were instigated by the demons. Is that true?”'

| thought. "Yes."

"| disagree," Viss said. "l am somewhat older than you, Kai Wren. From my memories of history and from what was
recounted to me by my elders, | would say that for aslong as the demons had nothing of value, we did indeed seek to rege
way to our plane of origin. However, once we made our place of exile into alovely and fruitful place, then the gods were ¢
willing to fight."

Li Piao glanced at me. | shrugged.

"Perhaps thisistrue. | do not claim to be a historian— | am a potter and glassblower."

Viss smiled. "And afine swordsman and warrior."

"As need demands," | replied.

Li Piao made a soft sound that might have been a chuckle, but when | looked at him, he was staring into histea.

"We have also learned,” Viss continued, "that those fu dogs which you have housed since after the Demon War are of v
to someone.”

| directed akick into Devor's side. He was so far gone that he didn't even flinch. Viss must have seen the look of disgu:
flickered across my features.

"Y ou should have seen him before | got him this sober. Do any of your magical bowls or bottles contain an antidote for |
?I



"Not specificaly," | said, thinking, "but | may have something that will serve. Wait here while | go look."

| departed and came back bearing a bow! the size of my fist that appeared to have been carved from asingle pearl. Vis
exclaimed in delight. Li Piao smiled. | was less pleased.

"l have never worried overmuch about addiction,” | said, "but this bowl purifies anything that is placed within it."

Standing over Devor's slumped form, | spoke afew words. His inherent magic resisted me for amoment, but | was the
powerful. In amoment, he was washed from head to foot in a pale silvery light. Then he began to diminish in size until he
dall-like figure | could place within the pearl bowl.

| did this, first removing his garments with an impatient gesture. Careful to position him so that his head would remain ak
the surface, | filled the bow! about halfway with warm water. Then | set the lot on a shelf and commanded a servitor to ke
Devor from drowning.

"There," | said. "Let us see what that will do. In the meantime, we can continue our discussion. Let me begin by stating |
godls. First, | want my dogs back. Next, | want to punish those who have dared act against me— both in thisand in Olive
O'Keefe'sdeath. Finaly, | wishto learn if the theft of the dogs and Ollie's murder are in any way connected—nhboth to eac
other and to any larger plot."

Viss nodded. "Neatly stated. My goals are less personal. Needless to say, | am interested in knowing who framed Tuvo
the one who ordered your servant's death. Asto the rest—I am worried about this undue interest that the gods are showin
our affairs. If after athousand years of peace they have decided to become aggressors, we must know. Otherwise, demor
will be caught unawares. We have become lazy in peace."

"But not powerless," | reminded her.

"No," she said, "not that."

Li Piao said, "Lord Kai, you told me that there was a council of the gods which dealt with the demons in matters of treat
and such. Y ou were going to speak with them after you were attacked by Rabla-yu. What reply did you receive?”

"Unsatisfactory,” | admitted.

"That is hardly surprising,” Viss said quickly, "given that an admission of knowledge on their part would be akin to admitt
that they knew that there was intent to break the treaties between us."

"True," Li Piao said. "Still, perhaps further inquiries can be made on that front."

| agreed. We continued talking well into the Hour of the Horse, when the skies over my mountains were dark as polishe

Devor seemed to be less in a stupor than asleep, but | decided to leave him in his healing bath. After atime, | offered V
place to rest, but she declined, saying that she wished to check on Tuvoon and his prisoners. Li Piao agreed to stay, having
phoned his family sometime in the Hour of the Hare to explain that he was visiting some friends for afew days.

Given that the ogres were busy guarding the frontiers of my bottle, | escorted Viss to the exit myself. She was all busine
and efficiency, but | was left with the thought that she was a remarkable figure of a demoness.

| returned to my own chambers to sleep and to dream. In the latter part of the Hour of the Monkey, when the fingers of
dawn were threading into the sky, | awoke from a dream in which | had been speaking to BaWa. | had just asked him if |
knew why Tuvoon would arrange for Ollie's death. The scrub demon'’s voice was soft, but | distinctly heard him telling me

Another demon found us scrounging over there and he sounded us out on the job. That was yesterday. Said the
might be by tonight because he often passes this way on Saturdays. The demon offered shen coin, and, when we a
gave us a few then. Told us Tuvoon would be in town two days off. We supposed to get the rest tomorrow.

Another demon! | sat up in bed, nearly crowing my pleasure. That was what | had been seeking to remember!

BaWa had never said that Tuvoon had arranged the assassination himself. Nor had Devor—Tuvoon had been the first 1
introduce Devor into the picture. Who, then, was this demon who had offered the job to the scrub demons?

Rising, | went to my writing table and dampened my inkstone. In afew concise brushstrokes, | ordered Ba Wato come
and to bring with him Wong Pang, the other demon whose life | had spared that night in the park. Then | notified the Lung
to expect visitors and to notify me when they arrived.

Pleased with myself, | donned robes of death's white embroidered with owls. Best to look asintimidating as possible.

When the servitorsinformed methat Li Piao was awake, | had them bid him to join me for breakfast on a pleasant terre
overlooking gardens of cherry blossoms and magnolias.

He raised an eyebrow at my attire. Still cheered, | explained:

"Last night adream revealed to me what | have been forgetting. Ba Wa mentioned another demon who may be connec
this mess. | have summoned him to me."

"And you want to terrify him."

"Essentialy. | would prefer not to resort to torture, since BaWamay be of further use to me. Just in case, I've told him
bring one whom he regards as afriend."

Li Piao kept any unease carefully schooled from his features, merely tasting a slice of ripe peach.

"Wise."

A message from the Lung Shan informed us that the two scrub demons had arrived. | inspected their auras via the cryst



then ordered the remnants of breakfast cleared away. With afew fingerstrokes, | cast a glamour that gave gentle Li Piao
appearance of a massive demon with muddy green skin, curving horns, and the faceted eyes of a housefly. | finished just
servitors wafted Ba Wa and Wong Pang into my presence.

Both scrub demons looked terrified. BaWa's yellowish skin was pale; Wong Pang was positively gray. As soon as they
perceived me standing before them in my robes of deathly white, they flung themselves onto the floor in front of me, kowt:
and banging their misshapen foreheads on the floor.

"Cease, you miserable wretches!" | thundered.

They stopped so fast you would think | had turned them into stone.

"Rise and face me!"

They did, looking asif they would rather not.

BaWa had learned the virtue of silence from our previous meetings. He must have shared some of his wisdom with Wc
Pang, for even that fool kept his tongue behind his pointed teeth.

| stared at them, narrowing my eyesinto dark dits. My only movement was the slow caress of my fingers along the leng
my sheathed sword. When at last | spoke, my voice was amost friendly.

"I have a question for you, crawlersin the dust. Answer me and | may let you live."

Ba Wa nodded vigorously. Wong Pang hazarded a squeak that just might have been: "l hear, great, mighty one."

| pitched my voice as low as thunder. "When Ba Wa recounted to me the events leading up to your murder of my serva
mentioned that a demon came to you and told you of Olli€'s habits so that you might slay him."

BaWasaw | wished confirmation.

"Yes, Lord Demon, that what | say and what | say istrue.”

"This demon is the same who promised you payment in shen coins."

They both bobbed in agreement.

"Who was he?"'

Ba Wa and Wong Pang spoke as one: "It was He of the Towers of Light, Lord Demon."

| frowned, and they took my frown as disbelief.

"It was!" BaWa assured me.

"Was! Honest!" Wong Pang squealed. "He of the Towers of Light—great demon ruler. Have seen at many festivals an
Conventicle. No mistaking.”

"Silence!" | bellowed, and | did not protest when they flung themselves trembling to the floor.

While they groveled, | considered. He of the Towers of Light was indeed a demon of great reputation. One of the origin
Exiles, he had discovered the conduit to Earth. Later, during the Shang Dynasty, he had made his reputation first asa
war-leader and then as a trader with humanity.

During hisfirst reign, demons had resided in China, using their powers to masquerade as some of the less savory elemer
from Chinese mythology. (It's amazing how quickly the peasantry and the lower orders of the aristocracy—Chinawas
essentially afeudal state at this time— will obey orders when the king commands demon henchmen.)

Later, such direct intervention in human politics had been viewed as gauche, but at the time it had been the best means f
demons to harvest the chi that was so essential to building alivable superstructure in the Kong Shyh Jieh.

Would He of the Towers of Light stoop to treating with scrub demons?

When we had lunched together at the Conventicle, | learned that HE had become something of a monk after the Buddhi
pattern. He resided in aterritory in the Demon Realm sculpted after his own image. It was a beautiful but stark place that
said bore more of aresemblance to the Origin Plane than it did to our new homeland.

"Y ou shits certain that it was He of the Towers of Light who came to you?' | asked sternly.

Wong Pang chittered, "Yes! Sure as shit, Lord Demon!"

BaWawas more careful. "He sure look like He of the Towers of Light, boss. Still, demons can look like other demons, |

| nodded, thought of another question.

"Y ou told me that this demon gave you shen coin as a down payment for your services. Do you still have any of those c

Wong Pang wailed in despair. Ba Wa shook his head sorrowfully.

"l spend mine, boss. Cost of living keep going up.”

"True. Many months have passed. Perhaps it was too much for which to hope," | said, and Wong Pang stopped gibberin
"Still, I would like to see one of those coins. If you have a chance to reclaim one, bring it to me."

They began bobbing, eager to please.

"But," | cautioned, "l only want to see acoin if you can assure me beyond any doubt that it is one of those you or your a
were given by He of the Towers of Light."

"Yes, boss!" they assured me.

"And do not speak of this charge, or of our conversation to anyone!"

They groveled.



"To anyone!" | growled. "Y ou little shits understand?’

Their abasement was a disgrace to see. | softened my tones dightly from the ringing thunders | had been using.

"And if you succeed, | may have areward for you."

BaWa grinned, then hastened to appear humble. "The joy of serving great lord isall reward uslittle crawlersin the muc
Welook for shen caoin.”

"We keep mouth shut," Wong Pang added, "tight as afrog's butt."

"Good."

| sent them away. Li Piao looked at me.

"What isa shen coin exactly?"

The incongruity of those gentlemanly tones coming from the grotesque visage | had given him was unsettling to me. | wi
theillusion away with a gesture.

"A shen coinis... Do you recall what | told you earlier about how the first exiled demons worked to enhance both their
chi and the chi of the land?'

"Certainly."

"Shen coin came into use then. They are shaped rather like Chinese cash—round with a hole in the middle."

Li Piao smiled. "I wonder who borrowed the form from whom?"

"I don't know," | answered, "but | suspect that the humans borrowed from us, since the earliest Chinese coins resemblec
or shells. In any case, a shen coin bears within it an amount of chi. Sometimesit istheissuer's personal chi, other timesit
been harvested from some resource. Whatever the case, the chi can be drained from the shen coin and used in avariety |
ways."

"Or," Li Piao reasoned, "hoarded against need. So if you can examine one of the shen coins with which the little demon
paid, you might be able to find who issued it."

"It'salong shot," | agreed, "but | have difficulty believing that He of the Towers of Light would do business with one of
creatures.”

"Who isthis He of the Towers of Light, anyhow?' Li Piao asked.

| told him, and | wasjust finishing the tale when Viss of the Terrible Tongue arrived. Again she wore the guise of the lol
but fierce swords woman. Idly | found myself hoping that she would maintain her current preference.

"Hi, fellows," she said. "How's Devor?"

Then she did a double take as she noticed my costume.

"Whose funeral isit? Or maybe | should ask whoseisit going to be?"

"No one, yet," | assured her. "'l was interviewing the scrub demons again. | recalled something | wished clarified."

"And?'

"They say that the demon who paid them shen coin to go after Ollie and told them that Tuvoon would pay the balance v
of the Towers of Light."

"No! | can't believethat old stick would stir from his meditations long enough to develop such alevel of intrigue.”

"My thoughts precisely,” | said. "It seemsfar more likely that some fool adopted his appearance. Tricking scrub demons
hard."

"No." Visslooked thoughtful. "Still, unless what the scrub saw wasjust an illusion, that body-of-light form HE's been fav
since the Ch'in Dynasty isn't easy to imitate."

"l hadn't considered that," | said.

"It'sthe lack of solid matter,” she explained. "I've made something of a study of the question since Tuvoon is partially etl
Essentially, it's harder for a solid body to assume an ethereal form and vice versa.”

| cocked an eyebrow. "I've never had any problem.”

"Wren, my dear student, | don't think you realize how very talented you are. Y ou're really more like one of the demons f
the earliest days of Exile than you are like your own generation—and certainly you are more powerful than those born the
past five hundred years. Why do you think they were so eager to honor the Godslayer?"

"l hadn't thought about it," | said honestly.

Viss honored Li Piao with afriendly smile. | swear the old man colored like an adolescent boy.

"Our Kai Wren," shetold him, laughing, "has become far too much the artist. It'samost a pity he wasn't born in more wi
times. His potential for the combat artsis being wasted."

Remembering how easily | had summoned up my powers when my fury at Ollie's murder filled me, | wondered about th
| kept my silence on the matter.

"Y ou asked after Devor," | said, directing the conversation elsewhere.

"Yes, how isthe sot?"

"When | checked on him earlier, most of the effects of the imbue seemed to have worn off. Whatever hangover remair
should merely make him amenable to answering questions in the most direct fashion possible.”



"Good." She examined my attire. "Are you going to maintain the 'Deathlord' garb?"

"Why not?'

"Then perhaps | should alter my appearance to something more fearsome as well."

Her complexion started turning from the healthy golden brown of a Chinese maiden to brick red.

"No!" | protested.

She looked at me, startled. "No?"

"I mean," | said hastily, "perhaps you should retain that more winsome form. We could work a good demon/ bad demon
routine on him."

"lsn't that rather stale?" she asked, but her coloring began to lighten.

"The desire to find an ally never growsold," | assured her.

"And your human friend?"

"l had thought to have him sit by where he could see and hear but not be perceived himself." | looked at Li Piao. "If De:
mentions any places or people, perhaps you could scry his accuracy and signal me."

"A sort of lie detector?' he asked.

"Oh, we have spellsthat could force truth from him," | said idly, "but they are painful and an old liar like Devor probably
much skill in manipulating his answers. Y ou would provide information far more valuable than mere truth.”

"Very wdl, Lord Kai," he said. "Tell me where to go and how to send you messages.”

And | did thisthing. We retired to a stark room with walls of scarlet glass. They were painted with cryptic trigramsin gc
and the floor was textured like the shell of the sacred tortoise. | had servitors bring chairs draped in white silk for Viss anc
Devor would stand.

| cast him from the pearl bowl! with asingle gesture.

He collapsed in a dripping heap on the floor and grew to full size.

"Stand!" | commanded.

Devor endeavored to do so. Naked and wet he was a pathetic figure. His native demon-form had been warped by exce
indulgencein imbue. Once he had been the proud golden figure with the green wings and cresting horns who had come to
Go with me. But now his coloring was tarnished to a dull hue like worn brass plate over rusted iron. His wings were thin w
molt, their green faded to the muddy shade of algae. Even his horns appeared bent and weak.

I made aquick gesture to assure that he had not constructed this pathetic illusion to gain our pity, but what stood before
was in truth Devor.

"Devor, you have abused my hospitality.”

He stared at me, ablank expression in eyes that should have sparkled like emeralds. Pathetic.

"Devor, why did you let those human sorcerersinto my bottle?"

He muttered, "'Imbue. More than I'd seen in centuries.”

"For that!" | spat, and my spittle turned into fire that guttered out against the floor, marking out one of the trigrams conce
within the tortoiseshell. It was the combination of the trigrams for fire and lake which indicates great disharmony.

Viss spoke. "Devor, how did the human wizards know to contact you?"

He shrugged. "Dunno.”

| snarled. Viss hastened to speak again.

"Devor, that is not enough. Lord Demon has every right to slay you."

"Sodoit!" he muttered. "My head aches."

| said with soft menace, "I could insist that you live, Devor, and more than your head would ache."

"Tell uswhat you can, Devor," Viss urged.

"They summoned me," he said.

"Through what Gate?' Viss asked.

"A new one, in Atlanta," he answered. "Never been through before. Had afunny taste.”

"Taste?' Viss prompted.

"Aura. Not all demon magic."

"Whose then?'

"Human?' He shrugged. "l wasn't analyzing. | was pissed. I'd been winning a handful of shen off of Night Bride. First ti
along while."

"Try to remember,” | suggested.

He shot alook at me and did. The effort was obvious. Tufts of fluff drifted from hiswings to eddy around his ankles.

"Maybe god magic?' he offered. "Haven't tasted a god Gate for along time, but some of the rash ones slip across now ¢
then for agame.”

That was news to me, though | wondered why | was surprised.

"You play with them?" | asked.

"Yeah."



"What are the stakes?'

"Shen coin, imbue." Devor shrugged. """ Imbue comes from Origin. Harder to make here."

| tried to remember just how old Devor was. It occurred to me that he might well be one of the first Exiles. Over six thc
years old, survivor of who knows how many battles, now reduced to addiction and gambling with ancestral enemiesfor al
amost pitied him. Almost.

"Did you tell any of the gods you gamble with about my fu dogs?'

"Might have." He bit hislip in an effort to remember and blood like molten gold dripped out. "Yes. | did to several. Checl
out the market in case you decided to sell 'em.”

Visstossed him alinen handkerchief to blot the drip from hislip.

"Tdl usthe names of the gods you gamble with, Devor."

"What if | don't know?' he asked, a crafty look in his eyes. "My head aches something fierce."

"I could makeit hurt worse," | offered, "so that how it feels now would be feeling better."

Devor winced at that. He drooped there for afew moments. Just as | was considering prompting him with an earthquak
inside his skull, he said:

"Kaupaetis."

"Very good," Visssaid, glancing at me.

Inside my head, | heard Li Piao murmur, "I've an image." | nodded.

"Abesteyne.”

"Goon," Visssaid after getting the go-ahead from me.

A stream of names followed: Teekahaire, Wenobee, Zvichy, Montocryxe, Hayati, Thet-Bibo, Moxabanshy, Skywamish.
each name, Li Piao informed me that he had an image, confirming that Devor was not just making up nonsense.

At last the stream dried up to atrickle, and for afew of these names Li Piao could not summon an image. Whether this
evidence that Devor was trying to fool us or that his imbue-fuddied head couldn't remember any better, | didn't know, so |
the sting of the acid lashes | applied to his slumped shoulders at a merely torturous level.

"I think," Viss suggested after we had three missesin arow, "we should let Devor rest."

"Reward him for failure?' | snarled.

"Give him a chance to think some more."

"Very well," | agreed asif reluctantly. In reality, | wastired of torture and anger. Also, | was troubled by the implication
thislong list of names.

With awave of my hand, | miniaturized Devor once more. Then | set him in the pearl bowl and again gave him over to
servitor with orders to keep him from drowning. As an afterthought, | instructed that Devor be given a cup of something tc
and alight meal while he soaked. If he had imbue enough, he might well not have eaten for sometime.

Then | escorted Viss from the chamber and to my favorite parlor. As we strolled down the corridors, | said to her:

"I had not thought there would be so many."

Shefrowned. "Yes. | dislike that myself. Y et, given the numbers of gods who dwell in Origin and other planes, a dozen
is not too many."

"Yes, | see what you mean. | wonder if Po Shiang's real name is among those Devor gave to us. Yet, | noted that Rable
was not among the gamblers.”

"A troubling thought," she agreed. "There may be many arrayed against us."

We went into my favorite parlor where Li Piao joined us. | had the servitors bring us pear wine and prepare a banquet. |
been long since the breakfast peaches, and | was starving.

SX

And so days passed, turning into weeks which passed, and yet we learned nothing useful. Beyond that first list of names
Devor had nothing to tell us about the gods and their intrigues. He swore that hisinterest in the fu dogs had been entirely |
upon their potential resale value. At last | set him free, for too many of demonkind knew that he had been taken by Viss ol
behalf. Godslayer or no, the customs and rituals that govern our kind frown on keeping one of our own prisoner indefinitely

| thought about magically enhancing Devor's craving for imbue and then implanting a physical inability to tolerate the stt
that every time he had a snort he'd collapse retching just as the high got good. | didn't though.

During his sojourn in my bottle Devor's system had been washed clean of the stuff. Withdrawal hadn't been pretty, but i
been absolute. If he decided to let the crap ruin hislife again, well, that would be punishment enough.

And the two human sorcerers, Fu Xian and Ken Zhao, knew little enough about Po Shiang. Their own talent for magic

considerable enough to show that they'd had a bit of enhancing along the lines of what 1'd done to Li Piao (athough not as



intensive). Clearly Po Shiang had wanted his human henchmen to be useful.

These two we could keep prisoner and did, for they were missing and presumed dead in the fire that had demolished the
placein Atlanta. Viss offered to stow them in her bottle, and | accepted her kindness. Po Shiang obviously had something
against me. | didn't really want two of hislackeys within my fortifications.

So fruitless weeks passed, and, when | observed they werein danger of becoming fruitless months, | decided that we cc
longer avoid checking out even the most minor leads.

Before this point, in strict observance of protocol, we had made our inquiries through decorous third partieslike Lord
Swizzlediz. Now, | started looking up Devor's associates myself. Perhaps imbue had dulled him to the significance of som
or other, but certainly al the others would not have been so far gone.

It was a slim hope, but it was something to do. Once or twice | had tried to start a new project—a bowl, perhaps, to rep
theone | had given to Li Piao. | rarely got further than blending and kneading the clay body before a sense of urgency wo
ruin my concentration. Images of Ollie hanging from atree or of the sundered crest of Horsehead Mountain or the green f
with which Fire's Fever had sapped my chi would intrude. | could not ignore an urgent awareness that beneath the quiet s
of "everything asusual," a storm front was brewing.

| started with Passion Flower, but she was nothing like | had hoped. Apparently, her association with Devor had been pt
good times and good fun. When he was forced to sdll his bottle, she moved on. As| left her company (having easily resist
not-so-subtle attempts to make me her next supporter), | reflected how different she was from Viss, who had, if anything,
drawn closer to me as my troubles and frustrations mounted.

Night Bride was no better. She was one of those dark-souled young ones who believe the propagandathat demons are
intrinsically evil. | found her company unsettling, for her speech was laden with references to those passages in human hol
books that paint usin the worst possible light,

| asked after the Walker, but he was apparently off on one of those long sojourns which had earned him his name. | wa
forced to settle for Snow Goon and the Twister. These two, at least, had paid some attention to the godly gamblers who
occasionally joined their games, but, beyond being able to confirm some of the names that Devor had given us, | learned nc
new.

These failures did nothing to improve my temper. The skies within my bottle raged with storms, and the servitors grew &
at catching the things | flung about in my anger. Needlessto say, | didn't get very many visitors. Only Li Piao continued wi
imperturbable calm to make his weekly visits for games and conversation. Even Viss and Tuvoon took to calling ahead.

"Why," Li Piao asked, as he set a shining black stone onto one of the intersections of the Go board, "don't you speak wit
of the Towers of Light?"

"What good would that do?" | replied. "His only connection to thisis that someone borrowed his appearance to speak wi
couple of stupid shit demons.”

"True," Li Piao said. "'l thought he might know something. Y ou say heisvery old, even for your kind."

"And nearly acomplete recluse,” | countered.

"Indeed.”

Nearly an hour passed before either of us spoke. It was again Li Piao who braved the storm: "How about the swordsmit
Seven Fingers?"

"Why?"

Li Piao shrugged. "If awar is brewing, perhaps someone has asked him to make new weapons."

"Hm."

More silence.

"There are other ways to track awar," Li Piao persisted, "than just interrogating frivol ous people about what they might
observed."

| stared at him for along moment. Not only was he making some sense, he was royally beating me this game. Asastra
game, Go makes chess seem easy—partly because the moves are so deceptively simple.

"Why do you care?' | asked.

"You aremy friend."

"l am ademon. You are a human.”

"y

"Our wars will have no effect on you. They never have."

"Does that change the fact of our friendship?"

| sighed. Human emotion. Yet ... | had cared about Ollie, a caring that was as real as the smooth stone | cupped in the g
of my hand.

"No," | said, "it does not change the fact of our friendship. Tell me what | should do."

Li Piao nodded. " Speak with Seven Fingers. Do you have bankers—especially ones who pay interest on shen coins?"

"After afashion.”

"Find out if anyoneis hoarding alarge amount of chi."



"That might be difficult."

"Still."

"Very wdl."

"And talk to He of the Towers of Light."

"Anything els?'

"l shall think oniit."

We played onin silence. | couldn't quite make myself resign, so he beat me soundly. After he had left, | called for agla:
pear wine and sipped it, plotting out my strategy for the morning. Li Piao was right. I'd been thick.

| finished my wine and retired to my bedchamber. Outside, the storm clouds had cleared, stars glittered against the velve
night. | dept deeply and well.

So the next day | went and looked up Seven Fingers. | could hear him out at hisforge, banging away, so | didn't bother v
the front door. Seven Fingers doesn't livein one of my bottles. Most demons don't, just in case I've given the wrong impre:

Seven Fingers and hislovely daughter live on an estate situated on the lower slopes of Hawksview Mountain. Hawksvie
rich in minerals and metal ore. Seven Fingers's parents had made certain it would be when sculpting the area. It also has ¢
of cheerful little dwarves who like mining.

No kidding. They mine and sing and sell their ore to Seven Fingers. He turns the raw stuff into weapons. Sometimes he
them in hiswork, but most of the time they get shen coin. Know what they spend the chi on? Replenishing the ore in the
mountain. It'satidy system.

I'd been to the estate from time to time over the centuries. Ceramics and glasswork don't have alot in common with
metalworking, but some of my tints and glazes use materials best found on Hawksview. | could have created alode for my
but it wouldn't have been worth the effort, so | bought what | wanted. Seven Fingers has always been welcoming—that bi
my slaying Chaholdrudan has paid off there, too.

Leaning back against a hit of twisted metal that might have been sculpture, but might have been slag, | watched Seven F
hammering away. His form was not unlike the one he had worn when hosting dinner at the Conventicle, but was longer in
torso to accommodate two extra sets of arms. His hands, | realized after a bit, had five fingers but two thumbs. Tidy.

After about a quarter of an hour Seven Fingers noticed | was there. He grunted, put his work to quench, and lumbered c
me.

"Lord Demon."

"Seven Fingers."

We shook hands. That extra thumb felt rather odd.

"I don't want to take you from your work," | said.

"No problem. | would have been taking a break soon anyhow. It's hot work."

"What are you making?'

"A jen chiang for Stormmiller.”

"He having trouble?"

"Apparently. Said that some capricious wind sprites are causing al sorts of havoc out hisway. He's going hunting."

"With a jen chiang?'

Seven Fingers shrugged. "He also ordered some steel arrowheads.”

| tried not to seem too interested.

"Anyone else having troubles like his?'

"A few people,” Seven Fingers said. "I don't get al the weapons business—I charge too much and won't rush an order.
Pigeon Eyes was my apprentice once, you know. Her work is good, and she's set up her own shop. Apparently, she's bee
redly busy."

"That'swhat | get for living in abottle,”" | said. "l missall the excitement.”

"Oh, I don't know." Seven Fingerswiped all thirty of hisfingers (and twelve thumbs) clean on an aready sooty rag. The
shrugged away his extraarms. "I heard you tangled with Devor and some human sorcerers."

"That'strue."

"Heard your fu dogs were stolen.”

| marveled at the amount of gossip among our supposedly isolated people. 1'd need to tease Viss about this.

"That'strue, too."

"Found them?"

"No."

"But you let Devor loose."

"He didn't take them. The humans did.”

"Humans?'

"That'swherethetrail leads." | considered how much to say, decided to hold back a bit. "To the humans and possibly an

"A demon?'



"I don't think I'd better say just now."

"Suit yourself." The smith checked the fire, seemed satisfied with its condition. "Come inside, have a cup of tea and a w
with my daughter.”

"I don't wish to inconvenience you."

"Oh, come dong!"

So | went. It wouldn't do to offend him; besides, tea would taste nice.

Seven Fingers brought me into aroom decorated with elegant, aimost abstract carvingsin highly polished wood. They w
unpainted except for atouch of color—usually metallic—almost hidden within a curve or shadow.

"My daughter'swork," he said with gruff pride. "She callsit Next—apparently they're all tied into atheme. No ideawha
means by that, of course. That girl's way beyond her old man. Let me seeif she'sfreetojoin us."

When heleft | strolled from carving to carving, studying the smooth, twisting forms she had brought out of the wood. T
more | looked, the more | was certain that they were not as abstract as | had first believed, but what they were meant to
represent escaped me. The licks of color reminded me of masks or shrouding veils. | had to fight down an impulse to scrg
color away to see what lay beneath.

Illusion, misdirection ... | heard a soft footfall, almost inaudible on the thick carpet, and lowered ahand | had not realizec
raised, retracted an extended claw.

"Impressive,” | said to my host and hostess by way of greeting.

Seven Fingers beamed. Spilling Moonbeams looked shyly embarrassed. | could tell that because today she wore a figure
closely human. Her hair was still afall of gossamer and her skin blue-black night, but she had shaped a woman's form and
donned silk pantaloons and jacket that concealed her less solid elements.

The entry of several of the mining dwarves pushing atea cart saved us from finding away out of that awkward momen
Seven Fingers gestured me to atable made of highly polished cherry wood—a prosaic thing in such a setting, but nonethel
tribute to the woodworker's art.

"Why don't you sit on that side?' he said. "I took the liberty of ordering more than tea. I'm famished.”

"l didn't know that your little people did anything but mining," | said as| seated myself.

Spilling Moonbeams smiled. " Of late—perhaps these last two hundred years—some have requested a break from the m
We have accommodated them in the household staff. Their fondness for meticulous detail makes them easy to train.”

"I wonder if it's the influence of the human plane?' | said. "People there no longer know their place."

"Perhaps," she said, pouring tea. "Perhapsit is merely curiosity."

We talked of such things over cups of excellent tea and some marvel ous pickled melon and noodles. Carefully, | steerec
conversation to those things that were coming to obsess me: gods, weapons, war, sorcery.

Father and daughter proved quite helpful. Seven Fingers loved talking of his profession—nhisart. From him | learned that
more weapons of power were in circulation than | had realized.

"Ever since the theft from Truce ..." he began.

"What?'

"Didn't you know?'

"l didn't get out much until recently."

Seven Fingers frowned. "l guess it happened about twenty years ago. There was an earthquake in the vicinity of the Arl
No one was ever able to prove decisively whether it was caused by magic or merely an act of nature.”

Spilling Moonbeams snorted delicately. "1 will never believe it was an accident.”

"l said it was never proven, daughter,” he said. "The quake cracked the exterior wall of the Armory sufficiently to viola
magical barriers. There was afire, too. Various artisans were called in to effect the repair. When it was completed, an
inventory was taken, and it became apparent that several items were missing."

"What?'

Seven Fingers looked uncomfortable. "A couple of cases of theronic weapons, some personally tailored weapons,”

"Like my spirit sword?"

"Quite possibly."

"What do you mean by that?"

"The area where the spirit swords and their ilk were kept was reduced to slag. Even | could not tell precisely what had |
taken and what had been destroyed."

"And no one wastold?"

Seven Fingers sighed. "I am not a palitician, but as | understand it, the feeling was that if the gods learned that so many
old weapons were at large, they might decide we were in violation of the terms of the treaty that ended the Demon War."

Spilling M oonbeams muttered something that sounded like: "Which is precisaly what | think someone wanted.”

"You told meonce," | said carefully, "that you had repaired my spirit sword."

"Yes, | did, at the request of Night Bride."

"And you said that she returned it to Truce."



"| said that it was stored in Truce. My assumption was that she had it placed there. Night Bride is a strange creature. S
fears demonkind although a demon herself. | believe she wanted all checks and balances in place.”

Recalling my interview with that one, | could believe Seven Fingers.

"But you said,” | continued carefully, "that Viss now possesses my spirit sword."

"y es"

"How do you know this?'

"Some scrying was done at the time to try to locate the missing weapons. | selected yours because | had worked on it
comparatively recently."

"Did you do the scrying yoursdl f?"

"No. It was done by Icecap at the request of the current governing council.”

"You redlize that thisimplies that Viss was one of those who engineered the violation of Truce."

"y es"

"Thenwhy .. ."

"Because she denied it and said that she had found the sword half-buried in the dirt afew miles from Truce. She passed
tests against her veracity—as did Tuvoon."

Again there was a gentle sound of disbelief from Spilling Moonbeams. | ignored it.

"Did you ask her to return it to Truce?'

"The council did. She refused.”

"Oh?'

"She said that if it had been lost once, then it could be lost again. She pointed out that over the centuries since Truce wa
established afair number of spirit swords had come back into circulation. The council had no real groundsto insist, not if tl
wanted to keep things quiet.”

"And they had ample reason for wanting that," | agreed, remembering the Demon Wars, remembering the vendettas tha
arisen between demon and demon before the war. "Yes. | understand their motives."

| wondered, though, if | understood hers.

We drank more tea then, ate other dainties that the former miners brought to us. At last, the time came for me to depart

"Where do you go now, Lord Demon?" said Spilling Moonbeams, for perhaps she read something in the darknessthat is
eyes.

"I'm going to follow the advice of afriend,” | replied, "and visit He of the Towers of Light."

Departing, | shaped myself a shape equal parts wind and speed. Taking to skies now glimmering rose and gold with the
brushstrokes of the setting sun, | composed myself for along flight. He of the Towers of Light was in possession of some
real estate at the undevel oped fringes of the Empty Land.

He wasn't much for modern conveniences—the phones and faxes that many of the demons had borrowed from the hur
plane—and these days he answered communications spells pretty much on whim, but when we'd visited at the Conventicl
had made it clear that | was welcome to visit.

| flew through the night and into the next day. Beneath me the landscape changed from the sculpted, redlistic terrain tha
thousands of years of demon labor and demon magic had brought out of the emptiness to something that must be closer to
original plane: flat and gray, the surface coarse, like window screen, and with the same distorting effect on vision.

Darkness was gathering once again when | first perceived the glow of the Towers, stark and majestic, beckoning to me
across the stark plane.

Chi does not accumulate quickly, especially not when it is needed to generate the basic necessities of life. Had not demc
been able to shift shape (with the use of chi) into forms able to subsist on the thin resources of Kong Shyh Jieh they woult
died.

The Exiles didn't die, but many centuries passed before they were able to do much about remodeling their new place of
residence. By the time they could, much of what made Kong Shyh Jieh survivable had been imported from the Earth—mu
that from Chinafor the simple reason of convenience.

When terrain sculpting became area possibility, debate arose. If, as had been originally intended, Kong Shyh Jieh was
reshaped to resemble Origin, the imported materials would not fit in. True, they could be rendered into raw matter (at gree
and reworked to suit the new theme, but not everyone was happy with the idea. Demons, like humans, grow attached to th
and the "furnishings' of Kong Shyh Jieh represented a triumph against nearly impossible odds.

So a compromise was reached. Kong Shyh Jieh's "public areas’ would be sculpted to incorporate the imported matter. A
park would be constructed along the lines of Origin so that the Exiles offspring would not forget their heritage. Additiona
grants were given as rewards to those who had been of great service to demonkind. These could be sculpted in whatever
fashion the owners wished.

What | was approaching was one of those grants. He of the Towers of Light had chosen to sculpt his property after one



the more showy regionsin Origin. His current sobriquet was a tribute to the artistry he had demonstrated in furnishing his
It also served to remind just about anyone who had a sense of history that he was one of the few remaining Exiles, one wt
seen Origin and dwelled there. And, as an added kick, it reminded those who judge worth by wealth that he possessed chi
enough to sculpt aterrain that owed nothing to imported furnishings.

| understand that some of his contemporaries thought that he was crazy when he started pouring a fortune in accumulat
into the work. | doubt that any of them would question his sanity or his wisdom now.

Weary as | was from my long flight, | felt invigorated by what arose before me. Slender needles of pure white light rose
billowing crystal dunesthat captured the light in their minute facets and scattered it into tiny rainbows.

Closer in | could see that the curtain of light did not stand in solid ranks, but undulated in arcane patterns that trapped ch
it back into itself and then, when the current became too strong, let it flow over barriers toward the interior.

I'd seen the setup before and admired it. | did so now, thinking that if this was what Origin was really like, no wonder so
wild-eyed fanatics were willing to start a crusade to regain the home plane for demonkind. And that no wonder the gods v
so powerful, since they had thisto draw upon from birth.

| penetrated the curtain of light, feeling much of my exhaustion drain from me. A bit of fear | hadn't known was there al
drained away. If HE hadn't wanted me to visit no doubt I'd be lending my spare chi to the system and starting a long trudc
back home on foot. It's a good way to discourage salesmen,

Once | had passed through the curtain, | saw the Towers: hard, somehow cold bars of white light, solid dlabs of varying
heights standing like some futuristic city-scape against alime-green sky. There was nothing to detract from their austere b
no plants, no birds, no vehicles. A fat succulent of some sort, rather like aruddy, wild portulaca, threaded itself between rc
that continued to channel the chi toward the Towers. There were no flowers.

Now that | had arrived, | transformed my body back into my favored demon-form, clad in garments of red and gold, con
with feathered cap. Then | started making my way toward the Towers, walking lightly so as not to disturb the rocks.

He of the Towers of Light located me before | had crossed more than afew hundred yards.

"Hello, Kai Wren," said avoice from the air. | looked about and saw no one.

"Hello," | said. "I thought that | might take you up on your invitation to visit."

"Sol see”

"If thisisabad time..."

"Not at all. Indeed, it is amost auspicious time—for you."

| forbore from saying something inelegant like: "Huh?"

"I'm glad you think s0."

"I don't just think, Wren. | know. Come to the first Tower you encounter. | will meet you there."

"Thank you, Lord."

| gave myself wings not unlike those of Devor, although these were deep blue, not green. Then | lofted into the air. | me
real attempt to choose a Tower. The correct one, | was certain, would intercept me.

As| closed, the Towers ceased being white. Instead, they cycled through the colors of an alien rainbow: mauve, umber,
citrine, turquoise, amber, jet. The Tower that loomed over me shifted into a shimmering copper as | landed beforeit. The
rubbery plants here were white, making for an eye-searing combination.

Even up close, the Tower did not resemble any human building. There were no stones, no mortar, no concrete, just alivil
faintly pulsing unit of chi. HE must be frightfully wealthy by any standards, even those of Origin. | wondered if the gods e
grew envious.

Then there was motion within the interior and | remembered my manners and flung myself facedown on the ground. Wi
dined as equals at the Conventicle, but here we were within HIS own domain, arealm that was more absolutely his than a
earthly king has akingdom. A few words drew me to my feet.

"Rise, Kai Wren, Lord Demon, Godslayer. Know yourself welcome here."

| did as| was bid.

A few feet in front of me, wearing the light from the Tower about his shoulders like a cape, stood afigure so ordinary, s
mundane that | felt vaguely disappointed. Rather than the flamboyant body of light which he had worn at the Conventicle,
the Towers of Light wore the form of asmall, Oriental man, bent with age and leaning upon a slender staff of polished wa
His attire was a smple robe of white silk; hisworn feet were bare. | battled an obscure impulse to shift into asimpler forn
myself and won.

"Y ou have been stirring things up, Kai Wren."

"I have? | thought that things had been stirring me up.”

"Perhaps. Perhapsit isall one and the same. |llusion binds us to the Wheel."

| blinked. Were the rumors true that the ancient demon had turned Buddhist in his dotage? Stranger things were known 1
have happened. Look at Night Bride and those like her who choose to overlook that we had created the legend of our
wickedness.



Silence was my best reply, and so silence was what | offered. After atime, HE shuffled his feet and tapped his staff, pe
impatient.

"Sir, | have been making inquiriesinto the death of my servant, Oliver O'Keefe."

"As| said, stirring things up.”

"And | ..." Rapidly, | summarized for him the chain of associations that had led me to someone who had worn hisform.’
venerable demon studied me from those mild human eyes.

"My form? How do you know it was not 1 ?"

| didn't know what to say. | had simply assumed that someone of his power and prestige would never treat with alley tre
While | fumbled for an answer, He of the Towers of Light continued:

"Although, it was not 1."

"I didn't think you would have anything to do with those foul creatures,” | said.

"Y our reasoning is faulty, Kai Wren. Y ou wear ignorance and arrogance in equal parts. These make you useful to other

| was angry now, but the throbbing chi around me kept me prudent. Reflexively, | had already tried to tap it and had lea
that not one-tenth of one percent of that which surged about me was available to my use. | had no doubt that HE could ta
it.

"Kai Wren, you are an artificer, awarrior, adreamer, but you have never been a politician."

"Widll, no."

"Given your talents and reputation, that may not have been a wise decision on your part.”

"Demons are by nature solitary!"

"I think not. | think you prefer to believe this. Consider the evidence of your own experiences these past months. Y ou h:
encountered groups of friends, allies, teachers, and students. We may not live in mobs as do humans in their cities, but we
socid folk."

"Asyou say."

"l do, and | am correct."

| had learned what | had come for. There was no need for me to stand here and be taunted by this crazy old coot. Y et,
remained. There was too much | didn't know.

"Come into a more comfortable place, Kai Wren. | believe that we must talk."

Thiswasin the way of an order, so | did so, but without any grace. Later, | would have reason to be embarrassed at my
of courtesy.

He of the Towers of Light took me to a chamber that resembled the interior of anicicle, as much asit resembled anythit
Earth. He mationed me to take my ease upon a divan covered with the bluish white fabric that is called falyssin the ur-lar
of the demons, | wonder if it were true falyss, which is made of the fibrous pod-lining of asmall shrub on Origin, or if it w
synthetic.

It did not seem polite to inquire, given what that might imply about HIS continuing commerce with a place held by our
enemies. Instead, | made appreciative noises, waiting for HIM to bring up whatever it was he felt we must talk about.

"Tranquillity," HE said when we had both been supplied with beakers of saffron liqueur, "is highly overrated. Have you
discovered that yet, Kai Wren?"

| considered my answer carefully.

"I have enjoyed my tranquillity, Venerable One. It has given metime for art, for leisure, for the contemplation of great
mysteries. | believe | prefer it to war, for example.”

"Not all of your associates would agree, Kai Wren. War is the quickest means of disrupting the status quo."

| frowned. "My associates, Venerable One? Who do you mean?"

HE made a small sound indicative of displeasure. The gaze HE cast upon me made me feel rather like a small child whc
been found wanting. It was not a feeling for which | particularly cared.

"Ka Wren, why have you come here?"

"To makeinquiries, Sir."

"And are you satisfied with the answer you have received?'

"Yes, gr."

"Why?1| could have lied to you."

Oddly, that possibility had never occurred to me.

"Did you, 9r?"

"No. Do you believe me?"

| tapped a small amount of my personal chi and essayed a truth sensing. HE made no effort to block it and so for amor
saw his auraoutlined in fractal patterns that meant he spoke truth.

"Yes, gr.”

"But this time you made an effort to test my veracity."

"y es”



"Have you been so cautiousin al of your inquiries?”

| colored a deeper blue.

"No, gr."

"And why not?’

| answered him honestly.

"I have been called Lord Demon, Venerable One. | know myself to be a dangerous creature—and those | have spoken
know this, too. The conseguences for crossing me would be such that none would do so lightly."

"Yet what if they did not do it lightly?"

"Sr?'

"What if that which could be gained was so great that a certain amount of risk—regarding, say, your response— was Vi
as reasonable?"

| didn't like the direction this conversation was going, but | was eager for him to continue,

"Y ou mean like the attempt to have me assassinated by Rabla-yu?"

"Y es. Though even that may not have been quite as you believed." He set down his drink with a certain deliberation. "C
led to believe."

"Led?’

"Who did you speak with after the death of Rabla-yu?”

"Many demons, sir. | believe | even spoke briefly with you."

"Y es, but who did you speak with first?"

"Viss of the Terrible Tongue. | was somewhat in shock from my battle with Rabla-yu . . . and perhaps from the firing of
theronic weapon so close to me."

HE smiled without humor. "Y es, that theronic weapon. For an outlawed weapon type they have suddenly become quite
prevalent. Tell me honestly, Kai Wren: the word that was bruited about the Conventicle was that Rabla-yu brought the we
and that you turned it on him. Was that the truth?"

| studied the old demon. Theronics wereillegal. To admit that | had carried one would open me to censure if HE so widl
The admission would also open Viss to questioning, athing | was not certain | liked at all.

HE waited patiently for my reply, and perhaps he worked some small magic on me, for | answered honestly.

"No, Venerable One. | had the weapon in my pocket. | didn't know it was there, however."

"Oh?'

Again | found myself answering truthfully.

"It was put into my pocket by Viss of the Terrible Tongue. She knew there had been attempts on my life and sought to ¢
me an edge. When | was hard-pressed, | recalled her gift and used it to good effect.”

"Tell me, Kai Wren, why did you attend the Conventicle? Y ou had not attended for hundreds of years."

"WEell, Viss and Tuvoon thought | should get out more.”

"Curious, isn't it, that Viss should convince you to go to such a public gathering when—by her own apparent admission—
believed you would bein danger there."

"Surely she did not become worried until after our plans were already made.”

"Y et she made no effort to stay close to you or otherwise protect you?"

| considered this.

"No, sir, but | am Kai Wren, Lord Demon. | do not need a baby-sitter!"

"But apparently you did need ahighly illegal concealed weapon."

| could give no answer to this. The situation was peculiar when | looked at it from his point of view.

"And tell me, Kai Wren," HE continued, "this was not the first recent attempt on your life by means of a theronic weapo
it?"

"No, sir." | felt asif the words were being dragged from me.

"Yes, | thought not. There was some concern about the truncation of Horsehead. Y ou did not report the incident, but on
was on the periphery did so."

"Who?'

"My nephew, the Walker."

"The Walker! | have been trying to locate him. Did he say who fired the rifle?"

"y es"

"Who?"'

"Do you really want to know?"

"Of course!"

"Then you must promise not to storm off in afury after | tell you. We will need to speak further."

"Very well." | could alwaysKkill the bastard an hour or so later.

"The Walker swears that the one who fired the rifle was Viss of the Terrible Tongue."



| gaped in shock; the desire for vengeance drained from me like wine from a gashed skin.

"Viss? The Walker must have lied."

"Hedid not. It was Viss."

"Visswouldn't have missed,” | protested sullenly. "Sheis one of the most dangerous of our kind."

"Yes, sheis," HE agreed, "afact you seem to have overlooked in your dealings with her."

"But she was my teacher!"

"Viss has been the teacher of many demons—and even of afew gods."

"But she has been helping me!"

"Has she? How much have you learned with her 'help'?"

| considered. Had | really learned much for all my investigations? | was no closer to learning who had slain Ollie, my fu
were gone, and there had been at least two attempts on my life. All | had done was flown some kites, asked some questio
and played games with Devor.

"Not agreat ded," | admitted. "But Viss would not have missed!"

"The Walker interfered," HE said, "when he jogged her arm. He tried to warn you before he fled into hiding."

| remembered Visstelling me something similar. What a clever way to divert my attention from her! And why had sher
suggested we ask the Walker who had fired the rifle? Could it be because she didn't want me to know—or because she h
already sought the Walker and knew he was not to be found?

"How did the Walker happen to be on the spot?* | asked. "Isn't that a bit too convenient?"

"Not really. The Walker had dropped in to watch the mah-jongg game Devor was playing with Night Bride, Pigeon Eye:
Snow Gaoon. He got bored and decided to explore the mountain—his obsessive desire is to find other conduits from this ple
others."

I had heard something of this. Several of the more recent conduits to other planes (most as useless as could be) had bee
found by the Walker.

"He came upon Vissin timeto spoil her aim."

"Why didn't hetell me about this?"

"Would you have believed him?"

"I could have tested his truthfulness.”

"And in that time Viss could have killed you both. He fled, after letting you know as best he could that he had played ar
your salvation. He hoped that would leave you receptive to believing him when the time came for him to tell you more.”

"But he hasn't come to me!"

"Viss has been much in your company of late. He feared her."

"With good reason,” | replied sharply. "Tell me then, Venerable One, if Viss wanted me dead, why hasn't she simply dai
Asyou have noted, we have been much in company.”

"Viss," HE answered, "does not really want you dead. She wants a political uproar. The death of Lord Demon via a ther
rifle shot would cause such—she would have made certain of that. Y our desire to do your own investigating robbed her of
opportunity. Thus, she set up the second attack."

"But she gave me the theronic!"

"Yes, shedid. | believe that Rabla-yu was to have taken it from you and slain you. She, then, would have dain himin
revenge—derringers are only two-shot weapons, you know."

"If she wanted Rabla-yu to kill me with the theronic, why giveit to me?"

"l believe she planned to frame you as the one who engineered the theft from the Armory of Truce. She would 'find’ mc
the missing weapons in your bottle and return them to great fanfare. She would be a hero without question.”

"Areyou saying that she engineered the theft from Truce?"

"Yes. It enabled her to lay hands on some spirit swords as well as on quantities of theronics. Even if she returned ninety
percent, the ten percent she would have kept would make her quite well armed, and if she damaged what was returned ...

"Why?"

"So we would not rearm, believing ourselves fully stocked?' HE shrugged. "We move into the realms of speculation, her

"I think we've been there for quite awhile.”

"Then you don't believe me?"

| tapped my claws lightly on the divan.

"Y ou have given me much food for thought—but as you yourself have said—much of it is speculation. | would need to
question Viss, mysalf."

He of the Towers of Light did not look pleased.

"I can tell you why your servant waskilled."

"Why?"

"He had been approached to betray you. He refused. Since he knew too much, he had to die.”

"If Ollie had been approached, he would have told me!"



"I believe you were in the midst of adelicate artistic operation at the time."

Animage of alovely bottle, all green and orange, flashed into my memory. | had been so pleased with it then. So much |
happened since. Had | even removed it from my workshop?

"I suspect,” HE went on, "that O'Keefe would have spoken to you the night he was killed, perhaps over dinner."

| nodded slowly. That would be like Ollie—he would have thought the matter settled and, as such, that there was no nee
ruin my satisfaction in ajob well-done.

"But why such a crazy murder plan? They could have made it look as if he was killed by a human mugger! Why frame
Tuvoon? | might have killed him!"

"I think not. They were very careful. Didn't Viss interrupt the duel before it became too heated?"

"Yes," | admitted, "but what if | had simply gone after him instead of declaring a duel ?*

"Asyou have said, Vissis quite dangerous. She would have stopped you—-perhaps slain you then. However, the
circumstances of the duel made you afine pawn."

"Why use me as a pawn?"

"Y ou have many assets, Kai Wren. Among them, two of the last fu dogs."

"Not anymore," | said bitterly. "What do they have to do with this?'

"I don't know precisely, but | do know that they are creatures of power. In the early days of the Exile, demons feared tf
they feared few things created by the gods."

"Y et the gods abandoned them," | mused, "once we were banished.”

"So it seems.”

| thought over al that He of the Towers of Light had told me. There was a certain pattern, but | was not certain that |
believed him. | only had hisword for what the Walker had said and . . .

"How do you know that Ollie had been approached to betray me?'

"The Walker heard something of it from Devon | don't know where Devor heard it."

"I can ask him myself," | said, rising, asif to make my departure. HE forestalled me with an autocratic gesture.

"Kai Wren, what do you plan to do next?'

"I plan to speak with Viss."

"Totell her what | have said?"

"Probably. Does that bother you?”

"Only inthat it will bring harm to you."

I smiled. "l am not such afool as you seem to think. | shall take precautions. Even if Vissisinnocent of your accusation
isquite likely to lose her temper when | tell her what you have said."

"Then you till believe her innocent?”

"I believe in keeping an open mind. All | have against her is your word for what the Walker heard and saw. That isslim
evidence on which to condemn afriend."

"Use your magic to test my honesty, Kai Wren. | am telling you the truth."

"Asyou know it to be, Venerable One. | will learn it for myself.”

HE seemed to fold into himself, and | knew the desire to argue further had gone from him. | stood politely until he addre
me again.

"Very well, Kai Wren. If you will do thisthing, let me offer you two small gifts that will make you better able to resist w
fear is coming upon you."

| bowed tiffly. He continued:

"First, | shall use my powersto transport you back to more populated areas. | would not have you vulnerable during the |
flight."

"Thank you, Sir."

"And | will permit you to recharge your depleted chi from my stores. | would not have you return weakened."

This was a generous offer indeed.

"Thank you, sir. | am grateful."

He motioned with two hands, and a chunk of the wall detached itself from the main. Asit drifted over to me, | saw that
shape was a spinning cylinder, dightly pointed at each end. Even without any special preparation, | could feel the chi that
hummed from it. My skin prickled.

"Grasp that firmly," HE ordered, "and direct the flow inward. Y ou must take care that you do not overburden yourself."

Hiswarning was not anidle thing. A glut of chi could distort perceptions, ruin enchantments, and cause other, more subi
damage. Y ounger demons rarely faced the problem, but it was areal risk during the wars with the gods.

| touched the throbbing cylinder, first with the tips of my claws, then by holding it more firmly in my pams. The chi flow
into me, electric and warm. The sensation was rather like being immersed from the inside out in a perfect bath. | longed tc
submerge myself and be lost, but HIS warning was fresh in my mind. When | felt myself renewed, | released the cylinder
drifted back into the wall, | noted that it was hardly depleted and adjusted my estimate of HIS resources upward by sever:



degress.

I had cause to think more about this later.

"Go now," said He of the Towers of Light, and there was sadness in his voice.

And, sweeping off my hat in a deep bow, | did as he bid.

HIS transportation spell carried me to the Origin Park. From there | made my way to the mausoleum in which Viss and
Tuvoon kept their bottle. They had given me an entry key, and | used it, knowing full well that knowledge of my coming wi
be carried to the owners.

| strolled down a path paved in river-rock cobbles and took delight in my artistry. Even after the passing of twelve hundt
years, the work was holding up well. When the curving roofs of the house came into view, | heard the faint ringing of bells
strands strung in the trees. A nightingale burst into song; | glimpsed the white haunch of achi'lin asit fled into a deep gree
grove. | felt curioudly at peace.

Viss herself, wearing the beauteous form of the sword-mistress, answered the door. She smiled at me.

"Hello, Kai Wren. To what do we owe the honor of thisvisit?'

"I've been doing a bit of investigating,” | said, "and have come to share my conclusions with you and Tuvoon,"

"Comeinto the Garden of Peonies and Gardenias," said she. "Tuvoon and | enjoy it particularly at this hour."

"What timeisit, anyhow?" | asked, having lost track of time during my sojourn in HIS strange lands.

"Midway through the Hour of the Sheep," she replied. "Have you eaten?"

| had not, but supercharged with fine chi | did not need to do so.

"I am not hungry," | said, and followed her shapely form through the house, preparing myself to tell her of HIS suspicion
way that would not hurt her too deeply, nor turn her enmity upon that ancient Exile.

In the garden, Tuvoon rose to greet me. Returning his salutations, | took a seat next to a white peony whose petal's were
stained with deep red.

"As| started to tell your mother," | began, "I have been doing some investigating. Matters are quite grave. The web of ir
is more complex and intertwined than | had believed.”

Tuvoon nodded, his features serious. "Pray, tell."

And so | did, beginning with my interview with He of the Towers of Light. | had learned little enough from Seven Finge:
knowing the rivalry between their families, had no desire to intensify old animosities.

As| spoke, | saw Vissslovely features grow pale, becoming as something made from alabaster or palest porcelain. He
fingers knotting and unknotting the long sash that nipped in the waist of her plum-colored tunic was the only reaction she
permitted herself.

Tuvoon had less self-control. Two or three times, he leapt to his misty feet and drifted about the courtyard. | heard the
rhythmic grating as hisfinger claws scraped into the stone of the walls.

| sincerely did not perceive my danger until Po Shiang came into the courtyard and, by then, it was far too late for me to
anything.

Seeing my enemy striding in with a conqueror's confidence, | sought to leap to my feet, to draw the blade | had conceale
the sidewise spaces. | could do nothing but move my head, and found myself struggling against invisible bonds. For a mom
foolishly believed that all three of us had been captured, and then | saw Viss rise and look down at me. Truth was as bitte
pomegranate rind in my mouth.

"You are agreat warrior, agreat artist, and"—her smile was not kind—"a great idiot, Kai Wren. HE told you the truth, &
you have associated too much with humans. Y our emotions blinded you to the facts."

"Viss!" | protested. "Why?'

Po Shiang shook his head. "Tdl him nothing. He is too dangerous!”

"Ishereally?' Tuvoon drifted over and, for the first time, | recognized the danger inherent in what | had taken for a sorr
indolent young demon. Now, all too clearly, | saw that he was the son of Viss of the Terrible Tongue. | wondered that | cc
have been so easily deceived.

Tuvoori gave acasual wave of one hand, and | felt agreat pain reverberate through my skull. Involuntarily, | cried out, ¢
Tuvoon laughed.

"He does not seem so dangerous to me."

Po Shiang snarled, "He is the Godslayer. Now he knows too much—and at least one Exile knows what he knows. Wen
day him."

"Nay!" Viss spoke sharply. "If he was dain, there would certainly be an investigation. | could not swear ignorance—nor
Tuvoon. Unwittingly, by speaking with He of the Towers of Light, Kai Wren has guarded hislife."

"We could make it seem an accident,” Po Shiang said.

"I would know it was not," said Vissfirmly, "and that, too, would come out."

"Can we keep him a prisoner?' Tuvoon asked doubtfully.

"For atime, perhaps,” Viss answered, "but that, too, would turn against us. Our laws prevent us from imprisoning one of
own for any significant time period. | would certainly be questioned, aswould Tuvoon."



Po Shiang frowned. "Well, | certainly am not going to take him into Origin. That would get me lynched."

Despite the paralysis that was trying to steal my voice, | managed to croak:

"Let mego and | will swear not to interfere in your business for a hundred years. By then, surely, what you plan will hay
with success or failure. If you fail, what matters? If you succeed, | will be no threat to you."

Viss looked tempted. "Y ou would swear not to interfere by either word or deed?’

"l would."

She nibbled the tip of a claw. Po Shiang huffed in anger—or perhapsin fear.

"Given time enough, Kai Wren," she said at last, "I believe | could convert you to our side. We are not merely ambitious
have the best interests of demonkind in mind."

"We don't need to discuss our plansin front of him," Tuvoon snarled. "Heiswell restrained. Set aguard on him and let L
to amore private space.”

Viss agreed, the thoughtful ook still in her eyes. | waited, bound within my body, four ogres watching me from the four
corners of the courtyard. When | sought to free myself by either magic or muscle, they guffawed. | wondered what Viss
the others were discussing.

One thing was certain. | didn't feel peaceful any longer.

SEVEN

My captors returned several hours later wearing the expressions of people who have solved a difficult problem to their satisfaction.
Tuvoon was even chuckling.

"Oh, you're going to love this, Goddayer," he said, and for thefirst time | realized that the Smoke Ghost envied me my reputation. "Y
going on vacation."

Vissfrowned at her son. Then she motioned to the ogres.

"Bear the prisoner to my alchemical laboratory," she said, "and take care that he does not get free, or | will have your skins for glove

Asthe ogres bore me with exaggerated care through the twisting corridors, Viss walked beside me.

"Y ou've posed a pretty problem for us, Kai Wren, for either killing you or imprisoning you would pose problems. We could not take

parole..."
She must have seen the indignation in my eyes, for she gave a brittle smile.

"I might have trusted you, knowing you to be a creature of your word, but my allies would not."

"An oath given under duress and all that," muttered Po Shiang. "It smply isn't tactically sound."

"Our solution isn't perfect,” Viss continued, "but it must do. It isnot asif we need you to be out of circulation for anything
ahundred years."

Tuvoon cut in with amanic laugh, "How would you like to be a human, Lord Demon?"

| didn't liketheideaat all, but | did not see how it could be done. Certainly | could be made human in appearance, but nc
nature.

"Son, lording over afallen foe, evenif heisafool, isnot seemly,” chid Viss with a shake of her head. "As| have said be
still hope that Kai Wren may become our ally. He would be invaluable when the initial conquest is completed.”

We had come now to aroom with avaulted ceiling and tiled floor. Light came from both skylights and clerestory windov
making it bright despite the four solid stone walls. Bottles and retorts were arrayed on shelves and counters. Interesting sc
came from avariety of pots and cauldrons.

Viss sniffed the steam coming from alarge iron kettle, looking for al the world like a young housewife checking her sou
Shiang crossed to where a test tube burbled over the blue flame of a Bunsen burner. Tuvoon only |eaned against a doorfre
and chortled to himself.

"Preparations seem just about done," said Viss. "Tuvoon, stop laughing like ajackass and bring the silver-bound chest.”

"Yes, maam," he said, perhaps recalling what a dangerous creature was his mother.

What | could not understand was how | had come to forget that the power that was in her could be turned against me. |
been drugged or enchanted? Was it merely that | was prey to emotions, as Viss had said? | did not know, and that not kno
made me feel even more vulnerable.

After sending the ogres to stand guard outside of the chamber, Viss opened the silver-bound chest and began to arrange
contents on a cleared counter. What | saw there made my heart pound like that of afrightened rabbit.

Bowls, bottles, flasks, vases, jars, and even ateapot: each was beautiful, each was awork of art—each was the work o
hand. | knew them all: one was Devor's bottle, another was abow! | had made for the Twister's engagement, yet another
believed resided in the Smithsonian in Washington, DC.

"Kai Wren'sworks," said Po Shiang mockingly, "are known to grant luck and health to the owners. Isit any wonder how
our plans are proceeding?"

Viss caressed an elegant fluted vase in rose-colored glass. | had believed it in a private collection in France, though, nov



thought of it, that information was at least fifty years old.

"I have been building this collection for nearly a century, Kai Wren," shesaid. "l believeit to bethe largest in
existence—except for your own, of course.”

| managed afew words. "I am flattered, malam."

She ignored my compliment. "They are lovely, but another example of your foolishness. Y ou told me once that you infus
each piece with a portion of your own chi. Not the chi we have all learned to generate and store vialandscaping and such
but of your own peculiar, personal chi."

Po Shiang poured the infusion from his test tube between two flasks, perhapsto cool it, for he kept checking the temper,
against the inside of hiswrist.

"Like callsto like," he said, "as even the most elementary practitioner of magic knows. We have here before us an
assemblage of your personal chi. When we have finished our workings, your chi will drain from you."

Vissinterrupted him, "All but what minimal amount is needed to sustain a human.”

"And you will be, for al effects and purposes, human," Po Shiang finished.

"A funny-looking one," Tuvoon said. "That is, if we weren't kind enough to suggest that you take a human shape.”

"If you do not, Wren," Viss said, "we will force your body to do so—Tuvoon has some very creative ideasin that line."

"Why make me human?' | spat out.

"When you go missing, those who choose to look for you will ook for a demon, not a human," Po Shiang said. "Y ou will
in any of our custody, so we need not fear questioning.”

"And," Visssaid, "we are going to arrange for your lodging on Earth so that you will not be able to contact anyone yours

Tuvoon laughed. "I thought of that—a mental hospital will be perfect. Y ou can say whatever you like, and no one will i
you." He rubbed his hands together briskly. "Now, are you going to take a human shape, or do | get to pick? I've been tryil
decide whether a harelip or a clubfoot would be better. Maybe both."

He might just be taunting me, but | could not take the risk. That Viss and Po Shiang could work the magic they planned,
not doubt. Like did call to like. That was one reason | found so much comfort in my gallery at home.

"I'll shape," | croaked.

"No tricks," Viss said, drawing adlim, deadly blade from sidewise space. "Thisisyour spirit sword. | would hate to use i
you, but I will. I am good enough that | can weaken you considerably without having to kill you."

| nodded. "No tricks."

Still, they didn't take any chances. The paralysis was lifted only the bare amount necessary to enable me to channel chi
shapeshift. Viss stood with the blade of the spirit sword against my throat, just in case.

When | wore the same human form in which | had gone calling on Li Piao, the paralysis was restored. Po Shiang drew
fluid from histest tube into a syringe and shot it into my arm. Dizziness descended upon me, bringing with it nausea and
disorientation. Through a haze of distorted perception, | saw them doing thingsthat | could aimost understand. | felt mysels
becoming weaker and weaker.

Eventually, | sank into blackness and was glad, for it was arelief from misery.

My first awareness as | came to myself, such as| was, was of amedicinal scent, sharp and acrid. Next was the realizat
that | could not move. | was lying on my back, and straps of various sorts kept me there. After atime, it occurred to me tc
my eyes.

The small, square room in which | found myself was painted white. An insipid landscape in pastels adorned one wall. Fr
what | could see from my enforced relaxation, the bed in which | lay was also white. Asfar as| could tell, | was aone, b
monitor of some sort was attached to me with slim wires and beeped rhythmically.

| resolved then and there to remain still while my head cleared. If | alerted the staff of this place—surely the mental hos
that Tuvoon had mentioned—they were certain to come in. No doubt they had permission to give me drugs to make me sl
again.

Something like this had happened to afellow in anovel | read once. His enemies stashed him in a private sanitorium anc
authorized its staff to dope him to the gills. He, however, turned out to have superhuman strength and recuperative power:
had busted his way out. | wasn't so well equipped.

When | felt stronger, | tried taking on abody of air. No luck. Then, in rapid succession, | tried afire spell, athunderstorr
transformation into stone, a simple shape-shift. Nothing. | ended up straining against the bonds, whining somewhere deep i
throat. Nothing. Nothing, that is, except that my efforts somehow alerted the orderly. Despite my protests, another needle
didintomy arm, and | dept.

My captivity stretched on for aweek or more. | was permitted the freedom of my room—no more. The staff called me
Harvey—a glance at my chart told me my full name was supposed to be Harvey Wang. | at least convinced them to call |
Harv—otherwise | felt too much like awhite rabbit who wasn't there.

Despair became my constant companion. | wondered what was happening in Kong Shyh Jieh. Why would Viss side wit



gods? What was there for her to gain? Access to Origin? Couldn't she have bargained for that on her own?

Sometimes the despair lifted enough for me to feel hatred. That was no relief. | was accustomed to taking action as| fe
appropriate. To feel such wrath and be bound in this human body, by these straps of cloth and drops of chemicals, was wc
than despair.

I knew | was verging on madness the day that | saw an old man tapping on the pane of my window.

Evening was gathering without. Even if the window hadn't been such an unpromising exit point, | would have avoided it,
it showed was alarge, asphalt-topped parking lot as seen from the twelfth floor.

| paced past the window, never looking out. | even ignored the tapping at first, thinking it wind-driven drops of rain. Only
the taps drummed out "shave and a haircut" did | stare.

A skinny old man floated there. His features were obscured by the milky glass, but | could see that he was smiling broac
The white bar of his smile became afocal point from which I next recognized a flowing beard and eyebrows, then the fea
of Li Piao!

| gaped in amazement, wondering only alittle that my madness should take this form.

"Li Piao!" | cdled out. "Hi!"

He motioned for me to be quiet. | did so, and the tapping started again. Thistime | realized that he was testing the glass.
grew excited and checked the clock. At least twenty minutes would pass before the guards made their next check—it mic
asmuch asthirty if | did nothing to remind them of my existence.

| was still convinced that | was going insane, but this insanity was the most entertaining thing to happen to me since | ha
come to this place. From my daily trips to the showers, | knew that many patients simply stood in front of the windows, sté
out. | did this now, more from passive curiosity than from a constructive desire to block the view of the window from the
doorway.

Now Li Piao held something that glowed red in his hands. A small blowtorch, | thought. It was preternaturally hot, suffic
cut through both the glass and the wire within. This high up, there were no alarms. He cut around a portion and, reaching
awkwardly through the bars, pushed it free.

"How long until a nurse will be through?* he asked.

| glanced at a clock. "Fifteen minutes, maybe ten, maybe twenty-five."

"Wecan doit, if you help,” he said. "Take the torch and cut alarge enough hole for you to get out. The bars can be unlo
from out here—a fire safety feature.”

| took the torch and began cutting, remembering the times | had used similar toolsin my fancy glasswork. Metal soundir
against metal informed methat Li Piao was at work on the bars.

Now that the glass was parted, | could see that Li Piao was not hanging from arope harness or standing on aladder, as
assumed. Insight cut through my clouded mind. He was flying!

My first reaction was, oddly, jealousy. | pushed that away. Li Piao was drenched. He was shivering despite his garment
which were close-fitting and made to repel water. His hands were shaking so much that he was having trouble with the ru
locks.

"How did you find me?"'

"Tell you later," he promised. "Can you climb through that hole?"

| nodded. "I think so."

| handed him the torch and was clambering onto the windowsill when | suddenly recalled the drop. | could not fly, not nc
Twelve stories was a considerable fall.

"How am | to get down?' | asked.

Li Piao tucked the torch into his clothing along with whatever he had used to undo the window bars.

"l am going to carry you," he said. "I cannot hopeto fly supporting two, but | believe | can manage a controlled fall."

Courage has never been something | suspected myself of lacking. Even though my slaying of Chaholdrudan had been pa
luck, | had not feared battle. Nor have | ever feared dealing with my enemies. Now, faced with trusting my life, pitiful asi
become, to the arms of afrail old man quaking with fatigue, | quailed.

Li Piao opened hisarms. "Hurry. If anyone sees us, | don't know if we will escape from the grounds, and your enemies
not likely to be so merciful a second time."

| positioned myself so that my feet hung into the wet darkness below. My left hand was bleeding from where it had scre
against the sill. Li Piao pressed himself back against the wall so that he could get his hands and then his forearms under m
armpits.

"Here we go," he muttered. | heard his feet push off from the wall, then we were falling.

All my vanity was needed to keep me from screaming in terror, but | pride myself that not even awhimper escaped. Th
ground was rushing up at us, then | felt our descent slow. The sensation was not like that of a parachute catching us from
above, but rather of apillar of hot air pushing against us from below. The pressure slowed us so that we hit the ground wit
jarring—not fatal—force.

Li Piao made a shrill sound somewhere between a cry of pain and alaugh. He motioned toward a minivan.



"My granddaughter waits." Then he crumpled as hetried to lead the way. "My ankle!"

| essayed to lift him, finding him not much of aburden, even to my reduced strength. The side door to the van was open
bundled us both inside, | heard the engine starting. Li Piao indicated that | should put him into the front passenger seat and
strapped him in as the van backed out. A slender hand thrust atowel back to me and another at Li Piao.

"Dry off, Grandfather. Y ou, get into the area farthest back and hide yourself as best you can."

The voice was female, young, and very determined. | did not argue—her words made sense.

We drove over what felt like agravel road for what had to be several miles. During that time, | contrived to make myse
hiding place among the bundles in the back of the van. | wasjust pulling the towel (neatly folded) over thetop when | felt
van ease to a stop.

Through the muffling fabric, | heard Li Piao's granddaughter say, "Y es, it was, thank you." | guessed she was respondin
question.

The side door on the van slid open. | caught aflicker of light from aflashlight beam and held my breath, wondering if | |
hidden mysdlf well enough. The wait seemed interminable, then the side door rumbled shut. The girl said something | coulc
distinguish over the pounding of my heart, then | felt the van accelerate to highway speeds. Even so | waited until Li Piao
the okay before coming out.

"We're going to a hotel,” he explained. "Tomorrow we'll head back to San Francisco."

"Where are we, anyway?' | asked.

"Outside of Nashville, Tennessee. Pretty much the middle of nowhere. I'd have hidden you in the middle of acity."

"How did you find me?"'

Li Piao'stones mixed wonder and a certain smugness. " The dragon bowl told me. | couldn't contact you nor could | get |
your bottle, so | did some scrying. It felt abit like eavesdropping, but | was concerned.”

"Thank you," | said. "l am eternally in your debt. And in the lady's."

"My granddaughter, Li Plum,”" Li Piao said, his pride evident in his voice. " She was the only member of the family | knev
wouldn't think | had become senile.”

"Pleased to meet you, Lord Demon," Plum said, | caught a glimpse of afine profile as she turned toward the backseat b
returning to her driving. "Grandfather has told me agreat deal about you."

"He has told me little about you," | said, amost miffed. "Y ou do not live nearby?’

"I do when I'minthe US," she said, "but | travel agreat deal. I'm just back from an extended trip to Hong Kong and Ne
Zedand."

"My granddaughter is a feng shui expert,” Li Piao said. "Sheisin great demand."

| was impressed. The art of feng shui issimilar to that which demonkind had used to bring chi into Kong Shyh Jieh. |
wondered if Plum might be a sorceress.

We drove for over an hour until we came to amotel. Plum parked the van in front of a door numbered 1-1, a potentially
auspicious number.

"Lord Demon," Plum said, "when | give the symbol that al isclear, | want you to get inside as quickly as possible. You
dressed for public observation, and we don't know how long it will be until someone starts looking for you. It is better if ya
not seen at al."

"Yes, maam," | said. She was right. My shredded hospital pajamas would excite comment.

"Grandfather, don't stress that ankle. I'll be right back to help you."

"Yes, Plum."

| thought | heard him sigh.

We made the transition into the room without any trouble. There I got my first ook at my other rescuer. She was a preti
enough girl, clearly Chinese, but hardly traditional. Her ink-black hair was cut oddly, the bangs at a sharp angle, the long he
back cut like aswallow'stail. | suspected that this was artistic, for she wore a black tee shirt trimmed with lace, jeans witf
round holesin the thighs, and an elaborately fringed jacket. Her jewelry was bright and modernistic.

| wondered what her clients thought of her. Probably they were pleased to have such a contemporary-looking advisor.

"Grandfather and | guessed that you would be short of luggage,” she said, surveying my attire with disapproval. "We bou
you some clothes. | hope they fit."

"Thank you," | said

The tan trousers were a bit loose, but | had seen men wearing worse. There was a belt to keep them up and a selection
shirts. | chose a bright red one, hoping that luck would come with its color. For footwear, | had to make do with some che
canvas tennis shoes. As | was lacing them on, | realized how deeply in debt | was to these people.

| came out, feeling self-conscious as Plum inspected me.

"Not too bad," she said. "Do you eat pizza?'

A sharp pang of memory touched me then, and | realized that | had not had any since before Ollie's death. | seemed to
him saying that it was certainly time.



"Theresaplace that ddivers," Plum said, pushing the menu toward me. "What do you like?'

"Sausage, perhaps,” | said, determined to face the sadness | had not acknowledged until then, "and pepperoni are both fil

Li Piao added a request for mushrooms and Plum placed the order. By the time we were seated around the room's smal
with the box between us, and | had finished two dlices, | was ready to think.

"Are wein danger of anyone tracing the van?"

Plum shook her head. "I atered the license number with some black paint before we went out. |'ve cleaned it off since.
have added a couple of magnetic racing stripes. We can lift them off before returning the van to the airport rental."

"We have plane tickets for three on an early flight tomorrow," Li Piao said. "Hopefully, no one will be looking for us ther

| found myself wishing for my powers. A few quick brushstrokes of illusion and we could look like anyone at all—or be
yet, | could sweep us through the sidewise spaces and home. But | had no power and | was dependent on the charity of tf
humans.

Then | remembered. | was not completely without resources.

"| have several bank accountsin San Francisco,” | said.

"Do you remember the numbers?* Plum asked.

"l do."

"Y ou should draw on them quickly," she said, "before your enemies realize that you have escaped and will need money."

"I will," 1 said. "l wish that you had not needed to be seen by the guard at the mental hospital. Two Chinese will be
remembered, especialy if athird escapes.”

"True," she said, "but we could not get you out without a van. The grounds were too extensive. It'sarisk we had to take
Grandfather needed all his powersto get to you."

"Yes." | frowned, still worried.

"They may not look at the airport," she soothed me. "All they have to trace usis a vague description and an incorrect lic
number. Tomorrow we will do our best to look confident and stride through."”

Li Piao added, "And | will not need to maintain magical flight, so | can do some small charmsto assure that no one will |
interested in us."

| nodded.

"When we get to San Francisco,” | said, "I fear | will still need your help. If the usual way into my bottleis blocked as Li
says, then | will need to activate the back door."

| swallowed hard before admitting, "I have no magic.”

Li Piao twinkled at me. "And | have more than | ever have had before. | suspect your 'healing' touch, Lord Demon. Do
worry, we will manage."

That night, | shared aroom with Li Piao, while Plum adjourned demurely to an adjoining chamber. While the old man sni
peacefully, | lay awake worrying. So much was beyond my control. | hadn't felt so helpless for at |east a thousand
years—probably the last time had been when Viss was teaching me swordplay.

Inevitably, my thoughts turned to her. Why had she betrayed me? | had thought we were friends—perhaps even someth
more. Was her ambition so dominant that nothing el se mattered? Reluctantly, | recalled the warnings that Seven Fingers h
tried to give me. Why hadn't | listened?

And who was Po Shiang?

At ladt, | drifted off to deep. My dreams were vibrant, colorful, and completely useless.

The next morning, despite my worries, we departed Nashville on schedule. Evening found me installed in aguest room &
Plum's house—staying at Li Piao's would have been too obvious. Indeed, the old man was going to shift residences himsel
next day. His family was distrustful of strangers as a whole and would not give out Plum's address nor mention where he
staying.

Plum took me by several banks. | closed all three of my savings accounts, giving me a substantial amount of cash to dra
upon. Fortunately, the banks did not trouble me for ID beyond the account numbers and a matching signature.

Once | had money, my first move was to reimburse Plum and Li Piao for the expenses entailed in my escape. My secor
to purchase a small but versatile wardrobe. Plum sniffed alittle at the conservative cut of my choices, but | had no desire
stand out. | wished | could show her my brocades and silks, my feathered hats, and high-topped boots. | found myself broc
that she should think me a stick in the mud.

Where was all this emation coming from? Had Viss and Po Shiang truly made me human? | had thought that | was
ademon without powers, but | began to consider the possibility that the alteration had been more thorough. Thistroubled n
turn and it was a thoughtful and somewhat sullen Kai Wren who made his way to Plum's kitchen.

She sat at one end of the polished maple table going through a large stack of mail. Much ended up in the waste-basket
positioned conveniently beneath her hand, but some she perused and put by for later consideration.

"Hi, Kai Wren," she said, glancing up from a handwritten missive. | had begged her not to call me "Lord Demon." "Ther



coffee made or, if you prefer, you can put on the kettle for tea."

"Coffee would be fing," | said, pouring myself acup. Asl stirred in cream and sugar, | found myself remembering the it
times | had gone for coffee with Viss and Tuvoon. Had they been plotting against me even then? | shivered.

"Do you need a sweatshirt?' Plum asked.

"No, I'm fine."

| sat across from her, sipping my coffee and feeling useless. After about fifteen minutes, | rose, retrieved a pad of papel
apen from my room, and started working out plans.

First of al, | must try to gain access to my bottle. There were two main entrances—one into Kong Shyh Jieh and onein
human plane—or there would be if the bottle remained where | had left it. If it had been moved, then things would becom
difficult indeed. However, there was a back entrance known only to me and specially prepared for such an emergency. W
Piao's help, that could be opened.

What then? My best hope for regaining my powers was access to the possessions stored in my bottle. Try as| might, | |
difficulty thinking beyond that point.

| was doodling and daydreaming about revenge when Li Piao arrived.

"I decided to cometonight,” he said after greeting us both. "There have been strangers about, asking questions.”

"Did they follow you here?' Plum asked.

"l don't believe s0."

"Good." She smiled at me. "Using feng shui techniques, | have made this house easy to overlook."

"Not," | said, surprised, "because of this!"

"No," shereplied. "I have some small famein my profession. | was attracting groupies and imitators. There was also the
problem of theft. Since | travel so much, | prefer that my residence not call attention to itself.”

| considered what | had seen of the outside of the house and its exterior decoration. Now that | did thisthing, | realized 1
she had done afine job. Watching my expression, Li Piao chortled:

"Asl said, | would have hidden you in acity." He glanced over at my sheet of paper. "Making plans?'

"Trying to," | said, "but | admit that | am at aloss. So much will depend on my getting access to my bottle."

"l wonder," said Li Piao, "if itis ill there at al.”

"Sodol."

He rummaged in his luggage, coming up with a carefully wrapped parcel that proved to contain the dragon bowl,

"L et us attempt to scry your bottle's location,” he said, "rather than running over there in the flesh. If your enemies have
learned of your escape—as | suspect they have—they may have watchers there."

Plum put aside her mail and watched with an air of professional curiosity asLi Piao poured water and ail into the bowl. '
it had settled, he studied the surface.

"Thereisthe house," he said at length, "and there is the room in which the bottle was kept. | see the table. It stands emp
Now the dragon speaks."

Hefell silent, listening. When he lifted his head, his expression was grave.

"It is not there. The young man sold it to a collector for alarge sum—in cash.”

"Damn!" | let my fist crash against the table. The news, though not unexpected, was unpleasant.

"Then," said Plum practically, "how do we gain access to this back door of which you have spoken?"

"Without the bottle," | explained, folding my hands about my coffee cup to warm them, "we—rather, your grandfather—
need to synchronize resonances with the chi of the back entrance. He will need some training, but once he gets the hang ¢
don't think he'll find it too different from what he does when he uses the bowl for scrying."”

Li Piao looked dubiows. | hastened to clarify.

"I don't know how your teachers explained it to you, but what you do when you scry isto open yourself to the chi reson:
in your scrying device. That's why there are so many different scrying devices: I-Ching coins, crystal balls, tarot cards, rur
stones, pools of water ..."

The old man nodded.

"It is not the material of the device, but the intention that matters. Do you follow me?"

"Perhaps,”" he said. "Continue."

"When you have established this resonance and your intent is made known, then you receive your information."

"Why," Li Piao queried, "then, do things like the dragon bowl work so much better for the task?”’

"Because the maker of the tool"—I bowed dightly— "has created a partial circuit for that intent. If you were to use a sc
bowl and a bit of water from a puddle, you could still scry, but the chi inherent in the device would be unfocused, thus you
need to use more of your will to forceit to do the required task.

"With the dragon bowl," | continued, warming to my subject, "any marginally talented individual could scry. A master like
yourself not only sees images but the dragon also 'talks to him—clarifying the message,"

Plum was nodding as if she followed this—which, given her profession and her grandfather's opinion of her skills, | had
reason to believe she did.



"This door of yours, then," she asked, "is set to be opened by someone who isin resonance with the particular waveleng
its chi ?'

"Precisely,” | said. "Since | believed it would be needed only by me, | am the only one who knows the pattern.”

"You didn't giveit to Vissor her son?' Li Piao asked.

"No. | didn't even giveit to Ollie. | felt that if there was trouble of that caliber, | would be with him."

Plum'’s expression told me that she thought me thoughtless.

"I did not intend for harm to cometo him," | said firmly. "Oliver O'Keefe was amusician, aloyal servant, and a good frie
but he was not a sorcerer of any type. Even had | given him the resonance frequency, he could not have used it."

Her features softened. "I did not mean to criticize, Kai Wren. | only wondered."

Li Piao looked weary, and no wonder, given that we had spent hours on airplanes that day. | wasimpatient to get back il
my bottle, but | did not see how letting him rest would hurt. Indeed, forcing him to do magic while he wastired could lead 1
disaster.

"Our best time for attempting the contact,” | said, fibbing only slightly, "will be very early in the morning— as the Hour c
Tiger passes into the Hour of the Hare."

"Very well," Li Piao said, and he seemed relieved. "I will deep until then."

Plum studied me quizzically. "What time should | set my alarm clock for?"

"We should make the attempt around five am.," | said. "So sometime before that."

Shewrinkled her nose in mock protest of the early hour, but said nothing. After a bit more conversation, we each retirec
night, | actually managed to sleep dream-lesdly.

| rose midway through the Hour of the Tiger, showered, then donned a comfortable, cotton robe—blue flowers printed ¢
white fabric—that | had purchased the day before. When | went into the kitchen, Li Piao and Plum awaited me, fully dres
The air was warm with the scent of green tea.

"Isthat appropriate attire for retaking your home, Lord Demon?' Plum asked. "It is attractive and certainly comfortable,

| colored at her words, but, to be honest, | had forgotten that | would not be able to shift shape and attire at whim. |
temporized:

"I heard you two moving and thought that | should come and teach your grandfather the resonance pattern without del ay
Thus, he can be practicing while | finish changing.”

She did not question me further. With some relief, | sat next to Li Piao and began to explain to him the mental state whic
should seek. My description took longer than | had thought it might, for although | had opened his magical potentials, | had
taught him the complex vocabulary to discuss his abilities. He was like a boy of five suddenly given aman'slegal and socic
freedoms without any real idea of what they mean within the greater society.

When | had done the best | could, | hurried up to my room, donned jeans, hiking shoes, alight denim shirt, and—for lack
sword—borrowed a stout walking stick from a stand by the front door.

Thistime, when Plum reviewed my attire, she smiled. Her dight nod of approval warmed me considerably.

Without further delay, Li Piao set about seeking contact with the secret entry to my bottle. | heeded to concentrate to m
utmost and laid my hands on him to perceive his manipulation of the chi forces—athing that before | could have done witl
any effort at all. Inthisway | could feel that the old man was doing everything correctly. Y et, despite this, he could not qu
come into sync with the portal .

The Hour of the Hare was merging with the Hour of the Dragon when we finally admitted defeat. Li Piao's wrinkled
parchment skin was as white as death when he let himself slump forward onto the table. Plum rose and hurried to bring hi
cup of something hot and sweet. | massaged various of his acupressure points, wishing | could rejuvenate him with a burst
demon chi, but glad to have at least this skill to offer him.

"I'm sorry, Wren," he said after the drink was finished. "I could see it in my mind's eye, sense its proximity, but it remain
out of reach.”

| frowned. "I suspect that they have immersed the bottle in something with its own strong chi, perhaps running water. |
into a phenomenon similar to what you describe when my bottle was lost overboard in the East China Sea. Another possibi
that they have taken it back into Kong Shyh Jieh."

Plum pushed a cup of teatoward me. "Drink this. Y ou look almost as bad as Grandfather."

| sipped, horrified that even an elementary operation should have taken such atoll on me.

Sipping her own tea, Plum said diffidently, "I have wondered, Kai Wren, ever since Grandfather first told me about your
why you keep it on Earth. It would seem more vulnerable here."

"It may seem s0," | said, "but it is not. Earth has strong natural chi that | can tap to guard the bottle. Also, by keeping thy
bottle on Earth, | create my own private gate to this plane. If it were kept on Kong Shyh Jieh, | would need to use one of t
public gates or dlip sidewise to the traveling plane. Either way, my business might arouse someone else's curiosity."”

She nodded. " So in addition to being their own demiplanes, the bottles create a gate between planes?'



"That is correct."

"And how many of these have you made?’

| shrugged. "In my younger years, | did not linger aslong over a project. My last project occupied me on and off for one
hundred and twenty years ..."

One of her eyebrows shot up in surprise.

| continued, "I did do other projects while | worked on it. The final stages of glasswork do not take long in terms of hour:
preparing the rare material | needed took considerable time. As | was saying, unlike that project, | have finished bottles wi
year."

"And how many have you made?"

"I have lost track,” | admitted. "Two hundred, perhaps three. Although | enchant them against breakage, they are glass,
some have been broken."

"So you have potentially created hundreds of gates between Kong Shyh Jieh and Earth," said Plum. "Would the same tri
work if one of the bottles were taken to Origin?"

| frowned. "The point is moot. Since we were exiled, no demon has returned to Origin. All our battles with the gods hav
on Kong Shyh Jieh or in the sidewise planes about us."

"Humor me," Plum pressed. "Could the bottles be used to create gates between Kong Shyh Jieh and Origin?'

"I have no reason to think not," | said, startled.

"No wonder even the gods might fear you," she said. "If you ever considered the potential of your bottles as instruments
invasion ..."

"They arefragile," | protested. "No wise person would trust himself to a gate that could be closed with a solid kick."

"But if the bottle were well hidden?' she continued musing. "Y es, Lord Demon. | can see why gods would fear you—ar
Visswould not want to kill you out of hand. Do any other demons have this skill?"

Modesty is hot ademon trait.

"No," | said. "Itisafamily art, and | am the last of my family. Moreover, even when | was first apprenticed, my teacher
that | was the culmination of many generations of talent.” Li Piao looked up from studying his folded hands.

"That | can believe. Asinteresting as Plum's theories are, they do not resolve our problem. How can we gain .access to
Wren's bottle?"

We sat thinking for atime over tea and then, after Plum suggested we eat, over breakfast. | wished | had my servitors e
my enchanted larder to offer my friends, but, lacking that, | turned my hand to helping with preparations. All my work witk
ceramic and glass has given me afine sense for timing of heated things, and what | lacked in knowledge, | made up for in
precision.

Meal finished, we were thoughtfully washing up when Plum turned to me:

"Ka Wren, what are these sidewise spaces that you've mentioned?"

"Each major plane," | answered, "creates about it a number of related spaces. We do not usually consider them separate
planes since they rely on their relationship to another plane for stability.”

"If we could get to one of the related planes of Kong Shyh Jieh, would Grandfather have a better chance at obtaining cc
with your bottle?"

"If the bottle is on Kong Shyh Jieh, yes, he would."

"Ah."

She said nothing more, then, but she had started atrain of thought that | could not abandon. Sometime in the early aftern
came to where she was waorking on some paperwork related to her business.

"Plum, how do we find out what timeitisin Ireland?"

"Ireland?’

"That'sright.”

She pushed her paperwork aside. "A time-zone chart would show us, or amap. Would you like to know?'

"Please.”

After consulting a chart she had stored in her computer, no doubt to facilitate her overseas business travel, Plum informe
"There's about an eight-hour time difference.”

"Later?'

That'sright."

"S0 it's between eight and nine there."

"Yes," she grinned, "in the latter half of the Hour of the Dog."

"May | use your phone to make an overseas call? | believe | may have thought of someone who can help us.”

"Who do you want to call?*

"O'Keefe's Pub." | provided her with alocation. In afew moments, she had a number, had placed the connection, and w
inquisitive look, turned the phone over to me.



The connection was remarkably good. | could even catch the hum of business in the background.

"Isthisthe proprietor?’ | asked the man who answered.

"Just a moment."

| heard avoice call, "George! You're wanted!"

A few ticks later, George himself picked up the line.

"y es?"

"Hello, George." | spoketo him in the Irish, asthe O'Keefe had taught me. "1'm doubting that you'll be recalling my voict
was in your pub some months ago. | was giving you a sum of money to be used for the poor and the needy."

"You'rethefriend of Angus!" he said.

"Aye, that | am, and it's Angus of the Hills | am needing to speak w'. Does he come into your pub?"

"You'rein luck, man, for he's here tonight. He comes maybe once aweek for adram and a bit of conversation.”

"May | be speaking with him then?"

"Sure"

He called out, "Angus. Telephone for you. Trunk call!"

Angus was hext on the line.

"Aye?'

"Thisis Kai Wren, Angus."

"Lord..."

| interrupted him. " Speak not my name, friend, for | amin a spot of trouble. | was hoping to beg your help."

"What might | be doing for you?"'

"It's not such as | would discuss over the telephone,” | said. "Can you come to the San Francisco?”'

"Can you not come here?'

""Twould be amite hard," said |. "That's a bit of my trouble."

He considered. "Aye. | can come. I'll need to be finishing off some businessfirst. Can | have until the morning?"

"By your clock or mine?"

"Yours, unless the need be dire."

"It will wait some hours yet. Come to the Old Saint Mary's Church on the edge of Chinatown. I'll be sending someone t
you if | cannacome mysel'."

"I'll be there by eight in the morning, your time."

"Thank you, Angus. Y ou won't be at aloss for your kindness."

He laughed, awarm, dlightly drunken sound. "I have not been wanting for good a e and better company since your visit.
give you this one on credit."

"Thank you. Until tomorrow, then."

"Tomorrow."

I hung up the phone. Plum was studying me with lively curiosity.

"Was that Gaelic you were speaking?' she asked.

"It was," | said, "and an Irish friend of mine is coming to help us. He will arrive by eight tomorrow morning. | did not wa
draw attention to your house, so | told him to meet us at Old Saint Mary's Church.”

"Who isthis friend?’

"His nameis Angus of the Hills, He's a spirit native to this plane—what the Irish call amember of the sidhe folk."

Plum nodded, glanced at the clock. Only the energy with which she jumped to her feet showed her excitement.

"1'd better lay in some beer then. Will he drink it from a can?"

"That | cannot say," | said, "but a bottle would be nicer. I'll let you in on a secret. Do you know what exotic brews are tr
now in English pubs?’

She shook her head. "I don't get to England often. Most of my businessisin the East.”

| grinned. "American beers.”

"No!"

"On my word."

"It takes dl types," she said, "and | suppose the glamour of an export follows the strangest things. I'll lay in beer and son
good food to welcome this Angus. Will you tell Grandfather? | think he's taking this morning's failure hard.”

"I will," | promised. "And I'll remind him that he has no reason to chide himself. My enemies are not fools. | was the foo
to listen to warnings against them. | made their task easier with my trust, but | see now that they were going to get me on
or another."

Plum turned back, halfway out the door. "1 wonder why they didn't just ask for your help. Y ou seemed inclined to favor
a least."

"I've been asking myself the same question,” | answered. "And all the answers | can come up with frighten me."



EIGHT

Angus of the Hills was found and retrieved the next morning as planned, one of the few things to go smoothly these pas
several days, although | had to admit, now that | was out of my funk, the rescue that Li Piao and Plum had effected for m
humble self had been artistry in the extreme.

We gathered in the kitchen, which was rapidly becoming our command center. Angus had taken the form of an Irish pe
barrel-chested, possessed of a bit of a paunch, fair skin liberally sprinkled with freckles. His ginger hair looked asif it had
cut with ablunt knife, and his clothing was simple, but there was no mistaking him for what he was, for he walked like a ki

I made introductions all around, and we seated ourselves at the table. We broke our fast on congee and green teawhile
sketched out the situation for Angus. When | finished, he thudded his fist on the table in one-handed applause (the other be
occupied with spooning a porkball from his congee into his mouth).

"A tale after my own heart, full of blood and thunder, tragedy and derring-do! So the O'K eefe would not betray his mas
died for it, isthat the way?"

"As| havelearned," | said.

"Then tell me how | may give aid. | will not let such avaliant scion of my idand diein vain."

"Can you take us to Kong Shyh Jieh?' Plum asked.

Angus shook his head. "That plane belongs to the Chinese sidhe. | could not do so without invitation. Even with that, my
coming could well attract more attention than you'll be wanting.”

Li Piao asked, "Can you take us into one of the side-wise planes, then? Perhaps | could pry open the secret way into Ke
Wren's bottle if | were on atangentia plane.”

"That," he considered for amoment, "l should be able to do. Kai Wren's bottle is hisown realm, so | should be able to &
you there without comment."

"Good," said I. "Then thisiswhat we shall do. Between your powers, Li Piao and Angus, you should be able to trandate
four of usinto the sidewise plane. That is, if the Lady Plum cares to accompany us.”

"l wouldn't missit," she said with a decisive shake of her swallowtailed hair.

Once the decision was made, there was little |eft to do but effect it. Li Piao insisted on carrying the dragon bowl with hir
wrapping it carefully in cloth and stowing it in asmall backpack. This, awalking stick, and his inherent powers were all he

Plum took aflat automatic pistol from a drawer, checked its chamber, and dropped afew spare clips into the pockets of
jacket. Catching my surprised expression, she grinned.

"These are dangerous times to be awoman who must travel alone."

"Of course," | said, heartened by her confidence. Without my demon chi | could not tell if she had her grandfather's pote
for magic, but | promised myself that if she did, | would reward her by intensifying her powers.

| took up the sturdy walking stick | had borne the day before and turned to Angus.

"Areyou ready, Great Sidhe?’

"Areyou, Lord Demon?"

"Asready as| ever will be."

"Then all of you gather close," he said, seeming to grow in size and yet diminish in substance until he became once agair
genderless, formless thing that | had first sensed hovering over that lonely hill in Ireland. "When the lifting of the Veil come
must dlip through with me. I'm hoping to drop it as quickly as | may so that our enemies will not be setting eyes on us.”

"Kai Wren," said Plum in a soft voice, "you support Grandfather and give him aid as he seeks to open the door. Let Ang
me cover your backs."

| nodded, though it felt strange to be one of those protected, rather than a guardian. Still, human she might be, but she he
calculating mind. | placed my hand on Li Piao's bony shoulder.

"Ready, sorcerer?"

He looked up at me, and his ancient eyes within their wrinkles were bright.

"I am, Lord Demon."

Angus of the Hillslifted the Vel and we passed through. After the pastry-scented warmth and yellow-lit brightness of F
kitchen, the sidewise plane was aforbidding place. In color it was blue-gray touched with silver. In form it was like unto bx
within the heart of atowering thunderhead. Beneath us, as of something far, far away, | heard the rushing of water and ki
to be the coursing of theriver called Forgetful ness.

"I have hidden us as best | might," whispered Angus, his presence a cloak about us, "but hasten."

Li Piao glanced down and clearly did not care for how his lower extremities vanished into the mist. | steadied him.

"L et me recite the resonance correspondences with you," | said, keeping my lips close to his ear. "l have no chi tolend 1
effort, but | can steady your concentration."



| sensed rather than saw his smile. "Asyou do my trembling knees. Y es, recite with me, Wren, but keep your voice low

Step by step, | essayed to guide Li Piao into the mental state that must be achieved to open the secret way. Again | wac
reminded of my weakness. Usually, | would go through this routine as easily as a banker spins open a combination lock on
vault. Now we were as two thieves who carefully listen to the tumblers falling into place, taking their clues from the sounc

Y et, despite the slowness of the process, | could feel that we were winning our way through. Whereas our attempt the
morning before had been halted by Li Piao's inability to mesh his power with the lock, now he had a firm grasp, and the ke
turning.

It snapped open as Angus was beginning to grow anxious and Plum was casting this way and that, seeking to pinpoint a
menace she could sense but not see.

The blue-gray mist rippled as Li Piao completed the opening. | pushed him through and went in hard on his heels, knowil
Angus would gather Plum and follow.

| had dreamed of this homecoming, of calling upon my servitors and laying delicacies before my guests, but what met m
horrified gaze was devastation.

My secret door had carried us through to what should have been a hidden grove at the foot of the mountains, but the grc
was open to the sky and the mountains crumbled into ruin. Sprawled about us, my ogres lay in heaps, their bodies returning
the clay from which they had been shaped. | took an unsteady step forward, dreading what | would find, yet knowing that
must see.

My palace had collapsed into itself. Fire had eaten through some portions; others were reduced to dust. Gaping holes, as
bombardment, were visible in those walls that till stood.

| continued my progress forward, aware of the small procession trailing behind me. The beauty | had wrought was no rr
Little chi remained, and what was still present was ebbing.

The remains of milkweed fairies crunched underfoot; other creatures no longer even identifiable moldered beneath shatt
trees and splintered rock. | felt no surprise, only grief, when we walked up arise and saw the Lung Shan fallen and death f
avale where once a singing stream ran over polished river rock.

Even the air was stale and, when | looked up, | could glimpse the interior of the bottle through the decaying atmosphere.

"| thought," | said, and my voice was steady with the steadiness of absolute shock, "to find the place looted. | thought ev
find some of my enemiesin residence. Never in my darkest nightmares did | imagine this.”

A hand rested on my shoulder and squeezed in a mute offer of comfort.

"I'm sorry, Wren," Li Piao said.

"Why?" whispered Plum. "Why all of this destruction?"

Angus silenced us with a commanding gesture. For the first time, | realized how exposed we were. My feet had wandel
with neither thought, nor caution. A crumbling rock wall offered some shelter, and | hunkered behind it, the others taking n
lead.

"What, Great Sidhe?"

"Motion in the ruined palace below, aflicker of silver and darkness," he answered. "Those who did this may have left a
guard."

Silver and darkness. The words stirred an image within my troubled mind.

"We cannot hide here," | said. "l will go and investigate. Angus, be ready to take the others outward and home again if t
danger."

| silenced aflurry of protest with aweary motion of my hand.

"I had many servitors, many creatures. Perhaps afew have survived and taken refuge in the ruins. They might attack ot
you. If itisan enemy . . . well, | welcome such an encounter.”

| went then, feet finding firmness in renewed purpose, even if that purpose was nothing but suicide or Pyrrhic revenge. |
those moments, though my demon powers were still gone from me, | was again Lord Demon, and even Vissin al her mig
could have feared me.

Neither Viss nor Tuvoon nor even Devor came forth to meet me before atumbled arch that led into a garden once fillec
miniature roses. Nor was it Po Shiang or his minions. Instead, what flitted out to me, clad in a strange armor, was the slim,
quite substantial form of Spilling Moonbeams.

"Lord Demon!" she cried, and | could not account for the joy in her voice. "Y ou have come, even as my father and | ha
hoped!"

"I am not Lord Demon," | said, my tones so bitter | hardly knew my own voice. "l am barely certain that | am Kai Wrer
Looking about me, | can believe that | am naught but a human called Harvey Wang."

"You are Kai Wren," she said, "the Goddayer, and |, at least, will call you Lord Demon. Who lurks behind you on the hill

"Those who brought me home," | said.

"Call them here," she said. "l have a shelter sealed against what is destroying this place. We can talk there, free from fe

| wished | could test her truthfulness as once I might have, but that was not in me any longer. Instead, | studied her anxi



posture, the imploring gesture of her slim hands, and | nodded.

"l will get them,” | said.

"Hurry," she pleaded. "Without armor such as| wear, the danger isimmense.”

| did hurry then, for | would not bring harm to those who had helped me. As| ran up the slope, | considered sending the
back to Earth, but knew that they would argue and, if the danger was as Spilling Moonbeams had said, they might be harrr

"Comewith me," | said, motioning them after. "I have found one who claims to be afriend."

They did, but Plum questioned, as | had known she would.

"Can you trust this 'friend'?"

"I know only three | can trust for certain," | replied, "but this one and her father tried to warn me against Viss. If she, toc
against me, | know of no allies| can call upon among demonkind."

"That'sabit hard,” Li Piao said, picking his way down the dope. "Didn't He of the Towers of Light tell you how it really
with Viss?'

| colored as| recalled how impulsively | had discarded that venerable one's warnings.

"Yes, hedid," | admitted, "but HE is difficult enough to contact for one who possesses his full powers. For me..."

Our arrival where Spilling Moonbeams waited saved me from the necessity of saying more. Without waiting for introduc
she hurried us off to where a geodesic dome made from some glittering substance was conceal ed beneath a partially colla
room.

"Thisareais safe," she assured us, seeing how everyone glanced up at the leaning walls and ceiling. "My father and |
reinforced it before we set up the shelter. Watch your step as you come inside. The floor is below ground level."

She pushed aside a panel and a hexagonal door dlid open. We must needs stoop to enter, but once we had there was roc
enough to stand. The dome itself created a rounded hut about fifteen feet in diameter at the base, smaller, of course, at the
apex.

A neatly made cot against one wall and a footlocker-sized chest showed that Spilling Moonbeams had been staying here
sometime. Aswe filed in, she removed her helmet and the long coat of armor and racked them by the door.

When sheturned to face us, | could seethat Li Piao and Plum were only now realizing how very inhuman was our host
form. Quickly, lest fear or alienation arise, | made introductions.

" Spilling Moonbeams, these are my friends. Li Piao, a human sorcerer; his granddaughter, Li Plum, amistress of feng st
and Angus of the Hills, one of the Irish sidhe.”

"I welcome you all to my temporary home," answered Spilling Moonbeams. "I have afew campstools," she continued,
producing them from where they were folded against awall, "but | fear | do not have enough for all."

"Give mine to Grandfather," Plum said, seating herself on the floor. "I'll be comfortable enough here."

"And | fear one of those won't hold a brawny boyo like me," said Angus, joining her.

Spilling Moonbeams offered a stool to Li Piao and then shyly extended one to me.

"Lord Demon?"

| accepted. Spilling Moonbeams employed the remaining stool as alow table on which she set atray.

"Camp food," she said apologeticaly, "but it may sustain you. | have only water to drink, but enough of that for all."

Her hospitality exhausted, she rested on the floor, something about her posture suggesting there might not be legs benea
robes.

"| suppose you are wondering why | am here," she said.

| had not yet moved far enough from my initial shock to wonder much about anything. The demoness's presence seemex
in keeping with the other changes to my home.

"| wonder about many things,”" | said. "What has happened?”

"Firg," she said, "can you tell me what happened to you?"

"I wasafool," | answered bluntly, "and spoke too freely to ones whom | trusted when | should not have. Having some fi
use for me, they stripped me of my powers and bundled me off to Earth. | am as you see me, amere human, and the wea
of those here gathered.”

Any doubts | held about Spilling Moonbeam'’s loyalties vanished then. Horror and pity flooded her delicate features. Her
of water dropped unnoticed from her hands, and she made no move to wipe up the liquid that soaked her garments.

"Lord Demon!"

"No more," | said. "Now, child, tell uswhat has happened.”

She stared at me asiif unable to believe that | could announce such athing and remain calm. Then, wiping what might h:
been tears against her sleeve, she began her narrative:

"| suppose it must have been soon after you were sent to Earth that Viss launched her war."

"War?' | exclaimed. "Against the gods?'

"Against the gods and against the demons both. She gave us some understanding only when the first battles were over &
parties met to negotiate.



"Viss wants to be absolute ruler of Kong Shyh Jieh. With the full power of all its resources—both material and mystical-
back her, she intends to launch anew attack on Origin."

| asked, "What makes her think she can win now? Demons have been trying to win their way back into Origin for five
thousand years."

"She has severa reasons,” Spilling Moonbeams explained, enumerating them on her fingers. "One, she plans to spend all
energy that Kong Shyh Jieh has accumulated on the assault.”

"But," | protested, "that would leave us no chi to fal back on!"

"True. She believes that the desire to maintain arefuge is one reason why demons have continually lost their wars. Her
second reason for attacking is that she has made alies among the gods."

"Allies?' | queried, thinking of Po Shiang. "Y es, we have seen evidence of this."

"These deific dlies," Spilling Moonbeams continued, "have developed a new weapon, a green fire that painfully drainsth
from the one attacked.”

"I'vefdtit,” | said grimly.

"Father tells me that there were similar weaponsin other demon/god wars. What makes this green fire particularly dang
isthat instead of merely draining the chi, it transfers it to the one who has sent the fire."

| remembered how Fire's Fever—Rabla-yu—had appeared to grow stronger during our fight. Y es, this green fire could
the battle against the demons.

Li Piao asked, "Do you know how many gods are allied with Viss?'

"I do not, but rumor says that there may be dozens. Most of them are young hotheads but a few hundred years old. The
never seen agreat war, and, as the society of the gods is extremely static and stratified, they wish to earn some renown."

"Demons," Angus asked dryly, "are immune to ambition?"

Spilling Moonbeams smiled at him. "We do not have the same problem with our younger generations. That, too, is part 0
story, but if you will let me finish my first explanation, | will return to that."

Angus grinned at her. "Y ou're being well on the way to rivaling the bards for holding an audience, Lady. Tell on. I'll holc
tongue.”

"Viss hasafina tactic she plansto draw on, and thisis where you comein, Lord Demon."

"Me? She's caused me nothing but pain and loss. That's an odd way to make an ally." | looked into my cup, for | had no
to see their faces. "I might have done much for her, if she had only asked."

"Viss," said Spilling Moonbeams, and her tone was gentle, "had ascertained in many small ways that you were not likely
agree to the destruction of Kong Shyh Jieh."

"No, | would not have."

"And she felt that this was integral to her goals. Instead, she set out to gain at |east some of what she wanted from you
without telling you her secrets.”

"What did she want?"

"The fu dogs and your magical bottles. | don't know why, but Father has confirmed that her aly is the one who has the c
and we know that she has looted this place and cleared out your gallery.”

Her words only confirmed what | had suspected.

"Goon," | said, my voice rasping angrily.

"Y ou must be wondering why Vissfelt that it is so important for usto regain Origin."

| shrugged, "lsn't it the same old patriotic fervor? Viss has lost amost all her family in such struggles—as have l. I've gi
the entire thing up as a bad investment. | assumed that she wants areturn.”

Spilling Moonbeams shook her head, her pale tresses tracing spiderwebs upon the floor.

"There is agreater reason than that. Viss believes that if we do not regain Origin within the next thousand years, then
demonkind is doomed.”

There should have been athundering line of music to underscore such an announcement, but the only sound in the geod
hut was a gurgle as Angus poured more water into his cup.

"Spilling Moonbeams, | beg you please to explain,”" Plum asked politely, seeing that no one else was going to speak. "Anc
you're doing so, could you explain something that has me greatly puzzled?"

"l cantry."

"What exactly isthe difference between a god and a demon? In most mythologies | know, the gods are the rulers of the
cosmos and the demons are the underdogs. That seems to fit you folks up to apoint, but | admit I'm puzzled.”

Spilling Moonbeams nodded solemnly.

"Theterms do fit, | suppose, and that is why we have used them for so long. However, let me give you the official line.
Before the first Exile, Origin had two intelligent peoples. One of those peoples was naturally inclined to an organized
development of resources and culture. The other was more chaotic, frivolous, and creative. The first were the gods, the s
the demons."

"Like the ant and the grasshopper,” Plum said. "Both are bugs, but one stores while the other fiddles."



"Y es, that is how the gods would tell it." Spilling Moonbeams smiled. "As my father has taught me, the gods, with their
tendency to create immutable structures, are like beavers who will flood the surrounding area so that it no longer can supp
very thingsthey desire. Demons are like squirrels who store away food and build nests, but live in awide variety of setting

"Aslong as there are trees'—Plum nodded—"or, more precisely, chi."

"A tidy analogy," Spilling Moonbeams agreed. "Whatever the real difference, the gods eventually exiled the demons. Wt
Viss believes, however, is different from both of these theoriesin avery crucial way. She thinks that gods and demons bo
dependent on some undefined element in the plane of Origin. Her belief isthat the later generations of demonkind have be
degenerating because of their separation from the essential life force of Origin."

"What does she base this 'degeneration’ theory upon?' | asked, rather angry. |, after all, had been born on Kong Shyh Jit

Spilling Moonbeams gestured down to her own ethereal form.

"Many of the younger demons have been born with bodies that are only partially solid. If | take on abody all of matter, f
exampleto visit Earth, | an much smaller.”

"What issize?' | protested. "I can shapeshift to many sizes!"

"Y ou are not of the degenerate ones," she said sadly. "l cannot shift into many forms, nor can | maintain a shift into afo
that masses greatly different from this one for very long. There are others like me—my cousin Tuvoon, for example.”

Plum cleared her throat. "I don't suppose that something like having a smaller gene pool could account for this, could it?
Wren mentioned that hiswhole family was killed off in the wars. It seems that your family has been hard hit, too."

"Demon genetics,”" Spilling Moonbeams said, "do not work quite as those of humans do. In some cases, inbreeding is
considered quite advantageous.”

Although her coloration remained midnight and Stardust, | could have sworn that she blushed. "That iswhy Viss of the
Terrible Tongue wishes to breed me with Tuvoon the Smoke Ghost, my cousin.”

Plum raised awry eyebrow. "And you don't like the idea."

"Not one bit!"

"Does Viss have any support for her theory other than afew insubstantial demons?’ Li Piao asked.

"There are the scrub demons,” Spilling Moonbeams said. "It is not widely advertised, but they are not a separate subspe
They are the all-too-frequent result of more usual matings. They breed true to themselves, however. 'True' being used care
here, for the scrub children are often stupider and smaller than their parents. They also frequently lack any magical abilitie
beyond the most basic."

| thought of BaWa and his friend Wong Pang. Would that be how my children would look? | could understand Viss's
fanaticism then—if not agree with her methods for gaining her goals.

Plum had not concluded her cross-examination.

"How come you know so much about this when Ka Wren doesn't?"

"Viss," Spilling Moonbeams answered coolly, stung by Plum'’s suspicion, "wants me to wed her son. When my father wo
not agree—he thinks Tuvoon is cruel—and | could not be convinced, Viss shared her theories and conclusions with us anc
hinted that she knew away to avoid the problem. Perhaps she believed that | would wed Tuvoon to avoid bearing damage
children."

"But that was not incentive enough,” Li Piao said.

"No! | have no desire to act as broodmare for my aunt and her son. Let me bear ‘damaged’ children like myself,” sheto:
her head defiantly, "or even a scrub demon rather than be so used.”

| admired the demoness's passion, even as she continued to storm.

"The scrub demons are the ones | pity the most. True, they are crass, stupid, rude, and disgusting, but so might | have be
had been cast out to forage from garbage cans. My father treats his dwarves more kindly—and they are mere servants—
these demons have been treated by their kin!"

She stopped suddenly, and an awkward silence fell. Plum, perhaps feeling that it was her responsibility since she had initi
angered the demon lass, asked:

"And so you came seeking Kai Wren. What happened here, anyway? Why is the place so devastated? If Viss wanted t
bottles, why didn't she treat this one more carefully?"

Spilling Moonbeams glanced at me, asif she expected me to answer. When | only shrugged she said:

"I can only offer conjecture since | did not arrive until after the damage was done. However, | did overhear some of Vi
dliestaking."

She paused to arrange her thoughts: "As best my father and | can tell, Lord Demon must have commanded the denizens
the bottle to protect it against invaders. They did so, and when the chi that they typically sustained themselves upon was
exhausted, they began to draw upon the very infrastructure of the bottle."

| nodded, recalling my orders to the bottle servitors. | had never envisioned events progressing to such a state, but, even
recalled the ruin that surrounded us, | felt a peculiar kind of joy. That joy turned to ashes with Spilling Moonbeams's next v

"Unhappily, Viss herself must have been given permission to enter the bottle, for, as| heard the tale, only those creature



the great Lung Shan, who could conceive of betrayal and adapt their actions accordingly, dared attack her. Viss slew the |
Shan herself; Tuvoon accounted for many of the Effervescent Tigers. When that was done, all but Viss withdrew. She loc
Ka Wren's gallery, meeting some resistance there, for the household servitors apparently decided that she had exceeded 1
bounds of hospitality.”

Li Piao uttered a deep and mournful sigh. "But in the end, she won."

Spilling Moonbeams bowed her head, silver hair curtaining aface of shadow.

"| fear that is so. Even now, the denizens of the bottle seek to draw chi into them so that they can return to their duties,
thereislittle enough left."

"They destroy," Plum said, understanding, "the very things they are bound to protect. How sad!"

"And that iswhy," Angus added, "you were so eager to get usinto cover.”

"Yes. Thisdomeissimilar to Kai Wren'sbottlesin that itsinterior isisolated from the area without. | have a supply of g
coins with which to power it."

"Your father's making?' | asked.

"Mine," she said with a certain coolness, "Heis not the only artificer in our family."

| decided an apology would only increase the awkwardness, so | merely said, "It isafine bit of work. | am grateful you
employ itin my cause."

She lifted her face to me, and the darkness seemed to glow brighter than even the soft brilliance of her hair.

"I would not have alifeif you had not dain Chaholdrudan. All | have | would willingly give into your service."

"Y ou overvalue my deed," | answered uncomfortably.

"But whatever your reason, | am grateful. Now, let us all consider what we might do next"

Plum nodded briskly. "Lord Demon, your own servitors would not attack you, would they?"

"| seethat our thoughts run parallel. No, they would not. Therefore, | will go out into the ruins of my palace and seeiif tf
anything | can salvage. | will also seek to countermand the servitors' order to protect this place.”

"Seek t0?" said Li Piao.

"The servitors are unlike the other denizens of my bottle," | explained. "Being more closdly tied to the bottle's own essen
they have amost no individual identity. If they are as severely depleted as Spilling Moonbeams says, there may not be any
intellect that | can contact. Therefore, 'tis best if you al would remain within until | can be certain.”

Spilling Moonbeams glanced shyly at me. "l have the armor. It protects in the same fashion as does the dome, although i
less comfortable for long residence. | could accompany you and protect you if need arises."

"My thanks, Lady, but | must decline. If | am attacked, | would not want my enemies to know of your involvement. Bes
all concerned if we keep that secret aslong as possible.”

"But by your own account,” she protested, sounding for the first time less than meek and mild, "you are but human!"

"True

| studied the armor where it stood upon its stand near the door. The lines of it were loose, no doubt to permit it to adapt |
shapeshifting should one be needed.

"Could another wear thisarmor?’

Reluctantly, she nodded. "If the wearer is not overly large."

"Then let Li Piao come with me," | said. "Histalent for natural magic is great, and the denizens of my bottle already kno
for one who is welcome within this realm. Therefore, even if the armor does not work as effectively for him, he may be s
The three of you can remain and continue to discuss tactics. Plum has shown a gift for perceiving implicationsthat | overl

Thetwo girlslooked at each other. | could tell that they were trying to decide whether or not they cared for each other'
company at al. Angus saw the glance as well, and chuckled heartily.

"Beit asyou say, Lord Demon. I'll be waiting here and listening to these two colleens sort out the problems of battle bet
them.”

He chuckled again. Plum, at least, flushed in embarrassment. It was difficult to tell with Spilling Moonbeams, for, as aw
her face was dark.

With Spilling Moonbeams's grudging assistance, Li Piao donned the armor. Then we ventured out into the ruins,

"Spilling Moonbeams has explained to me," Li Piao said, "that if the need arises for me to work magic, | may draw upon
of the force that creates this armor's protective field."

"I hope that the need will not arise,” | answered. "'l aso hope that Spilling Moonbeams and Plum don't tear into each oth
our absence."

Li Piao chuckled. "Angus will stop them from doing serious harm."

"I don't believe that | will ever understand females,” | sighed, thinking of Viss.

"The secret,” Li Piao said, "as | have learned through my long life, isno secret at al. They differ-as much from each ott
do men. Trying to classify them asif they do not isto fal into folly."

| helped him over a heap of marble slabs that had once been an elegant staircase, then through a crevice where an arch
had collapsed upon itself. Here much of the damage had been initiated by bombardments—probably by Viss's forces. Hov



the rock had a peculiar softness, atendency to crumbleinto gravel beneath our feet, that told me at least some of the dam
was being caused as the servitors sought to draw chi into themselves.

Oddly, then, the continued decay was agood sign.

Aswe worked our way into the interior of the pal ace there were fewer signs of external damage, but the walls bowed ¢
curved, reminding me of a soft ice-cream cone just beginning to melt.

"If nothing is doneto halt this," | said, "there will be nothing here but pebbles which will become sand and then not even
dust will remain. | wonder . . ."

"y o7

"Isyour granddaughter, Plum, a serious practitioner of feng shui, or is she just an interior decorator with an Oriental twi

"Y ou saw how she has hidden her house," Li Piao answered. "She is quite serious—and something of a sorceress aswe

"Kong Shyh Jieh developed in part through techniques very similar to those used in feng shui. | believe | shall consult he

The gallery, when we reached it, proved as severely damaged as any exterior portion of the palace. Dark smoke marks
walls and floor testified to how fervently the servitors had sought to defend my property. Equaly, the vacant shelves and d
niches showed their ultimate failure.

Aswe stood in the center of the room on burned remnants of what had once been afine Persian carpet | felt the touch
contact.

"Lord Demon?"

Theinquiry was zephyr-light against my mind.

"y es?"

"How may we serve you?"

There wasjoy in that routine request, a sense of purpose returned,

"Do you know the man with me?"

"Li Piao, the human sorcerer. Lord Kai, you are changed!"

"Forget that for now. It is enough that you know me and know Li Piao. | remind you of my charge that you will do him
harm."

"Itisrecalled." The menta voice was dightly indignant.

‘Very good. Now, first of all, | remove from you the charge to defend this place.”

"Lord?" Then, again with that sense of indignation, " As the great lord wishes,"

"Don't worry. | don't mean to give up the fight. | simply don't want you to destroy yourselves in the process.”

"Lord, the person Viss of the Terrible Tongue was among those who made war here."

"So | have learned. My next charge to you is that you will no longer grant her, nor her son, nor any but two | shall name
entry, unlessthey are in my company."

Li Piao—who apparently had been following the conversation although he could only hear one side of it—now turned to
concern writ on hislined features.

"Kai Wren, are you forgetting? Our number isfive, counting yourself."

"Yes." | smiled, albeit sadly. "But | have learned not to trust too quickly. Spilling M oonbeams appears to be our aly, but
nothing but her own wordsto prove that sheis. Therefore, | will only grant you and Plum admittance here without my esct

"l am honored," Li Piao said, "but what of Angus?'

"The Irish sidhe have their own poalitics. | dare not trust him too far, although he has given me no reason to feel otherwis
we survive al of thisinsanity, then | shall gladly give him the key to my kingdom. Until, then, however ..."

"Very wise, Lord Demon," spoke the servitor voice.

Li Piao also seemed to agree. "So that we remain palitic in our dealings with the others, it is best they not know of this
arrangement. | will tell Plum when we have amoment alone.”

"Do so," | commanded. Then | returned my attention to the servitor. "Make yourself visible to me as alight, then guide U
through the palace by the safest ways. | wish to see what has been left to me."

"Yes, Lord Demon."

The servitor appeared to usin the guise of atiny phoenix, so faint as to be transparent, but perfect in every detail. | appr
of the hopeful symbolism of its choice and gestured for Li Piao to walk with me.

Ours was not a happy pilgrimage, for every corridor we traversed, every room we entered, bore evidence of the disaste
What Viss and her troops had not destroyed, the servitors' fierce quest for chi had often finished. Still, among the rubble, |
some things of value.

Much of it came from Earth, trinkets and treasures | had brought to decorate my estate. From a sandalwood box | witht
small velvet bag of cut gemstones. A crumbling niche within a porcelain pillar still held a collection of fine jade figurines. A
vase painted with tigers had miraculously survived the collapse of the cabinet that held its fellows. Other things might yet t
retrievable if and when the battle was won.

Two thingsin particular gave me hope. Next to a side door that Ollie was wont to use when he ventured outward stood



sat-sided oak barrel bound with hoops of iron. It wasfilled nearly to the top with currency—maostly American, since that \
the country wherein our bottle resided. By some small miracle, it had escaped the fire.

Li Piao hardly knew how to react when | reached in and handed him afistful of crumpled bills.

"Here, some recompense for all the expense | have cost you."

"It has been small repayment for my new health," he protested. "Y ou have aready reimbursed us for the expenses entail
your escape."

"Then," | said, my expression wry, "consider it recompense for the trouble | am certain to cause you before thisis over."

He continued to protest, but | effectively silenced him by ignoring him. | delegated a servitor to sort, stack, and band the
remainder of the bills so that | might take them with me to Earth.

"Y ou can manage that?' | asked, recalling how weak had been the voice with whom | had spoken.

"We can," the servitor assured me, "if you will permit us to continue rendering the corpses of the ogres and fairie
dust.”

"That seems best for all concerned,” | said, "but leave the atmosphere and terrain alone. | hope to rebuild this place whe
mysdlf again."

"May we have the Lung Shan?"

| felt sad, for the mighty dragon had been among the first of the denizens | had created for the bottle, the genera of my
and a frequent companion in early exploratory ventures.

"Y es, but |leave me his bones; perhaps someday | shall be able to revive him."

My second valuable discovery took placein my glass-blowing studio. That section of the palace wasin far better shape
had dared hope, perhaps because my various studios were separate from the rest of the palace—a simple precaution givel
heats involved in firing clay or blowing glass.

Following the faint phoenix, Li Piao and | stepped over the threshold. | was feeling melancholy—an emotion | recognize
reference rather than by prior experience— but the sensation fled my breast as | saw what still stood on the bench where
set it after its completion.

It was orange. It was green. It was one of my best. It had taken me the better part of one hundred and twenty years, or
off. The bottle I had completed the evening of Oliver O'Keefe's death waited for me, perfect and un-marred, | could hardl
believe my good fortune. If Viss had to leave me but one of my creations, this was the one | would have requested. With t
and the dragon bow! | had gifted to Li Piao, we might just win our undeclared war.

"Ka Wren," asked Li Piao, "isthat what | think it is?"

"Yes." | raised it and turned it in the light, admiring the subtle blending of hues and tints within the glass. "I did not like to
upon it after Ollie's death. It made me uncomfortable, as if somehow it had been the cause.”

Li Piao wisely did not tell me that what | had felt was an emotion akin to sorrow. He knew that demons do not careto I
that we might be as vulnerable to emotion as humans. | had now learned the taste of grief and knew well that was what |
flt.

"Itislovely. Isit sill . . ." he searched for aword and shrugged, "magical ?'

"We did not touch it," said the servitor voice, "for if your enemy wanted your bottles, then we wished that there wi
be some for you on your return."

"Are there others?' | asked, fedling the dreadful pang of hope.

"No, Lord. There are not."

| shook away disappointment and let my fingers caress the smooth glass. Within there was no kingdom, no estate in mini
but still, there were powers. Carefully, | wrapped it in silk and cotton and placed it within a sturdy ironwood box.

"'Tis best we return to the others," | said. "We cannot have them worrying overmuch.” To the servitor | added, "Come w
so that | may show you my companions. During this visit, they are not to be harmed.”

"You are not staying?" the voice asked in dismay. Adversity had certainly given it a greater range of responses than b
Perhaps this was due to the chi it had siphoned from my more versatile creations. Perhaps, it had possessed thoughts and
all along and this was simply the first time | had cared to talk to it other than to issue a quick order,

"I dare not," | answered, the words bitter in my mouth. That |, Lord Demon, must dare not was as gall and wormwood.
return and reclaim this place. Those who have harmed you will pay for their trespass. Take this as my promise and be comforted.”

"Yes, Lord Demon," and had | been given to imagination, | would have said that there were tears in the servitor's voice.

One task remained before we could depart my bottle.

"We can discuss tactics when we are in aless vulnerable place," | said, waving down various demands for my attention as soon as |
ducked inside the geodesic dome. "If Viss decidesto break this bottle, thereis nothing | can do for any of us. However, before | leave,
issomething | can do that will markedly improve our chancesin the future."

Quickly, | explained the essential details of how the servitors had sought to protect the bottle and how, in the process, they had dar
the very thing they sought to defend.

"Their ideawasn't al bad,” | said. "In fact, | have given them permission to draw chi from anyone who enters the bottle without my



escort."

Li Piao already knew the exceptionsto thisrule. | could trust him to find a tactful way to inform Plum.

"However, even though | have permitted them to continue drawing what chi remains in the corpses of the dain, that will not be enot
replenish them nor to permit areservoir to be built against possible need.”

| turned to Plum. "I want to hire you on a professional basis."

"For feng shui 7'

"Yes. | would compensate you, of course. The raiders were not interested in my money, only in more valuable things,"

Plum looked angry. "1 won't take any money from you!"

"But | am asking you to do your job!"

"Y ou saved my grandfather'slife. I'm not certain how long he would have kept living after the stroke paralyzed him. Y ou not only ¢
him back use of his body, you gave him a sense of purpose.”

"But..."

"Enough!”

| allowed myself to be silenced, but | thought once again that | never would understand humans. Observe their societies
the outside and you would assume that all that rules them is money or its equivalent. Then they display these strange upwe
of idealism. | guess that's what happens in societies created by emotional beings.

| returned to the issue.

"Is there anything we can do with the resources we have among us to intensify the generation of positive chi?

"1'd need to look around outside," she said. "Isit safe now?"

"Safe from my servitors," | responded, "but | can make no promises for anything else.”

She exited Spilling Moonbeams's dome, now wearing an absent, studious look that went oddly with her attire. Stroking h
chin, she strolled about, checking the position of the mountains, examining the withered remains of various trees and shrub

"How far isit to the nearest major body of water?"

"About three-quarters of amile that way isasmall ocean," | said, pointing.

"Sat water?'

"Yes. Brackish, redly.”

"And rivers?'

"There are two major ones,”" | answered.

"Straight?"

"When | designed them they had a tendency to ramble," | said, "but | don't know what the battle may have done to them

Spilling Moonbeams spoke, "The body of the Lung Shan has dammed one almost completely.”

Plum frowned. "That's not good. We should free the waters so they can continue to flow; otherwise, the chi will stagna

"l have given the servitors permission to desiccate the flesh,” | said, "but that will certainly take time."

"Can the corpse be moved before it is too fragile?' Plum asked, glancing at each of us, welcoming suggestions.

"I can do that,"” Angus said. "I'm not without some resources, not bein' dependent on quite the same things as these Chir
sdhe”

"Good," Plum said. "Be about it"

Sheturned her attention to Spilling Moonbeams.

"Canyou fly?'

Spilling Moonbeams tossed silver hair. " Of course.”

"Can you carry me?'

"Possibly. Why?'

"l think | can do a better job after an overview of the terrain. Lord Demon has told us we need to move quickly,"

Spilling Moonbeams considered. "1 will employ one of the shen coins from my armor since | no longer need it. That way
won't need to draw on the land for chi.”

"Wonderful!"

Before they soared away, Plum turned to Li Piao and me.

"Walk around to the back of the palace. Shift anything that is blocking a path so that the chi flow down from the mounte
won't be interrupted.”

"And if something istoo large for two mere humans?' said Li Piao, atwinklein his eyes.

"Then use your Art, Grandfather. I'm certain that Spilling M oonbeams would give you one of her coins."

When the request was phrased that way, Spilling Moonbeams could not refuse. | wondered what the elegant demoness
thought of this forthright human girl. It seemed inevitable that they would either end up close friends or bitter rivals. Howe
that situation was still too early to call.



When we had reconvened, Plum reported: "It looks hopeful. Y ou used arather classic construction—didn't you?'

| admitted that this was the case, although whose "classic" might be left open to discussion.

Plum continued: "The mountain slope on which the palace was constructed and the flanking slopes remain, athough they
use some restructuring. Essentially, the dragon-protecting-pearl conformation is still in place. Were you able to remove any
obstructionsto the chi's flow?"

Li Piao nodded. "Y es, although | fear that Miss Moonbeams's coin is exhausted."

"Please," said Spilling Moonbeams with her first truly relaxed smile, "call me Spilling Moonbeams. The construction is or
name. If it were not, then | must needs resign myself to sometimes being called 'Spilling."

Li Piao chuckled. "Asyou wish. In any case, thank you."

"Kai Wren, tell the servitors,” Plum said, "to encourage any evergreens. They will promote the devel opment of beneficia
With the obstructionsgone . . . well, | can't say that you will see any sort of rapid improvement, but the region will stop
deteriorating.”

"Wonderful!" | said. "Angus and Li Piao, can you return us to Earth?"

Spilling Moonbeams interrupted, "May | come along? | have several suggestionsto make."

"You may," | said. "Will Seven Fingersworry?"

"Lord Demon, | am athousand years old!"

"Yes, | know, but thereisawar trying to get started. Y our father will be concerned.”

"You'reright," she conceded. "I'll tell him what is happening. Where can | find you?'

Caution continued to rule me, even though | was ailmost certain of her bona fides,

"Do you and your father have a private Gate to Earth?"

"y es"

"Then come to the Old St. Mary's Church in San Francisco."

"That'sin North America—California?

"Yes. Do you need a map?"

"That's all right. | can get one. What do | do when | get to the church?”

| handed her a couple of quarters and wrote down Plum's unlisted phone number.

"Call this. Someone will come to get you."

She accepted them, studying my face.

"Don't you trust me?'

"l do," | said, wishing that were completely so, "but these are bad times. | would not make my friends vulnerable to harn
we meet you, then we can make certain that no one followed."

"True," she said, accepting my explanation and, if she had perceived it, my lie with grace. "I will call in afew hours."

Placing my palm flat against the ground, | bid my land farewell. | wondered, as | accepted Li Piao's guiding hand, if | wc
ever seeit again.

NINE

| learned a bit more about the frailties of the flesh when we returned to Plum's house. After a hearty dinner ordered fro
convenient takeout place, | could hardly keep my eyes open. Reluctantly, we all concluded that sleep was necessary if we
to successfully plan our next step.

"In any case," managed Li Piao between yawns, "we should wait until Spilling Moonbeams can join us. Otherwise, we w
up repeating our efforts.”

"True," said |, and we let the matter—and ourselves—rest.

Angus of the Hills departed as soon as we arrived, promising that he would check in daily at O'Keefe's Pub in case we
needed him. Before he left, | made him a gift of the cut gemstones | had found in the ruins of my palace. Unlike the huma
graciously accepted them as his due.

| slept long, slept well, and was awakened by the ringing of the telephone. It was answered only after the third ring, leav
me to conclude that | was not the only one who had slept late. A tap came at my door afew moments later.

"That was Spilling Moonbeams," said Plum, her voice faintly muffled by the wood. "I told her to wait, and I'd be therein
ahalf hour. She didn't seem to mind— apparently she had never been to Chinatown before."

"She wouldn't have," | answered, swinging my legs out from under the covers and marveling at aching musclesin calves
thighs. "Her father is atraditionalist. Their Gate probably opensinto mainland China."

"Do you need anything before | go?"

"No. I'mfine."



| showered, shaved, and donned some of my new clothes, thinking that I'd need to learn how one did laundry if | stayed
much longer. The venture into my bottle—depressing as it had been in many ways—had left me feeling uplifted. | was grc
somewhat accustomed to the limitations of my human form, if not resigned to remaining in that state. Now at least | had rr
aswell asthe green-and-orange bottle.

It stood on my bedside table, the blown glass threaded with tiny bubbles. | amused myself with the fancy that | could fee
beneficial emanations working for me. Then | sobered. If the possession of Kai Wren bottles did indeed grant any benefits
the owner, then whatever | had, Viss had many, many times more. | dared not become too hopeful.

For amoment, | contemplated hiding it, then shrugged. If anyone could trace me here, they had power enough to take
whatever they wanted. Let the bottle stay there in the sunshine, absorbing the light and casting its ambience on the house
withinit.

"Good morning, Lord Demon," greeted Li Piao as| came into the kitchen. "Can | get you anything to eat?"

"After last night's dinner," | said, "I thought | would never be hungry again. Amazing how wrong | am. However, don't d
yourself. Tell me where things are.”

He did thisthing. | fetched myself some pastries and fresh fruit. There was coffee aswell, so | finished the pot and
then—following Li Piao's instructions—set up afresh one.

"We should maketeaaswell," | said. "I think that Spilling Moonbeams will prefer that to coffee.”

"Teaisbest made fresh," Li Piao replied. "WEe'l ask her when she arrives."

| was eating my second pastry when the telephone rang. Li Piao answered it, spoke a few words, then handed me the
receiver.

"It's Angus. He wants to speak with you."

"Top o' th' mornin' to you, Lord Demon," said the familiar voice, his brogue as thick as a stage Pat and Mike show. "I fe
calin' with some news that won't be makin' you smile."

"Has something happened to you?"

"No, not that, but you're kind to be asking." The accent suddenly diminished. "I've been told by the lords and ladies abov
that they'll not have me messing around with the affairs of foreign devils. They dread that it will bring repercussions down
our heads."

"l see" | said, for | did indeed. "Well, that can't be helped. Now that | think of it, | was bold to involve you."

"Oh, they're not after having my hide for that," Angus assured me. "I'm simply to stay out of it hereafter.”

"I'm pleased you aren't in any trouble,” | said, "and | am very grateful for what you have done thus far. With Spilling
Moonbeams and perhaps her father on our side, we are not as lacking for magical support as we were afew days ago."

"Good. | was after that way of thinking myslf. Still," his voice dropped, "if you're needing me for a matter of life and de
call. The George O'Keefe will know how to contact me. I'll help you and answer to the High Ones after."

"Thank you," | said, deeply touched. "I am grateful, but | hope that when | next call upon you it will beto invite youto m
home for an evening of heavy drinking and tale-telling."

"I'll comefor that, too," he said with athroaty chuckle. "Kick the bastards' asses for me!"

"For you and for me, both,” | promised. "Now stop running up George O'Keefe's phonebill."

"With the pretties you're after giving me," he said, "I can pay that wee bill and more. Luck o' the Irish with you!"

"Thanks again," | said, "and good-bye."

Li Piao studied my face as| set the receiver back into its cradle.

"Angusis not coming back?"

"Hecan't," | explained, sipping my cooling coffee. "His hierarchical bosses don't want the equivalent of an international
incident."

"Wise of them."

Soon after, we heard the garage door open and Plum and Spilling Moonbeams came in. True to her description the day |
as asolid figure of a human, Spilling Moonbeams was much smaller. If one overlooked her curvaceous figure—which | cc
not—one might have mistaken her for a child.

She was dressed in ared, embroidered Chinese silk pantsuit after the style worn by Chinese women for centuries. The
jacket was high-necked and ostensibly modest; the knee-length trousers showed off a set of very shapely calves.

"I knew her at once," Plum said, "despite al the changes. Honey, that outfit islovely, but you really stand out in a crowd.

Spilling Moonbeams glanced at Plum. (I couldn't help noticing how lush were her dark lashes.)

"Thank you."

Plum clearly did not know how to respond to this.

"Shall we get to planning?' | said desperately. The Chinese ideogram for trouble originated as the sign for two women u
one roof. | was beginning to understand why.

To my relief, everyone settled around the kitchen table, preferred drinks at hand. A plate heaped with pastries and abov
fresh fruit was set in the center of the table. Li Piao shared out notebooks and pens.



"While you and Grandfather were searching the ruins of the palace," Plum began, "I explained to Angus and Spilling
Moonbeams my theory that Viss and Company hope to use the bottles they have stolen from Kai Wren to facilitate invasic
Crigin."

"It'sagood idea,” Spilling Moonbeams admitted. "1 took the liberty of presenting it to my father. He said he wondered w
hadn't thought of it sooner."

Plum looked understandably smug. She had only to learn of the bottles to grasp their implications, but then humans adapt
rapidly than do demons. Just look at the technological leaps they've taken in the last few centuries.

"Beforewego on," | said, "I had aphone call from Angus of the Hills."

Briefly, | summarized Angus's message. | saw disappointment but not defeat on the faces of my alies and was greatly
heartened.

"Angusss help would have been greatly appreciated,” said Spilling Moonbeams, "but we are not without allies. My father

She was interrupted by arapid knocking at the front door. Plum rose, concern creasing her face.

"Should | answer it?'

"Let'stakealook first," | suggested, taking up my walking stick and heading to the door. Once there, | applied my eye tc
little peephole.

| could see nothing. A muted noise rather like an argument in progress convinced me that someone—or some-ones—wi
there.

Perhaps | recognized the voices on some subconscious level. Perhaps | foolishly forgot my recent loss of power. For
whatever reason, before Plum could stop me, | flung open the door. The two who had been crouched against it spilled fon
and onto the Chinese carpet. | slammed the door shut and pressed my stick to the throat of the nearest.

"What you shits doin' here? Spyin' on me?"

| spoke the language of the demons, but Plum did not need words to see that these were dangerous. | heard a click and
from the corner of my eye that she had produced her gun from somewhere and was aiming it at the scrub demon | had ho
pinned.

Looking back, | wonder at my actions and know them born not of courage but of overconfidence. Even at two feet tall, !
and squat, ugly as sin and reeking of garbage, one of the scrub demons could have accounted for anyone in that house—S
M oonbeams excepted. Even Li Piao required time to focus his newly acquired powers. He might have accounted for one,
that time, but then again, he might not have.

Y et | stood there, a piece of gnarled wood in my fist, my foot resting on the scrub demon's chest, acting asif | were till
Demon. | was lucky that they weren't assassins, for my story would have ended there.

"What do you want?' | demanded arrogantly. " Speak or ..."

| paused, for the first time realizing my weakness, but Spilling M oonbeams sauntered in, her teacup still held in onetiny |
She spoke before the scrub demons could perceive the pause in my speech,

"Or | burn you to ashes.”

"My carpet!" Plum muttered ruefully, but her gun remained steady.

| saw now that my foot rested upon BaWa, the more intelligent of the two demons who had survived on the night of Ol
death. Seeing my gaze rest upon him, he began to babble in the demon tongue.

"Use English,” | interrupted, "or Chinese so that all may understand."”

He switched to English in mid-phrase.

"... Not to hurt great Lord Demon, but to serve him! We are but little shits, but we want to live! Visskill usall!l Has dre
killed Pitt and One-Eye and Roaming Nose. Made example she said . . . terrible!”

Through the sole of my shoe, | could fedl his shudder.

"So she killed afew shit demons,” | said, being deliberately obtuse. "Did you fuck with her? Steal her goods?”

"No, no, no, no, no!" Ba Wa assured me, while Wong Pang whimpered assurances. " She make a big meeting, all the der
who will listen, cometo Origin Park. Tell them how demons need to go back to Origin before they become dirt like us."

He wailed pathetically. "Then she make great flash bang and kill others, just like | say. Says creatures so weak, so ugly,
disgrace to demons everywhere. Many applaud. Pang and | run away. Lord Demon always so good to us, so kind."

"Kind, kind, Lord Demon," groveled Wong Pang, drooling on Plum's carpet.

"So we look for you. You not at your bottle, but Spilling Moonbeamsis. We watch her."

Spilling Moonbeams cut in, "Y ou stayed in the bottle?"

"No, no." BaWalooked proud of himself for amoment. "We have broken bit of scrying mirror. We watch in that. Bottl
makes us sick."

"How did you get into my bottle in the first place?" | asked. "How do | know that you are not in league with Viss?"

"Know where bottle door in Kong Shyh Jieh is!" wailed BaWa. "Door still there. Maybe Viss not know, not care.”

Spilling Moonbeams nodded. "That, at least, istrue. | dipped in the same way after Viss's troops had retired. It was sedl
later, but for several days it remained available. With the guardians so weakened, it was simple enough to force."

"Probably |eft it in place until she could figure out how to reposition it,” | reasoned.



"Lord Demon not kill us?' BaWabegged. "We afraid. We terrified. Viss say some young demons worth saving— mak
strong again with chi of Origin. Usjust dirt."

"I wondered," Spilling Moonbeams said dryly, "how she was going to get around the fact that she herself had borne less
perfect children. | wouldn't be surprised if one or more of those scrub demons she slew were her own failures. She would
want her crusade tarnished by late revelations. Now, if it comes out, she can brag that she cares enough for demonkind tr
wouldn't even spare her own children."

"Her own children!" Plum repeated, horrified. "Maybe demons are evil."

Li Piao rested a hand on her arm.

"In modern China, parents have killed infant daughters because the law permits them only one child and they want a sor
Visssaction isno more evil than that."

"I'm sorry," Plum whispered.

Where he lay on the floor, not even trying to escape, too inarticulate to plead, Wong Pang had begun to weep. Hewas s
ugly, yellowish gray creature. Red rims did not improve his yellow eyes nor sobs the shape of his needle-fanged mouth, bu
perhaps my own experiences had softened me. | gently kicked him.

"Stop crying, stupididiot,” | said. "I'm not going to kill you—not yet at least. And | won't let Visskill you either."

"No?'

"No." | glanced at the others. "Do any of you object?"

The humans shook their heads. Spilling Moonbeams looked vaguely repulsed, but then that expression became one of pi

"Unless they betray us by word or deed or even by inaction,” she said, rolling Wong Pang over with the toe of her dippe
"they are safe. Viss's enemy ismy friend. Kai Wren'sfriend is my friend."

We will pass over the obbering howls of thanksgiving, the oaths of loyalty and service, the tears and shrieks of relief, tl
followed. Plum insisted that the scrub demons shower before joining us at the kitchen table, athing they did with such gre:
enthusiasm that the next item on the agenda had to be mopping up the bathroom.

It was well into the Hour of the Horse when we reconvened our meeting around the kitchen table. | had quietly warned
that the scrub demons' table manners were not likely to be good, so the food had been set out of sight.

Two more pads of paper had been set on the table and chairs with telephone directories had been supplied so that the st
demons could see over the tabletop. Ba Wawas placed near Spilling Moonbeams, Wong Pang between Li Piao and me, s
we were ready for any late treachery.

"BaWa," | said, "tell uswhat else Viss said at this meeting.”

BaWawould never be apretty sight, but he had cleaned up fairly well. Plum had lent him atee shirt and shorts belongir
one of her nephews. So attired, he might pass for avery ugly boy—if the viewer were terribly nearsighted.

"Viss say istime for demons to go to Origin home. Some say 'Why? Kong Shyh Jieh is demon home now. Is nice place
we not have to share it with stupid, bully gods.'

"Viss say if demons stay in Kong Shyh Jieh, all demon children become at best like Tuvoon the Smoke Ghost— not al t
At worst they become like One-Eye and Pitt. She do flash-boom then. Many frightened, but no one try to stop her. They |i
sharp.”

Spilling Moonbeams nodded. "They would. Any sane demon fears Viss. Even my father. That's why he listened when s
would rail on along the same themes."

Waiting respectfully until he was certain that Spilling M oonbeams had finished, Ba Wa continued:

"Shetalk alot about magnetic fields and magical resonances and things | don't know shit about. Then someone say 'Thic
pretty talk, maybe even true, but what good do it do us? Gods beat demons war after war. Demons tired of fighting. Sow
have ugly kids? Maybe now we know problem, we fix in Kong Shyh Jieh.'

"Viss say then she knows now she can win war. She have things she not have before. One, she have secret way to mal
gatesinto Origin so all fighting not be in sideways spaces or in Kong Shyh Jieh. Thistime gods get the flash-bang and burr
and shit."

| gave Plum athumbs-up gesture. " Sounds like one to the lady."

She smiled. BaWalooked puzzled, but, after draining an entire glass of cream soda, he went on with his report.

"Viss say, two, this time she have gods as demon aly. Some protest, "We have god ally before. Never do us shit.' Viss s
'‘But my god ally have new spell. Y ou who were at Conventicle see it there. It get used on Kai Wren when he get attacke
Make him weak as kitten." There was much unhappy talk then. After, people listen to Viss even more.

"Then Viss say, three, anybody who not fight with her is going to get fucked in the ass when the battle is all over and sh
gueen of al the demons and all the gods. Sheis going to win really good, then she have all the chi of Origin to back her ug
want to be her enemy then?"

"Whew!" Li Piao said when Ba Wa signaled his narration was concluded by jumping off of his chair and fetching more
soda. "Viss has agood tactical sense—I'll give her that. Those who won't be swayed by idealism may be by ambition, and
left hanging back may be convinced to go along with her out of fear."



"That sumsit up," | agreed. " Spilling Moonbeams, who do you think will not go with Viss?"

Seriousness added years to that pretty, doll-like face.

"Wil, | certainly won't be. | don't believe that stuff about her wanting to save demonkind from degeneration is what real
motivates her. | think what moves her is more likely her new allies and the green-fire spell. She'sjust giving her ambitions
veneer of idealism."

"True enough,” | said. "So she won't get you, and she won't get me. Anyone else?"

She blushed, "Wéll, | don't think my father will side with her. He's not going to want to bend knee to Viss as queen.”

"That's al we can count on?"

"Uswon't go to Viss!" burst in BaWa. "Not any of uslittle guys. She don't want us, not even if we crawl in the dirt and
shit."

"Okay. So we get the scrub demons. Who else?’

"I'd like to believe that some of the oldest ones won't side with her," said Spilling Moonbeams, chewing lightly on her low
"but that's probably an idle hope. They may not like the idea of Queen Viss, but they've lost alot of wars. Thisistheir cha
win."

"I wonder," | said, "if perhaps He of the Towers of Light might work with us? HE didn't sound thrilled with Viss. On the
hand, HIS personal grant is structured after the patterns of Origin. HE may be homesick. We'd better take care when
approaching HIM.."

Spilling Moonbeams sighed. " So we have two humans, three demons, a handful of scrub, one Kai Wren bottle, and what
tricks my father has hidden away. Opposing us will be the rest of demonkind, an unknown number of gods, all of Kai Wre
gallery, and the contents of the Armory of Truce."

"Three humans and two demons,” | corrected firmly. "Y ou forget. As things stand, | am naught but a human with an
interesting education.”

"We can try to correct that," Spilling Moonbeams said defiantly.

"I hope so, most sincerely, but we cannot count on it,” | said. "We need to know whether or not your father isworking w
Ditto for He of the Towers of Light. His nephew, the Walker, doesn't seem overly fond of Viss. Or—to look at it another
way—he was at least willing to jog her elbow and so save me from a theronic. Maybe we can add him to our ranks."

Li Piao nodded. He'd been making notes on his pad while we spoke, and now he consulted them.

"We must also take care of your problem, Kai Wren."

He waved me down when | tried to protest that there were more serious issues at hand. "No, listen to me. You are the
Goddayer—arallying point in your own right. Moreover, Vissisrelying on two things she has taken from you."

"The bottles," | said, and, with Sowly dawning realization, "and the dogs."

"Correct. We il don't know what role those dogs will play, but they are loyal to you. If you were not so restricted, you
be capable of dissuading them from helping her."

"They are creatures of the gods,” | reminded him. "They are back with their masters at last."

"Their masters,” the old man said, "abandoned them to die when they were no longer useful—abandoned them and who
knows how many others. Shiriki and Chamballa may not be eager to return to the gods' service."

"True, but how can | regain my powers? I'm not just low on chi. I've been reshaped. | am as human asyou, not just a
powerless demon."

Li Piap nodded patiently. "I have been studying that as well. From what you told me of how the spell worked, your creat
were used to draw your peculiar demon chi from you."

"y es"

"The process must be reversible. Y ou told me that Viss left you alive because you might one day be persuaded to serve
cause. Is Viss known for her capacity for the magical arts?"

"Not really. Her specializations have always been more martial ."

"So whatever she did was probably not highly complex."

"We can't count on that," | reminded. "Po Shiang, whoever hereally is, was adeific wizard,"

"But, by his own admission, restricted in his knowledge of demon lore," Li Piao said. "He sent the lightning from the clou
test your vulnerabilities. For the sake of planning, let us assume that whatever spell was used to convert you into a human
both not highly complex and fairly easy to reverse.”

"Two big assumptions,” | commented.

"Still"—Li Piao wagged afinger at me—"let us so assume. To reverseit, al we need to do isfind the bottles and revers
process.”

BaWa clapped. "Then Kai Wren be big bad Lord Demon again?"

"That ismy hope," said Li Piao.

"The bottles could be anywhere!" | said, feeling it was my place to protest since no one else seemed so inclined.

"I doubt it. They are crucial to Viss's plan. She would not let them go lightly. Where might she keep them?"

Plum got into the spirit of the game. "In her own bottle, of course. Which reminds me of a question I've been meaning tc



Spilling Moonbeams interrupted. "Viss could have entrusted the bottles to one of her deific allies. If they are going to be
to send troopsinto Origin, wouldn't that be easiest?"

"Easiedt, yes," Li Piao said, "but not necessarily best. Visswould not wish to give her ally that much power until she her:
has established a power base among the demons. Otherwise, what isto keep her ally from turning on her and using the bo
for areverseinvasion?'

"True. Might she leave them somewhere on Earth?"

"I don't think so0," | said. "She would be taking aterrible risk if she stored both me and the stockpile of my power inthe s
place.”

"What if"—Spilling Moonbeams clearly did not like this new thought at all—"she has already drained the chi away?"

"That would be more difficult than it might seem,” | said. "If sheis not careful, she could overdo and ruin the bottles. Still
apossibility we must face."

And one, | redlized, that generated a cool, prickling fear along my spine. Until that moment, | had not seriously considere
I might remain human forever.

Li Piao must have seen my fear, for he spoke rapidly:

"Viss may have removed the chi from the bottles, but she will not have spent it. If she did, she would make it quite diffic
reconvert Kai Wren, and we know that was a possibility she considered.”

Wong Pang spoke for the first time. He'd been so quiet that | had thought he wasn't even listening, that our plans weret
much for hislittle mind.

"Her"—he jerked a thumb toward Plum—"have question still."

Surprise at his contribution made us al turn to Plum. She smiled at Wong Pang, and he turned bright yellow.

"What | wanted to know," she said, "is how many bottles can be put inside other bottles? Is it an infinite number or is the
limit to how many mini-universes can be stored within each other?"

| considered. "That's an interesting point. Thereisalimit unless the bottle is specially prepared. | prepared my own, of ¢
since | knew the type of work | wanted to do there and because | wanted to be able to keep agallery. Inits current state,
however, | doubt it could contain any more than a dozen pieces or so."

"Then Vissisin trouble?' Plum's brown eyes shone.

"Not quite, not yet," | said, sorry to disappoint her. "1 won't go into the spacial physicsinvolved, but she could store quite
large number of bottles within her own for at |east a decade without complications.”

| raised afinger to forestall comment.

"However, bottles stored within bottles within a single bottle would cause some very interesting complications. Look."

| drew a bottle, then sketched something like a cartoonist's word balloon next to it. | added several more.

"Currently, the bottles within Viss's bottle are able to shunt their need for space off into sidewise space. However, if all
them were shoved within another bottle—or even better—if a bottle was placed within a bottle, then placed within another
and so on, after the fashion of a Russian matreshka doll . . ."

"Matreshka?" asked Spilling Moonbeams.

"One of those wooden dolls that have a bunch of other dolls stacked inside it," Plum said. "I have one upstairs | can sho
later."

"Then," | went on, "the spatial demands would be so constricted that there would certainly be problems.”

"Problems?’ asked Li Piao.

"Breakdown of internal integrity, warping of space and time." | shrugged. "I don't know for certain—I've never tried.”

"But," Plum said eagerly, "it would certainly make it difficult for Viss to use them as she had planned.”

"It might also destroy them completely,” | agreed, "which would be a pity."

"It also might win usthe war,” Plum said firmly. "If we can get you back to normal, then stuff the bottles inside each oth
and hide the remaining bottle inside of Viss's bottle but somewhere she can't find it, then get out of there fast."

Her words tumbled out in arapid string, asif her mouth could not match the envisioned plan.

"Visswould lose the battles," Spilling Moonbeams agreed happily, "and perhaps be forced to forgo the rest of her
plan—especialy with Lord Demon to oppose her!™

"Thereisonedifficulty,” Li Piao said. "This sameintricacy means that we must either go prepared to bear al of the bott
and such away—a near-impossible task— or be prepared to work the spell to release Lord Demon's powers on the spot.”

| let them work out the details. The solution couldn't be so simple. Indeed, | was certain it wouldn't be. However, it was
best plan we had, and it might win me back my powers.

| cleared my throat and tried to feel confident.

"Very well," | said. "Let'sgiveit ashot.”



TEN

Viss till kept her bottle in the mausoleum. | was pleased, for | had checked the Earthside locus first. No need to crossi
Kong Shyh Jieh if we could enter the bottle from Earth—especially since not one of my small band of allies would agree t
a home.

We entered the apparently locked structure well after dark. Only when the door was tightly shut did we dare alight.

Li Piao shoned a flashlight beam about cautioudly until the light rested on a dender, white form set back in aniche.

"Isthat it?' he asked.

"Itis" | sad.

Unlike my home bottle, which is cobalt blue blown glass, sleek and long-necked after the fashion of awine bottle, | had
modeled Viss's bottle from the finest kaolin white porcelain clay. Porcelain is the most difficult clay to work. The trade-off
itswhite purity and fine grain is a certain brittleness and the need for a very hot temperature during firing.

Y et porcelain had seemed to me the only material suitable for Vissas | saw her then—opague yet stainless, strong yet f
smooth beneath the fingers so that one might expect softness, yet unyielding. | wonder how | could have failed to redlize tl
that | wasin love with her!

Before glazing and tiring, | had painted the bottle with stark, elegant renditions of the four guardian creatures. They wat
now, the chi'lin (what some Westerners call aunicorn), the tortoise, the dragon, and the phoenix, as we manifested within:
entry foyer.

To my wonder of wonders, | realized that | must remain on the list of those given free admittance. Otherwise, the guard
would have attacked without warning. | always include myself on the guest list during the design sequence to facilitate thir
but, being anice guy, | show the owners how to take me off once they take full possession of the bottle.

Few do so, but then |'d never given a bottle to an enemy before.

As we departed the entryway, Spilling Moonbeams gestured asif she were throwing anet. | saw something glittering fa
in the air, then she nodded, satisfied.

"There. Now all of you areinvisible.”

"Don't get cocky," | cautioned, striking Wong Pang sharply on the head when he strayed toward a grove containing ripe
trees. "We don't know how much time we have before we are discovered.”

"Yes, boss," he whimpered.

"Did you design the interior landscaping here, too?' Plum asked, hurrying at my side.

"The gross details," | said. "That's why I'm gambling | can get us to the house unseen.”

"I thought | recognized your touch,” she said, panting dlightly, for | was setting agood pace. "Y ou like the traditional in y
feng shui. | see you've used the dragon-protecting-pearl again here.”

"You'll see some differences,” | answered amiably, knowing the girl must be nervous. "Viss wanted several ponds rathe
an ocean. They, of course, had to be balanced by various land structures, as well as being kept from stagnation. Tricky at
times."

"Water attracts money," Plum mused. "I wonder how old are Viss's ambitions?"

| couldn't answer that, nor did | have much attention to spare for conjecture. My plan was to avoid completely the front
toward the house, find a quiet place, then let Li Piao scry where in the house my stolen property was being kept.

He had tried doing so before our departure, but scrying across planes into a place he had never before seen proved diffic
All he could do was confirm our guess that what we sought was within Viss's bottle.

| located a sheltered glade | half-remembered creating with a press of the ball of my thumb into the damp materia. Like
Plum'’s house, the glade was designed to be discreet and hidden, the sort of spot one would tend to overlook—a place for t
and tete-a-tetes. For afearful moment | imagined that we would find it in use, but the long-needled branches of the bowin
pines hid only silence.

"Here," | said, "we should be relatively safe. Ba Wa and Wong Pang, go to the edges of the grove and keep watch. I'll &
watching you—so no fuck-ups!”

Muttering "Y es, boss!" the two scrub demons scuttled off.

Plum frowned. "I'll watch, too."

Spilling Moonbeams nodded agreement and drifted off, presumably to do the same.

Li Piao had already unwrapped the dragon bowl when | turned back to him. He set it in a hollow of soft moss and filled |
water from aflask he had prepared beforehand. Asthe oil and water separated into layers, he said:

"It isfortunate that you had |et me inspect your collection, Wren. My hopeisthat if | concentrate on afew of the more
memorable items, they will be among the rest.”

"Gotoit," | whispered.

| stood over him, listening to him muttering softly in Cantonese. Almost, amost, | thought | saw the picture forming withi



bowl, but it was only wishful thinking shaping the long pine shadows.

"Ah!" Li Piao gasped. "l have them. Many pieces, all together. A curved series of shelveslike atiered cake."

"Is there anyone with them?"

"Room isempty."

My heart leapt with hope.

"One door. Outside stand two guards. Ugly. Mean."

"Can you find us the safest route in?"

"Dragonislooking." Then, "Small door in magnolia garden. Side door into house through azalea alley. Locked. In house

He lifted his gaze from the oiled water.

"Yes, | know the route. The magnolia garden—can you get us there?"

"I can. | even remember which gate opensinto it.”

Gathering in the others, we crept down toward the house. Ba Wa could fly in short hops and offered to provide us an
overview. | told him to stay close, since Spilling Moonbeamss invisibility web had its limitations, but that he could scout the
magnolia garden when we reached it.

Aswe moved in, | found myself reflecting on how little the scrub demons could do. They were vicious brutes, equipped
natural weaponry, but not much more powerful than humans. Could Viss be right? Was this what demonkind was fated to
become if she did not win us back into Origin?

Such thoughts made me doubt the wisdom of my choice to challenge her and that, in turn, made me quite uncomfortable

We reached the walled magnolia garden without difficulty. Ba Wa flopped atop the wall and whispered the al clear. Th
Spilling Moonbeams produced a strangely wrought key from her pocket.

"My father's crafting,” she said. "It should open any lock we encounter.”

It did, and we pushed the gate open just enough to dlip through. When we were inside, Spilling Moonbeams relocked it. (
retreat would be by previoudly prepared spells.

| fingered the gun that Plum had provided me from her small arsenal. | would have preferred a sword, for they are silen
do not need reloading, but my armory had been buried in the rubble of my palace.

Plum carried the same gun that she had before. Li Piao bore the polished staff he had dedicated when he began his stud
the Art. The three demons had their own resources.

In addition to her intangible assets, Spilling Moonbeams bore with her a satchel that she had refused to explain. When |
she shared a conspiratorial grin with Plum.

The air was heavy with the rich, almost melonlike, perfume of the magnolias. There were several varieties, including the
somehow primitive trees whose shiny boat-shaped leaves and enormous flowers have become associated with plantations
American South.

BaWaand Wong Pang scurried along in front, claws extended, yellow eyes shining. A kill, swift and silent, would prove
loyalty to me, and they knew it. My only concern was that they might attack too swiftly in their eagerness.

Apparently undetected, we made our way to the side door. | hadn't made this, but admired the fine crafting of the
diamond-shaped stained-glass panel in the center even as | cursed it. The glass was opague: pearly, sky-blue, violet, and c
We could not see through it, but anyone within would see our shadows without.

"Ready yourselves," | whispered to the scrub demons. "Kill as silently asyou can,”

They growled something deep in their throats, reminding me of pit bulls or bulldogs. Ba Wallevitated just above the groul
Wong Pang crouched low, arunner on the mark.

Spilling Moonbeams touched her father's key to the lock. | heard the tumblers click, then a brass alarm bell clanged.

"Shit!" | hissed, but the scrub demons were away, even as the bell struck. | saw Spilling Moonbeams cast something fro
hand, and the alarm bell stopped in mid-stroke.

Ba Wawent through the stained-glass pane; Wong Pang bashed into the door, bursting it open. What we saw when the
opened was quite ugly.

Two creatures resembling six-foot-long stag beetles clad in ornate copper armor lay flung on their backs. Six legs apiec
flailed in death throes, massive scimitarlike mandibles snapped uselessly above their attackers. A variety of weapons was
scattered on the wooden parquet floor.

The scrub demons' small size had served them well in thisinstance, for the guards had been designed to fight against lar
opponents. BaWa had sliced open the top of his opponent's head; Wong Pang, always less given to finesse, had simply tol
through its midsection, ripping apart the armored plates.

| heard Plum make a retching sound and sought to distract her.

"Clearly meant to be either bipedal or hexapedal," | murmured, putting an arm around her shoulders and urging her past |
carnage. "Clever design, but our friends have found their weakness, don't you think?"

She managed afaint, "Oh, quite," and | felt her steel herself. Ahead, Spilling Moonbeams had taken point, with Li Piao d
behind her, telling her where to turn.

As he paused to check his bearings, the demoness glanced back and said apologetically, "I'm sorry about that. | never



considered that the key wouldn't disarm alarms. Father made it since he was always misplacing some key or another at oL
house."

"Wereinside," | said, smiling reassurance. "Now let's hope we make it out."

"Bell only banged coupletimes, boss," BaWa said, loping up beside me, still sticky with beetle juice. "Maybe nobody che
quick."

"Maybe," | said, but | wasn't hopeful. "Plum, you and | should be ready to shoot. Spilling Moonbeams—I leave you to yG
own devices, but remember, you have more essentia things to do than fight."

She nodded, her demonform darkness within silver such amarked contrast to her doll-like human form that | wondered
selection of such an innocuous human guise.

There was mystery in that lady, a mystery that at times fascinated me to distraction. | never remembered feeling this w:
before and credited it to the hormones coursing through the human male form | was bound within. | wondered if her fathe
offer remained open, wondered, too, what Spilling Moonbeams would think if | accepted it.

"Youtwo," | continued, this to the scrub demons, "attack if the guns don't work. Otherwise, guard our retreat."

AsLi Piao led us through the twists and turns the dragon bow! had taught him, | was aware of aside of Vissstaste | h
known was there but had chosen in my arrogance to downplay. Many of the paintings dealt with battles rendered in
exquisite—even sadistically— gory detail.

Antique weapons were lovingly displayed. | itched to take down one of the many swords we passed, but forbore. If the
functional, then they would have had alarms set on them; if they were flawed in some way—a weak tang or a cracked
blade—then | would learn that only to my disadvantage.

We were quite deep into the rambling interior of the building when Li Piao gave the agreed-upon signal to indicate that v
reached our destination. Two fingers went up.

Only two guards then—perhaps no one had heard the aborted alarm or the breaking glass. Perhaps no one had found th
guards. Perhaps, too, thiswas atrap.

Spilling Moonbeams made a throwing gesture toward our guns, and the tips of the barrels appeared to be cocooned in sil
simple silencer, too contained to work on a person, but perfect for a gun or, as she had shown, an alarm. Plum and | crept
forward and peered around a corner, keeping low as Li Piao directed.

Two guards of the stag-beetle type stood on their hindmost legs before a brass-bound door of formidable aspect. Plum v
over her fright now, her hands steady as she aimed and fired. We both chose the center of the head for our targets, having
ample proof of its vulnerability, thanks to BaWa. | fired thrice, hitting each time within afew inches of the mark. Plum dic
same and, from what | observed |ater, her shots were even closer.

Thistime she did not grow nauseated, and we hurried after Spilling Moonbeams and Li Piao. A sticky mass of whitenes
showed that Spilling Moonbeams had silenced the alarm before touching her key to the lock. Asthe door swung open, | he
reason to hope we might get away with this after all.

My bottles, bowls, platters, and cups stood as Li Piao had described, ranked on rising tiers of white marble with the smal
piecesin front. Li Piao motioned for meto stand in front of the lot, facing them. We had worked out aritual the day befor
he now began it.

"Seams bursting, overfilling, overburdened, overborne."

| lifted a raku teapot and cradled it between my hands, fingers overlapping its roundness. Despite my concentration, | h
Plum enter the room, Spilling Moonbeams with her. They crossed to opposite side of the marble tiers, where they could w
without being in the way. Doubtless, the scrub demons crouched somewhere out of sight, ready to launch themselves at ar
who approached.

"Seeking surcease, easing release, 'afore bursting to piece" —he drew a deep breath and continued—"-es on the fl

There were screams from the corridor without, shouts, the clashing of metal on stone, adull thud that might have been &
falling onto the floor, a crash that ailmost certainly was arack with amail shirt displayed upon it being knocked over.

| heard Plum call something to Spilling Moonbeams, but | dutifully kept my attention centered on the teapot clasped betv
my hands.

Li Piao chanted more rapidly now. "Recour se awaits you, from strain to abate you, 'tis not too lateto . . ."

He was cut off in mid-phrase when the point of a sword materialized at histhroat. The holder of the sword materialized
moment later, elegant as always, his lower portion a swirling tornado of force, his upper body clad in antique but fully
serviceable armor constructed in the Japanese style.

Four creatures made of wind and ice were with him. The foils lightly balanced in their hands had icicles for blades. Whe
man would have kept heart or brain or something else vulnerable, they possessed only swirling fog. They moved, two to cc
me, one to each of the ladies.

"I wouldn't recite any more of that chant, if | were you, old man,” said Tuvoon the Smoke Ghost to Li Piao. "And the re:
you, stop what you're doing this instant.”

"Why?" said the calmly defiant voice of Spilling Moonbeams.



| did not dare turn, but | thought | heard a rhythmic "chinking" sound. Apparently, the girls were moving the pots and bot
about on the marble shelves, although | couldn't spare enough attention from the matter at hand to guess why.

"Because," Tuvoon said, "if you don't, I'm going to spill this old man's blood on the floor. I'll deal with my revered mother
wrath when she getsin. Then I'll send my creatures after you."

"Vissisn't here?' | said, seeking to distract him.

"Sheisnot," Tuvoon replied, "so you can't hope to expect any of her silly mercy. Now, are you women going to stop . . .
Hey!"

He dlashed out indignantly with his sword, but he was too late. Li Piao had vanished. Tuvoon moved toward me, but | he
teapot up asif | would smash it to the floor.

"Y ou didn't bother to learn that he was a powerful wizard, did you?' | taunted. "Li Piao's out of your reach now. If you
another step toward me, I'll break this teapot.”

"What's one teapot?' he sneered. 1'd almost forgotten how much | disliked his sneer, but | fully remembered now. "Wel
the entire collection from your palace and more besides."

"But how much do you know about what you have?' | asked. "I, on the other hand, created each piece. Y ou encountere
things you didn't expect when you tried to take my bottle. Think carefully before you act.”

Tuvoon was thinking, weighing the odds, and obvioudly finding them somewhat in his favor. My assessment pretty much
matched his. | didn't know if BaWaand Wong Pang still lived, but | had to get the girls out of here. Thiswasn't chivalry.
practicality. Spilling Moonbeams could conduct the campaign against Viss without me. The more | learned of Viss, the les
liked the idea of having her as Queen of Demons and Gods.

They say you can judge people by their pets. | think that, as far as you can take one of these analogies, thisis true of chi
aswell. Tuvoon's arrogant ruthlessness, his easy dissembling when it served his purposes, his cruel sense of humor, al rev
the values his mother had ingtilled in him.

A spoiled child may ssimply reveal indulgent parents, but acruel child reveals parents who value nothing over their own
interests.

"What do you want from me, Tuvoon?' | asked, for | had a sneaking suspicion that if his only purpose had been keeping
from looting the gallery he would have caled in reinforcements and had me and my allies killed or marched off to the dung
(There were dungeons, too. 1'd helped to design them, making them escape-proof without even a back door for myself. I'c
anticipated this parting of the ways, more thefool I.)

"Want?' He sheathed his sword, confident that hisicy man-things kept the balance in his favor. "I want to finish our due
Wren. | want compensation for this!"

He ripped back the sleeve of his armor, shredding the cloth and wood in one easy motion. Beneath was alow, jagged cL
oozed small amounts of pus over incompletely healed flesh.

"Y ou had to bring my spirit sword, Kai Wren. Y ou had to play your dirty tricks. Mother stopped the duel before you cou
more harm—curse her for afilthy whore— but this was enough.”

"It was but aglancing cut!" | protested. "But with a spirit sword." He cast a venomous glance at Spilling Moonbeams. "
certain my cousin has told you how she and | are inferior creatures—degenerated demons. It's true enough. | cannot heal
easily from such awound."

"I didn't know ..." | began.

"Don't make excuses, Lord Demon." He spat. "Y ou were trying to kill me, and for what? To avenge a human! Or was i
the affront to your pride? Well, my pride has been affronted. I've been living with this aching arm for months. Nothing can
it. Mother made me hideiit, but now | have you."

"And you want to finish our duel,” | said quickly. "Fine. Let Spilling Moonbeams and her friend go, then | will duel with'y

"Why should | release them?' He leered at Spilling Moonbeams. "M other wants me to breed the bitch. Maybe | should ¢
what Mommy wants. | could try the human, too. She's pretty enough, and a halfling or so will improve the race."

Spilling Moonbeams said coldly, "Fathered by you, the brat would be lucky to be a quarterling. Have you forgotten? Y ou
mother still courts many of demonkind, seeking to gain support for her cause. If any learn of what you have doneto me. .

"How should they learn? Y ou're my prisoner.”

"Y ou forget, the human sorcerer has escaped. My father will learn from him where last | was. Besides, if your mother v
her war, you'll get mein the end. Y our quarrel iswith Kai Wren. Take his offer o—more wisely— let usall go and call it
quits."

Tuvoon considered this, then he shook his head.

"No. | will need to account for the dead guards.”

"Say you were asleep or away when it happened,” | suggested.

"I can't,” he said, dmost blithely. "I can't lieto Mommy. She made certain of that long ago.”

Viss certainly plays the angles, | thought morosely. My next speech showed nothing of my thoughts.

"I think you delay so that Visswill return and take this off your hands," | said contemptuously. "I think you're afraid to d



with me."

"l am not!"

"Then stop thisidle chatter, supply me with asword, and let's be about it. And while you're about it, you can bid the ladie
good-bye."

Tuvoon looked confused. "Why should 1?*

" Spilling Moonbeams has given you ample reason why you should release them,” | said, setting down the teapot and begi
to stretch as | would before swordplay. "Besides, can you trust either of them not to interfere?"

"I'll call in more guards!"

"And trust them not to report to Viss? Don't be an idiot, Tuvaon. If she's ensorcelled her own son so he can't lieto her,
probably has the guards so thoroughly enchanted that they tell her their dreams!™

I unbuttoned my shirt and began peeling it off. As| did so, | concealed Plum's gun beneath afold of the fabric. | hadn't |
timeto reload, but it still held afew rounds.

Spilling Moonbeams walked acrossto join Plum. The men of ice did not interfere with her, but | felt the cold tip of one o
blades against my back.

"We can get you out of here," she said urgently.

"Maybe," | said, "but maybe not. | think thisis best. If | live, wel ... | know my way out, and | know where to find you."

Tuvoon motioned to one of his lackeys. The creature vanished, reappearing moments later holding two swords. One, | re
with aprickling along my spine, was my spirit sword, the same that | had believed broken and lost but that had been repair
Seven Fingers at the behest of Night Bride, only to be stolen by Viss from the Armory of Truce. | recognized the other as
sword | kept here for use during lessons.

"Go then," Tuvoon said to his cousin, "and take your tame human with you. As you say, depending on how thingswork c
may get you anyhow. Remember this then. I'll be dreaming on how to make it up to you."

Hislaugh cleansed my blood of all fear. | might die here, but | would do my best to stop him ere | did so.

Though | did not wish to seem to care overmuch about the ladies, | did glance over that way as | rose to my feet. There
something odd about the way they stood, about the array of goods on the marble shelves. In amoment, | realized what it v
and flashed them an appreciative smile.

| plucked the sword meant for me from the guard of wind and ice and saluted them.

"Here'slooking at you!" | said jauntily. "Now, Tuvoon, stop stalling!"

He unsheathed my spirit sword and cast the sheath to the floor. We needed no referee, for we well understood that this
was to the death. Nor did we need any rules. His lunge at me was the signal to begin.

| backed away and he pursued, the tornado swirl of hislower body stirring up light particles of dust. Unwilling to be trap
within the narrow confines of the gallery room—or to see my captured artworks broken—I retreated into the hall. The tw
guards Plum and | had shot lay there, along with severa of their fellows. As | had surmised, the rack holding the chain ma
fallen. | could not spare much attention, but | was heartened that among the blood and mess, | did not see the corpses of n
scrub demons.

"Stand and fight, damn you!" shouted Tuvoon, pursuing.

I had no intention of doing so. Tuvoon had the advantage in size, strength, armor, and weapon. All | could do was choos
position and hope to make him so furious that he forgot his skills. Otherwise, what edge | might have against him in skill (a
was not at al certain | did have that edge, given that he could have been holding back during our recent practice sessions)
belost.

We crossed blades several times, and | praised the chance that had given me one of my own blades to use. Not having 1
guess at balance or weight told me just how hard | might press, just how far I might reach. Tuvoon was actually handicapy
his use of the spirit sword, for he had not practiced with it enough to know its limitations. Severa times, he might have hac
he had chosen to use his own blade.

Still, he had four touches to my one, three of which had drawn blood. My single hit had been on his already wounded arr
confirming that he still favored it. Asthe duel progressed, | noticed a strange thing. Tuvoon was not going for the killing sh
nor even for those that would wound me severely. He was content to make any hit.

For amoment, | thought that he had forgotten that this was no practice session, no arena contest. Then | realized what |
doing. His spirit sword had hurt him severely when | had cut him. He assumed that mine would do the same to me. Not on
it not do so, | realized that the wounds did not hurt as severely asthose that | had taken from that same blade during one
long-ago contest.

Thisgave me anidea. | started appearing to flag, taking a defensive posture, leaving Tuvoon openings for those superfic
cuts but keeping my vitals covered. The wounds | took hurt, but adrenaline masked much of the pain. Meanwhile, | worke
closer and closer, looking for the moment when | could drop my defense and attack.

It came. | permitted Tuvoon to drive me back almost to my knees. While he pricked and dliced, | shifted my balance, ca
under his guard, and brought my sword up, past the cone of swirling smoke that substituted for hislegs, and through his vit



He made a strangled sound, then, fury in his eyes, he shifted his hold on the spirit sword and stabbed through the hollow of
shoulder and down.

| felt asick shudder as blade hit bone but retained enough mental clarity to begin the mystic rote that would pull me out
bottle into the world of humans.

"You've won, Kai Wren," Tuvoon gasped, spitting blood as he glared up at me. "Finish me, but know that I've killed you,

| didn't wait for him to find out he was wrong. | just got the hell out of there.

Later, while| reclined on amat on Plum's floor and let Spilling Moonbeams treat my multitude of wounds, | explained.

"Tuvoon thought that the spirit sword would damage me more severely than his usual blade, so he sacrificed his advante
anillusory edge.”

Spilling Moonbeams looked sharply at me, but there was fondnessin her dark eyes as she scolded:

"Kai Wren, if you hadn't been so sorely hurt, | would withhold my help for that."

"What, the pun?' | looked as pathetic as | might. "I'm wounded!"

"Not that," she retorted, as the others groaned. "For taking such foolish risks."

"Not foolish at all,” | said. "It enabled you and Plum to get away with the boodle, didn't it?"

"We might have anyhow," she said primly. "I made a fine argument for why Tuvoon should alow usto depart.”

"But if he hadn't been furious at me and davering for my blood, he might have taken a closer ook at your satchel,” | ren
her, "or at the shelves. Then he might have noticed that you two ladies had replaced some of my bottles with ordinary win:
bottles. I'm hurt, by the way, that you thought such could stand in for my works of art.”

"It worked, didn't it?" Spilling Moonbeams said dryly, sending a charge of her demon chi down into my worst wound—tt
deep oneto the shoulder. "Tuvoon didn't notice."

"But you can be certain that Visswill," said Li Piao.

"Vissll shit bricks," laughed Wong Pang. "Big ones with sharp, square corners!”

He and Ba Wawere fedling understandably pleased with themselves. Not only had they accounted for several of Visss
guards, they had stolen the small fortune in shen coins that one guard had in his purse. They had offered them to me, but |
only accepted enough to repay Spilling Moonbeams before returning the bulk.

"Ka Wren?' asked Plum, rather subdued. Her first experience with combat had clearly touched her deeply. "Did you kr
that the spirit sword couldn't hurt you before the duel began?"

She glanced at the myriad red stripes that marred my extremities and rephrased her question:

"That is, couldn't hurt you on a spiritua level?"

| wanted to say "yes' if only to stop Spilling Moonbeams from glowering at me. | didn't dare though. This was not a goo:
to start lying to dlies.

"I didn't,” | admitted, "but | gathered so rather quickly. Apparently, the spirit sword affects the same chi that makes us
demons. When Viss and Tuvoon forced me to become human, they made me invulnerable to the sword's magical bind.
Effectively, the spirit it is attuned to no longer exists."

| glanced over at the sword, which, cleaned carefully by Ba Wa, now resided on a coffee table. It had come away with
from Viss's bottle, embedded in my flesh.

"I'll make a gift of the sword to you," | offered, "to make up for the gun | left behind."

"That's quite agift,” Plum said, awed, "because when you are a demon again, that sword holds your life."

"Well," | answered, uncomfortably, "I do trust you."

Plum rose and picked up the sword rather cautioudly, asif she thought it might attack of its own volition.

"The spirit sword is beautiful. | don't think I've ever seen a more lovely weapon. But although you may trust me, | don't
others," Plum said firmly. "If you're really giving the sword to me, I'll have it destroyed.”

Spilling Moonbeams, who had started glowering when | gave the sword to Plum, relaxed dightly at this sign of Plum's
intelligence, and perhaps, too, at the compliment to her father's artistry. She stopped glowering at Plum (although she shift
rather roughly so she could attend to some cuts on my lower arm).

To Plum, she said, "If you admire the sword for its beauty, then | will introduce you to my father. He will make you a
trade—the spirit sword for another of his making."

Plum shook her head. "The trade would have to be for a thoroughly nonfunctional spirit sword. I'm not letting this thing I

Spilling Moonbeams nodded approvingly. "Y ou're right, thereisarisk to letting it return to Kong Shyh Jieh. A broken spi
sword can be mended, as this one was once before. However, if anyone can destroy one beyond recovery, it would be Se
Fingers. He could melt it down in his crucibles, for example."

"Well see," Plum promised. "After we've dealt with larger problems. How many bottles did we bring back with us?”

"Nine," replied Li Piao from where he had been sitting contemplating those selfsame bottles, " including Kai Wren'sforn
residence.”

" An auspicious number,” said Spilling Moonbeams, "not to mention the maximum number my satchel could hold. Do you



they will do any good?'

Li Piao glanced at me. "I am somewhat out of my depth here. What do you think, Kai Wren?'

Glancing at Spilling Moonbeams for permission, | sat up to examine the collection of bottles.

"At thevery least," | said, wanting to start with a compliment, "the theft has robbed Viss of nine possible conduits betwe
Kong Shyh Jieh and Origin. That is something. Though she holds many other examples of my work, only the bottles have
property.”

"But?' prompted Plum, sensing that good hews was not to follow.

"Evenif Li Piao drained the bottles completely," | continued, "athing that would be difficult to do, for it would be tantam
destroying them, these represent perhaps twenty percent of the items that Viss had present when she drew my life force f
me."

"Twenty percent?' Li Piao asked. " thought | saw more than forty-five piecesin your gallery."

"Very well," | replied, "even less than that—maybe ten percent.”

"So," said Spilling Moonbeams, "there is no way that you will regain your full powers."

"l do not think so," | said, sorry to disappoint her. "However, there may be enough to work the transformation that will tt
from a human to ademon once more. Even if | am aweak demon, | will be one step closer to being myself."

"How," asked Li Piao, "shall we go about attempting this?"

| rose, walked about, testing the extent of Spilling Moonbeams's healing magic. As | paced and stretched, | considered.

"Let me have afull night to Sleep,” | said, "so that the work Spilling Moonbeams has done will reach itsfull effect. Then,
breakfast tomorrow, we may as well try the spell we designed for usein Visss bottle.”

"That spell was makeshift, meant to be worked where there would be a surplus of your chi," Li Piao protested. " Should
take the time to design something better?"

"I think not," | said. "Visswill not let this affront go without response. | don't know what form that response will take—i
simply mean that she steps up her timetable—but | don't wish to meet her response unprepared.”

"Very well,” the old man said, but | could tell that he was less than pleased.

Night passed and morning came. According to Ba Wa and Wong Pang, who had split the night watch, there was no sigr
trouble. Spilling Moonbeams shifted into a body of dawnlight to scout the area and reported much the same. So, without fu
delay, we prepared for our ritual.

Clad in asaffron yellow sports shirt and khaki trousers, Li Piao consulted handwritten notes and gave directionsto his
granddaughter. Plum had donned the red-silk mandarin jacket and flowing silk skirt she frequently wore when working as
shui expert. Despite the dove gray top hat she wore as an incongruous contrast, she looked distant and professional.

A large, square, red-satin scarf was spread on the middle of the living-room floor. Around the perimeter of this were set
nine bottles that had been taken from Viss's domain. After some discussion, we had ruled out using the green-and-orange |
and Li Piao's dragon bowl. Since neither of these had been used to draw off and then contain my chi, we feared that the
process of draining off the surplus might damage or destroy them.

Next, Plum's feng shui equipment provided nine ba-gua mirrors. These mirrors, normally used in feng shui to redirect
unfavorable chi flows, were positioned behind each bottle on the outside of the circle. Our hope was that they would direc
flow of the bottl€'s chi toward me.

After all of thiswasready, | took my seat at the center of the circle on the red scarf. | wore ared tee shirt and shorts tt
Plum had purchased that morning. Li Piao had decorated these informal garments with freehand ink drawings of the Ram
animal which according to the Chinese astrological system rules my year of birth.

Li Piao had chuckled when he learned this.

"It suits you, Kai Wren. Intelligent and artistic, but somewhat less canny in family matters than in those relating to mone
Also, abit morose and irresponsible, with atendency toward misanthropy."”

"] wonder what Vissis," Plum mused.

"A Tiger," Spilling Moonbeams said acidly. "I don't need to see her chart to know that!"

"I'maDog," Wong Pang said, eager to be part of the conversation. "Want to see?'

"Later," Plum said absently. "We need to concentrate on Kai Wren now."

The stupid little demon pouted, but seemed to forget his dismissal afew moments later in an argument with Ba Wa over
should light the joss sticks.

"Hold this," Li Piao demanded, thrusting a birdhouse gourd into my right hand and a bouqguet of narcissus and willow into
| eft.

"Isthisreally necessary?' | asked, feeling rather silly. "In Viss's bottle, we were going to attempt this without any trappi
al"

"And | wasn't happy about it," Li Piao said bluntly. "I stayed up last night making preparations. Red is alucky color. The
isyour birth animal—I only wish | had the time and details to cast your full horoscope.”



| breathed a silent thanks to whoever might be listening that he hadn't asked me for the details. My late mother had that
horoscope cast when | was born, and one of my earliest lessons had been to memorize it. However, | didn't volunteer the
information, not wanting further delay.

Unaware of my thoughts, Li Piao continued his fretful explanation:

"Gourds are emblematic of the body holding the spirit.

Narcissus bring luck and success. As an added bonus, they can grow without any sustenance but water—that seemed
auspicious to me, given that we are attempting to reunite you with a spirit that has been separated from its sustenance. Fin
willow is emblematic of the return of spring. It aso wards off evil."

| swallowed further protests, seeing that my friend truly needed these crutches for him to believe that his magic would v
Perhaps the look of concern on Plum's face also forestalled me. | realized that the girl feared how her grandfather would
if hefailed me.

"My knowledge of magic,” | said humbly, "is of demon magic. Y ou are the one who is educated in human magic, Li Piac
will follow your directions.”

This might have begun another round of worried explanation, but Ba Wa nearly knocked over a brass incense burner. A
asit wasrighted, Li Piao motioned for everyone to take their places and began hisincantation:

Seams bursting, overfilling, overburdened,
overborne.

Seeking surcease, easing release,
'afore bursting to piece . ..

As before, Li Piao drew a deep breath and continued,

-es on the floor.
Recour se awaits you,
from strain to abate you,
'tis not too late to
find release.
Outward flowing,
to Kai Wren going,
glowing with chi.
Inward knowing, himself demon,
once and evermore.

When the incantation commenced, | felt nothing. Then, asthe words spilled out, | began to feel a burning against my ski

"Agan!" | urged.

Li Piao nodded, took a deep breath, and began again.

Thistime | was certain | felt something. A ruddy light emanated from the bottles, hit the mirrors, and focused on me. | h
out my arms, hands up, palms out, and twisted at the waist so that | could face each bottle in the circle. Y et, as the chant
finished, the chi had not yet centered on me.

"Again!" | said, half-plea, haf-command, for | had heard the old man's voice fater on the final words and knew that the
deceptively simple words were taking more from him than he would ever let on.

Y et, however punishing the ritual might be, | heard his quavering voice take up the third repetition. Plum's voice spokew
him, matching him word for word, cadence for cadence. Thistime, the ruddy light grew ruby red, coalesced into clear, nar
focused beams, one from each bottle. They rayed into me, each centering on avital point.

Slipping dlightly on the scarf, | struggled to my feet so that the chi might better penetrate all the salient points upon my b
Therewas acry, one | hardly heard, as Ba Wa steadied a bottle that had started to topple. Then the chant was ending, the
light was dimming, and | opened my eyes (when had | closed them?) to see the others staring anxioudly at me.

Li Piao leaned heavily against Plum, whose top hat wastilted to one side at an angle opposite to her slant-cut bangs. Ba
was sucking on an apparently burned thumb and forefinger.

"Did it work?" asked Spilling M oonbeams softly.

"l think so," | said, carefully stepping over thering of bottles and to achair. "My body . .. I'm .. ."

| swallowed hard, breathed deeply of air scented with jasmine and sandalwood, and tried again.

"Yes, | think so, but my system will need time to as similate the chi before | can be certain just how much we have gain
everyone dl right?'

BaWa stopped sucking on hisfingers long enough to grin his pointy-toothed smile.



"Am good, boss. Just burned hand on bottle." He looked at the nasty blisters as proudly asif they had been war
wounds—which they werein away.

Li Piao nodded. "The casting was exhausting, but well worth the effort if it did indeed work. | could use a cup of tea,
however, and something very sweet to eat—is there any plain congee and honey about?"

Plum took off her hat and set it carefully on a chair. She had regained her color amost as soon as the chanting ended.

"I don't think so, Grandfather, but | can get some easily enough. I'll run out and buy food for al of us."

| wanted to protest, but couldn't seem to shape the words. Spilling Moonbeams seemed to divine my concern. "Don't go
We don't know who might be looking for us."

"Who could go with me?' Plum said reasonably. "Kai Wren and Grandfather are exhausted. Y ou should stay to guard tt
can't very well take one of thelittle guys." BaWadrew out his spittle-covered fingers and said mournfully, "Would go. Ce
make disguise 'til this stops hurting.”

Wong Pang bounced eagerly. "I can! Look!" He made a complicated gesture and a moment later a small, extremely fluf
black Pekingese dog stood where he had been, its curving tail wagging wildly. It grinned so that its round head seemed to s
down the middle, revealing a pink tongue and lots of very white teeth.

Plum laughed. "There's my valiant protector! Y ou look more like a bedroom slipper than adog!" The scrub demon whin
Plum looked serioudly at it, "Wong Pang, can you warn me if you see any of our enemies?"

The Pekingese barked sharply and wagged that ridiculously fluffy tail.

"Very well." Plum hunkered down and looked into the round, slightly bulging brown eyes. "Three fast barks for trouble. |
ask you questions, bark once for 'yes,' twice for 'no.' Do you understand?”'

Wong Pang barked once and wagged histail. He really was much more attractive this way. Seeing him reminded me th
soon as my head cleared, | must turn my attention to the puzzle of what had been done to Shiriki and Chamballa.

Plum rigged a collar and leash from a belt and alength of gold cord.

"I'll be back within the hour," she promised. "Y ou know where the tea and other stuff is."

Spilling Moonbeams nodded. "After you return, | need to go home and brief my father on these new developments.”

"Good idea," Plum said. "l have afedling that we're going to need allies very soon."

Lady and Peke departed, but | barely heard them. | had withdrawn in myself and was testing the channels opened by th
influx of chi. The changes were subtle and did not affect my outward appearance at all, but fairly soon | was certain.

| was a demon once more.

ELEVEN

Vissisthere, her hair streaming black, her eyes coals of fire, beautiful and strong. Mounted upon the White Tiger, she c
up to me. | manage not to flinch.

"How'sit going, Kai Wren?"'

| look away from her, knowing what sheis. My heart twists within my breast, a wrenching, aching thing. Demons cannc
emotion—not as humans do. Why then do | love her so?

The breath of the tiger is hot against my face as the beast closes. Its eyes are huge ruddy garnets, dlit with topaz. Refle
within them | see myself. | am what she has made me, a human with taunting memories of a demon's power.

"How areyou, Ka Wren?" asks Viss of the Terrible Tongue.

"I'm al right." My voice sounds easy, strong. | am pleased.

"I'm glad to hear that. | was worried when | heard that you'd left the hospital. Y ou've not been well, you know."

All'I can see of Vissisone knee gripping firmly into the dense fur of the tiger's flank. It isaround knee, small and vulne
I know if | step back, | will see that she has become a child. | guess that's the way to enter the kingdom of heaven.

"Geg, Viss, | never knew you cared."

"I have always cared for you, Kai Wren, more than for anyone else.”

It iswithin me to ask her about Tuvoon's father, about Po Shiang, about her son, to hear her tell me that she loves me m
than any of them. She will say it, too. | know that.

Does saying it make it true?

| want thisto be so.

"Where are you staying these days, Kai Wren? 1'd really love to come and visit."

"I'm staying with friends."

"Friends?"

"y es"

She chuckles. It'safriendly sound, so friendly that | laugh in return. Even the tiger laughs, and its whiskerstickle my fa



breath is scented with honey.

"Well, Ka Wren, any friend of yoursisafriend of mine. Give me the address, and I'll drop by in the morning."

It occurs to me to wonder where exactly are we. How are we having this conversation? | ask Vissthis thing.

"You've strayed into a sideways realm," she says calmly. "I've been watching for you ever since you dropped by my hot
really regretted missing you then."

| remember that visit now, remember, too, that | had left Tuvoon in less than ideal condition when | had departed,

Awkwardly, | clear my throat.

"And Tuvoon?' ask |. "How ishe?'

| step back away from the tiger so that | may see her, but the tiger matches me step for step so that my only vision is of
eyes, itsfur, that one round knee.

"He's healing." Her voice sounds amused. ™Y ou should drop by and bring him some candy. He always did enjoy Earth c
You are still on Earth, aren't you?"

Degspite her friendly tone, | am feeling uneasy. Then atantalizing notion strikes me. Perhaps Viss does love me
best—especidly if sheiswilling to overlook what | did to Tuvoon.

A sharp rapping sound and a familiar voice distract me. | listen.

"Kai Wren? Kai Wren? Who are you talking to?"

| smile, recognizing the voice of Li Piao. | start to answer, but my voice feelsthick and logy, clogged by sleep. Startled, |
realize that | have been dreaming all along—an oddly vivid dream, for | can smell the acrid odor of tiger, the more subtle s
of Viss. | glance down at my feet and see that | am standing on a translucent surface not unlike scuffed Lucite.

Reaching out, | touch the tiger's nose. There, solid, but | can till hear the pounding and, more faintly, Li Piao calling.

"Viss?' | say. In my dream | speak easily.

"Y ou were telling me whether you were still on Earth, Kai Wren," she prompts. "Y ou were going to give me your addre
that | can cometo visit."

"But I'm asleep!”

"What of it?" she says reasonably. "Even demons dream. Did you not dream strange dreams after the slaying of Rabla-

"How did you know?"

"| sat by your side and held your hand, my darling," she answers with alight, anused laugh.

"l didn't know."

"Y ou were pretty beat."

"Yeah."

| pat my pockets, but they are apparently empty.

"Damn!" .

"What do you need?"

"I was going to write down the directions for you. They get pretty complicated.”

"Tell me!" sheurges. "l will remember.”

| would have, too, right then, but there was aloud crashing sound, a sense of light, then strong, thin hands were shaking |

"Ka Wren! Kai Wren! Wake up!"

Unwilling, | fed myself dragged from my dream, see the White Tiger raise an enormous paw, though whether to strike ¢
hold, I do not know. Instead, | found myself sitting up in my bed, Li Piao standing beside me, his hands till clutching thela
my pajamas.

"Areyou awake?' he asked anxioudly.

"l am," | admitted, "though | rather wish | wasn't. | was having a wonderful dream."

"What about?' Li Piao tried to keep an edge from hisvoice, but | could tell he desperately wanted to know.

| shrugged. "Viss, if you must know. She cameto me, riding on awhitetiger, proclaiming her love and, rather prosaically
asking if she could drop by to visit."

The old man looked worried but pleased.

"Then the dragon spoke correctly."

"The dragon?' | repeated, my head still fuddled with deep.

"Old men rarely sleep soundly,” Li Piao replied. "Too many aches and pains. I've been taking advantage of thisto do sor
late-night scrying to search for the fu dogs. About ten minutes ago, the dragon rose from the bowl and demanded that | w
you. It said that you were in grave danger."

"l was asleep!” | say, but my indignation faded almost as quickly asit had arisen. "And | was about to give Viss an invite

"That would have rather ruined whatever protections we've managed to install," Li Piao said.

"Yes." | chewed the inside of my lower lip, then motioned for Li Piao to close the door so we could have some privacy.
he had done so | said, "l think | love her, Li Piao."

"Viss?' He sounded incredulous. "After all she has done to you?"



"After al that," | admitted. "It isn't rational ."

"Loverarely is."

" She says that she loves me."

"Do you believe that?"

Looking into those wise, ancient eyes, | slowly shook my head. "No. I'd like to, but | don't think she does.”

Li Piao surprised me. " She might, only after her fashion, and her fashion would be that of a demon, not a human. | do nc
claim to comprehend human women—I will not attempt to understand the loves of creatures such asyou or Viss."

"So she might love me?"

"And il destroy you. The female praying mantis devours her mate even as they couple."

"True

| found myself wondering what had happened to Tuvoon's father. Rumor had placed him dead in one of the wars, but I'
never really inquired. Viss seemed so absolute in herself and, to indulge in momentary honesty, 1'd never really cared to thi
her being intimate with another.

A scratching noise came from low on my door, firm and insistent. Li Piao rose and admitted Wong Pang, still afat and f!
Pekingese.

"Y ou come late, guard dog," Li Piao chid.

Wong Pang whined apologetically. Then he directed his pop-eyed stare at me and yipped inquiry.

"I'mfing," | said. "Bad dreams."

He wagged histail, then headed purposefully from the room, pausing to yip again asif ordering usto follow.

"He may need to belet out,” Li Piao said. "Plum has promised to make dippers out of him if he wets on the carpet. If yc
al right, I'll go let him out.”

"I'll walk with you," | said, throwing back the covers and donning my robe. "1 want to shake off that dream completely."
Wong Pang barked again, alittle more loudly. Shushing him, reminding him to be considerate of Plum and BaWa, who
presumably still dept, we followed him downstairs into the kitchen. Here he pawed on the door and, when it was opened, |
importantly out. He waddled back inside almost immediately and for amoment | thought he had somehow duplicated hims

A furry animal about his own size walked behind him. Like the Pekingese, it had long, thick fur, a curling tail held high o
back, and somewhat protuberant eyes. But these eyes were brilliant gold, and the fur was piebald orange and green in soft
shades, rather like mixed sherbet. It was too young to have the thick curled mane or anything of its parents size, but my
restored demon sight knew it instantly for what it was.

"Y ou must be of Shiriki and Chamballas get!" | exclaimed. "Are they with you?"

The fu dog puppy turned its golden gaze on me and replied in a high-pitched yet rough-edged voice:

"No. I've lost my mama and papa, and the Walker is gone, too!"

Plum'’s sleepy voice called down the stairs, "What's going on?"

Li Piao, with Wong Pang circling his feet and barking excitedly, went to speak with her. This, of course, avoke BaWa,
drifted in from where he had been sleeping, levitating afoot or so above the floor rather than making the effort to walk. A
moment, our entire household assembled in the kitchen.

The puppy reacted to all the noise and strangeness by peeing on the linoleum. By the time I'd mopped that up, Li Piao h:
explained to the others what had happened, and Wong Pang had been told sternly to shut up and sit.

"But how did it get here?' asked Plum.

"And did anyone follow it?" added Li Piao.

This question brought Ba Wa out of his drowsiness.

"Deep shit, boss!" he said. "If we get found, wein it up to our noses!"”

| nodded. "Take Wong Pang and patrol the house and grounds. Make certain you stay out of sight yourselves."

"Right, boss"

Plum had knelt in front of the fu dog puppy and was holding out one hand for it to sniff.

"You said it talks?' she said to me.

"It did when it got here," | answered.

Plum scratched the puppy gently under the chin and was rewarded with a slight wagging of its tail.

"How'd you get here, pup?'

"Dunno," it answered, almost too softly to hear.

Plum didn't ask again, but continued her scratching, moving her hand onto the puppy's back.

"What's your name?"

"Huffindla"

"That sounds like a girl's name. Are you agirl fu dog?"'

"Uh-huh." The pup studied Plum, gold eyes unblinking. | thought | sensed a hint of magic. "What's your name, Lady?"

"Plum."

The plumed tail was beating faster now, the puppy's voice became more audible: "That's a pretty name."



"Thank you. So's Fluffinella. Now, your mom and dad are ..."

"Shiriki and Chamballa."

"They didn't bring you here?"

The puppy's tail dowed, though it didn't stop completely. Fluffinellawhimpered. "No."

"But how did you know whereto find us?"

"The Walker told me. He showed me the door," The wagging stopped, the tail drooped. "I ran. Now the Walker islost a
may be eaten and | can't find my way back to my parents!”

She started whimpering in earnest now. Plum picked her up and cuddled her.

"There, there. It's al right now. Y ou've found us."

| stood watching, hoping that Plum was right. What if the fu pup had been set to hunt us out? What if it was on the othe
Who was to say that Shiriki and Chamballa weren't working for the gods once more?

Li Piao glanced at me, his gaze seeming to indicate that he, too, shared some of my concerns. Then he went and openec
refrigerator.

"Are you hungry, Fluffinella?' he asked. "We have some sweet-and-sour chicken here, and there is alwaysrice."

The puppy wriggled to be put down and hurried over to Li Piao, its sherbet-colored fur trailing like a mandarin's robe.

"I'm hungry! What's sweet-and-sour chicken? What's chicken? What's rice? Are they good?"

Li Piao scraped the leftovers onto a plate and set it on the floor.

"Youtel us. If it isn't to your liking, we'll see what we can do.”

While Fluffinella sampled, then set to her meal with the same enthusiastic daintiness | had noticed in the Pekingese, Li F
came over and said softly:

"I'm going to get my dragon bowl. There's avery good chance that the pup doesn't know how to tell us where she came
or how she found you. However, the dragon may be able to help."

Plum said in even softer tones, "Can either of you tell if sheisreally what she says she is? Demons are shape-changers
Couldn't she be someone in disguise?”

I nodded. " She could, but sheisn't. | have regained enough demon sight to see her aura. It is quite like that of her parent
shapeshifter would have to know her parents very well to forge that."

Plum nodded, relieved, but still holding on to a scrap of doubt. | found myself admiring her for her courage. Oh, she was
Viss, but she had a strength of her own, for she had cradled to her bosom what she knew might well be an enemy.

Fluffinellawas finished with her meal now, her purple tongue questing to remove the traces of sweet-and-sour sauce frc
fur around her mouth as she trotted over to join us.

"You areLord Kai?' she asked me.

"I am."

Shetilted her head to one side, studying me carefully.

"You don't look like | wastold you look." She continued staring, and | felt the pricklings of what must be ajuvenile versic
the fu dog's powerful magic. "But you do look like him, too."

| hunkered down in front of her.

"I am he. | swear it on my long friendship with your parents. |'ve met with an accident of sorts."

This seemed to satisfy Fluffinella.

"My sire and dam,” she said formally, the words sounding rehearsed, "do not care for their current residence. They won
you would help them to escape. If so, they will offer you their lifelong service."

"l would be delighted to help them,” | answered, "even without their promise of service. However, | need to know wher:
areif | am to set them free."

| indicated where Li Piao had set up his scrying bowl.

"This manis named Li Piao, and heis a powerful human sorcerer. He may be able to help you show us the way by whic
came here so that we can backtrack to your parents.”

Fluffinella perked her ears and trotted over to Li Piao. She set her paws on his knee, and said:

"Pleased to meet you, Great Sorcerer.”

He chuckled. "Li Piao will do. Now, let me set you on my lap so that you can see into the water. —No, no, don't drink it
—AIll | need you to do istell usthe story of how you came here. The dragon in the bowl ... Do you see him?"

"Uh-huh."

"He will listen to your story and find the place from whence you came."

"I can try." The puppy sounded hesitant. "l was mostly scared—not watching carefully."

"Still, you saw more than you know," Li Piao said steadily. "The dragon will help us. Just start at the beginning,"

"Okay." Fluffinella's voice was so soft | had to lean forward to hear her. "l was with my mom and dad when | heard ar
voice."

The images that initially appeared in the bowl were not encouraging. Dark, oddly shadowed, full of moving columns and



swishing curtains of some fabric, they confused rather than enlightened.

Then an enormous, hairy orange face filled the bowl.

"Mom told me to wait, but | followed her."

Li Piao grunted something and, one hand still steadying the puppy, made afew gestures over the bowl.

"Fine-tuning," he explained. "We were getting everything from precisely Fluffinella's point of view. I've asked the dragor
pull the perspective back and up.”

Now we saw the curving walls of aroom painted institutional green. The floor was tiled in the same pea-green shade. A
one wall there, was a motley heap of old blankets. Upon closer examination, | realized that mingled in with the blankets wi
several deeping fu dog puppies.

As Fluffinella continued her narration, we saw Shiriki and Chamballawalking away from the pups, Fluffinellatrailing bet
them. Their destination seemed to be a glowing spot in the wall.

Then, in my imagination, Fluffinella's narrative merged with the pictures:

"That looks like a gate taking form!" growled Shiriki. "Chamballa, stand ready. They aren't taking our pups without a figt

Chamballa growled her agreement.

The glowing spot burned red, then white about the edges. It was a gate of sorts, but aforced, not a natural one. Clearly,
maker was running into a great deal of resistance from the substance of the wall.

"I wonder if it's Lord Kai, found us at last,” said Chamballa softly.

Shiriki answered, "Even if it'snot, it would certainly be an odd way for Po Shiang or one of his lackeysto come inspect 1
prizes. Wouldn't they use the door?' The waiting stretched on until an oval three feet high burned painfully blue-white agai
the sick green. Then amassive shadowy figure stepped through. Shiriki crouched, preparatory to springing. Chamballa sto
abarrier between any danger and her babies.

The shadow resolved into the centaurian figure of ayoung demon. His upper body was squat and muscular. His lower b
was powerfully built: across between abull and alion, not horselike and effete after the fashion of centaurs of Western le
A cascading mane of dark brown hair grew not only from his head but aso down his spine to the small of his back.

The demon held up hands that might have been human but for their size and heavy claws.

"l am the Walker," he said. "A demon, not agod,"

"Know you Kai Wren, hewhois called Lord Demon?" asked Shiriki.

"I do," said the Walker. "Heis friendly with my uncle, the demon called He of the Towers of Light. Although Kai Wren
not know it, | have sought you on my uncle's behalf."

Chamballasfiat nose sniffed the Walker's scent, though she remained between her puppies and the intruder.

"Y ou speak the truth—at least as you know it. What is your plan?’

"My uncle has bartered for information and has learned where Kai Wren currently resides. He is on the Earth plane. Alt
keeping you hidden there might be awkward, | thought | would take you to him."

"What of hisbottle?" asked Shiriki.

"Itisnot in his possession.”

"And your uncle's residence?"

The Walker looked hesitant. "He did not give me permission to bring you there."

Whatever the fu dogs might next have asked was interrupted by a sharp click.

"Someone is unlocking the door," said Chamballa, moving to interpose her pony-sized body between the door and the Wi
entry point, effectively hiding the oval gate from easy detection.

"Come away with me!" the Walker urged.

"Not without our pups,” replied Shiriki, moving to rouse the still-sleeping ones. "What the gods plan for them | would not
onadog."

"Hurry!"

Shiriki then noticed Fluffmella

"Go with the demon, girl," he ordered. "WEell be right behind."

The pup obeyed, running as quickly as her short puppy legs could carry her. Since Fluffinella had not been paying any
attention to what came next, the dragon bowl! could not show what she had seen, but she faithfully reported the fragments
conversation she had heard as she bounded toward the oval gate.

"...only afew more seconds,” from Chamballa. "Weapons ..."

"Get out of here, demon!" commanded Shiriki.

"But..."

There was more to the Walker's speech, but Fluffi-nellaonly heard it as a confused babble. Her attention was on getting
through the oval gate, but it was too high for her. Then hands grasped her and she was through, rolling tail over nose, the \
sensed as a presence behind her.

"Mom?'



"Run, pup, run!" shouted the Walker. "I'll catch up after | close this gate!"

So she ran. Her entire life had been restricted to the pea-green walls of that one room, so she did not know how very oc
the place in which she found herself. Those of us watching most certainly did.

The ground was deep purple, with a sheen like rumpled satin. The surface was somewhat slick, and her infant claws oft
could not find purchase, betraying her to dide uncontrolled, rebounding off white or pink pillowlike lumps that might have b
shrubs, for they smelled lightly of roses or lavender. Farther in there were massy, rounded hillsin various colors (many dar
or black) that she climbed, her claws sinking into the soft surface and so granting her better purchase.

It was tiring going, like walking on fine, deep sand, though the surface was not at al granular. She kept climbing, adrenal
giving her strength beyond her weeks. Behind her she could hear the ferocious howls of her parents, the pinging of somett
striking a hard surface, the fainter yaps and yells of her littermates.

Then the ground began to vibrate rhythmically, and she tumbled down the slope she had just laboriously climbed. A firm
smelling of the Walker lifted her up. At first, he held her suspended by her ruff, then clasped her to his chest, never ceasin
run. Over his shoulder, she could see the oval portal. It was blocked with something dark, but ared seam was burning arol
the edges.

"| think they're following us," she yipped.

"They are," gasped the Waker. He was more skilled than she at finding solid footing, often leaping from rounded hill to h
the going was far from easy. "'l had hoped to take the longer, safer route, but we may need the shortcut through Hanger. |
dangerous."

"So are the gods," said Fluffinella. She knew this from her parents' stories, from the gods own behavior.

"True." The Walker chuckled. "Then | will find the Hanger Gate."

Hedid. Thiswas not like the oval portal, arough cut opening, but more like a proper door: rectangular and reinforced wi
wooden beams. The Walker paused before it to look at Fluffinella.

"I'd like to be able to use both of my hands. If | put you on my back, can you grab hold of my mane?"

"l think s0."

Now Fluffinella's vision as portrayed by the dragon bowl was nearly completely taken up by the Walker's thick brown hx
Piao muttered commands to the dragon, but had to apologize.

"I can't get aclearer view. The dragon says there is no wider perspective to draw upon.”

"Tell it to do the best it can and let Fluffinellatell on," | ordered. "We still don't know what happened to the Walker."

The pup looked longingly at the scrying bowl.

"Can | have something to drink? Sweet-and-sour chicken and rice makes me thirsty. So does talking.”

We stopped for refreshments for everyone before Fluffinella continued her account.

When the Walker passed through the gate, Fluffinellafelt several soft things dragging over her. Then they were through
the Walker carefully shut the door and dropped a metal bar into place.

As he did so, Fluffinella became immediately aware that the scents had changed. The pleasant, rather floral, perfumes c
first plane had given way to dusty, metalic scents, strong enough to penetrate through the odor of the Walker's swesat.

"Hold tight,” the Walker said. "I'm going to run hard and hope to leave them behind. They may not be able to perceivett
Hanger Gate. Not everyone can, but if the gods turn out the dogs, being far ahead is our only hope. The Hangers don't like
invaders."

Fluffinella knew that by dogs the Walker meant fu dogs—not her parents, but the gods own fu dogs. She hadn't seen th
Shiriki had, recently, though Fluffinella was somewhat confused about the circumstances of the meeting—and he had
spoken scornfully of them to Chamballa

"They have our nose and the general appearance,” he had said, "even something of the magic, but they are poor things
compared to our generation and those that sired us. They do have something on us, though—size and teeth. The bitchestt
brought me to were my size and half again."

Chamballa had shushed him then, but Fluffinella had often heard Shiriki grumble about the gods' dogs to himself.

The Walker carried her through the Hanger plane for so long that Fluffinella's jaws began to ache and her nose to throb
frequent bumps into his muscular back. Her few glimpses of the plane did not encourage her to look more. It was adrab ¢
black and white and steel gray.

After awhile, the Walker spoke, his breathing easier now and his gait steady. He reached around, grabbed Fluffinella, a
carried her in hisarms again.

"In case we get separated, I'm going to tell you how to get to Kai Wren, My uncle told me that fu dogs were bred to per
and locate gates. What do you see over there—at the farthest reach of the horizon?"

"A bal," she said promptly.

"Good show!" he exclaimed. "Y ou are sharp!"



Fluffinellawagged her tail.

"Now, to find Kai Wren, you need to get to that ball or one like it. They're scattered throughout this plane. Most people |
to hunt for them, but you ..."

He shook his head in admiration.

"When you get to the ball, check to seeif it's mostly blue and green—more blue than green, in fact. Can you read?’

"I'm only afew weeks old!" the puppy protested.

"Sorry." He went on painstakingly to describe how to recognize the North American continent, then how to find Californ
and, finally, how to locate San Francisco. When he was certain that she had that, he told her: "When you've found the pla
press down on the ball with your paw. Y ou may need to press hard, since you're so little. When a thin beam of white light
appears, roll the ball so that San Francisco is directly under that light. Press again. When the light turns yellow, you'll see ¢
Go through it. After that, trust your nose. There can't be many demons in San Francisco. Will you know one by scent?"

"Uh-huh. They smell like you."

"Do we redly smell that much different from gods?"

"Oh, yes!"

The Walker mused on this for amoment, never stopping his steady canter. Then he laboriously described me—both as
and in my usua human form. Then he made Fluffinella memorize the message we had already been given. All of thiswas
while loping through aflatland that resembled a nearly monochrome Cubist painting.

The ball—which | recognized as being similar to the mapping globes | used on the transit plane—was growing more dist
when they heard the first low howls.

"Fu dogs!" said the Walker. " Shit! Now the Hangers will be alerted.”

He'd hardly finished speaking when there was a harsh, metallic clanking. Fluffinella glanced over his shoulder and saw
something angular and metallic materializing from athick slab of gray. Then the Walker had her by the scruff of her neck.

"I'm going to delay it," he said. "There's no reasoning with a Hanger. Y ou run to the ball and do what | told you. Go thro
the door as fast as you can.”

He slowed and set her on the ground, wheeling to face the menace clanking up behind them.

"I'll follow!" he promised. "Now go!"

And she did. There were confused images of the Walker battering with a quarterstaff at something larger than him by h
though far less solid. The baying of the fu dogs grew louder, too, interspersed with snarls and the reports of weapons.

And Fluffinellaran. She operated the gate (not without some fumbling), and hurried through the door that materialized jt
pair of shaggy blue-and-umber monstrosities came shambling up the hill.

To the eye, they were just barely recognizable as fu dogs. Their fangs were like those of a saber-toothed tiger, and they
at least the size of a horse, but chunky, like abear. Y et, Fluffinella's nose told her that they were fu dogs—and that they v
her enemies.

After she fled through the gate, Fluffinella remembered how the Walker had closed the door to the Hanger plane and pr
her head against the door. It dlid shut easily. When she inspected her surroundings, she found herself in an aley intersectir
Grant Street in Chinatown. The night was dark and somewhat foggy. Although sobbing with exhaustion and terror, she pu
nose to the ground and started tracking. She persisted until she reached Plum's house.

There, Wong Pang sensed her and came outside. Despite his peculiar odor, she thought him some strange fu pup, and gl.
followed him into the house.

"And that'sal," she finished. "Isthat enough for the dragon?"'

Li Piao communed with the bowl's resident spirit. " The dragon thinks so. Some parts are sketchy and . . . Kai Wren, the
dragon seems puzzled by the pup's perceptions. It says they are abnormally sharp.”

"They are," | agreed. "I've never seen anything like them. If I'd realized how easily fu dogs can track across planes, 1'd |
tried some experiments with Shiriki and Chamballa."

"It makes sense," Plum said. "If they were bred to protect the gods' temples, they would need to be able to follow their
across the planes.”

"Yes," | said, reaching to pat Fluffinella. " The globe she used also puzzled me. I've never seen onelike it. Wasiit natural
that plane or did the Walker create it?"

"Or," Li Piao added, "did the fu dog's own power make a mapping globe more effective?

"That's a possibility," | admitted. "Well, in addition to alog of Fluffinellas route, | think we have a good idea why Po Shie
wanted Shiriki and Chamballa."

Plum frowned at me. "Not in front of the puppy!"

Fluffinellalooked at her. "My mom said that, too. Why?'

"Because," Plum said, coloring, "it isn't very nice."

"Oh."

"Who do you think told He of the Towers of Light where | am?' | asked, withholding suspicions of my own.



"Either Spilling Moonbeams or her father," Plum answered immediately, "but since no trouble has come from that, | thinl
can assume that they're still on your side.”

| nodded. "And judging from the dream | had last night, Vissisworried."

"What dream?" asked Plum.

| gave aquick summary, leaving out my romantic speculations. Those were private, but | wondered if she caught some
tone anyhow, for she looked at me and frowned.

"I wonder how much longer we're safe here?" she asked. "If the gods' fu dogs track Fluffinella, or the Walker is questio
we might have visitors any moment. I'd hate to put my neighborsin jeopardy."

"Good point," said Li Piao, "and | know just where we can go."

He gestured toward the living room, where the bottles we had taken from Viss stood ranked on a coffee table. The daw
wasjust filtering through the blinds, making the glass resemble liquid gems.

"Tell us, Kai Wren, are any of those fit for habitation?"

We chose the green-and-orange bottle for several reasons, not the least of which was that since it had not been in Viss'
possession, even briefly, she could not have set any traps or tracers within it. The bottle itself we hid beneath alayer of tol
in Plum'’s upstairs-bathroom linen closet.

As| stowed the remaining bottlesin abox at the back of Plum's pantry closet, | wondered about the various sages who
resided in some of them. | hoped that their extended meditations had not been too greatly disturbed by recent events. | wol
need to check on them when this was over—assuming | survived.

Theinterior of the green-and-orange bottle was the basic landscape template | use when I'm concentrating on other thin
couple of mountains with attendant valleys and hills, ariver or two to supply fresh water and to generate a bit of native ch
basic plants and critters. Maybe fifty acresin all, nothing like the universes |'ve stored in some bottles.

"What does this bottle do?" asked Plum after | had shown them all how to enter and exit, and we had set up housekeepit
generic valley. "I mean, it's very pretty, but it doesn't seem to reflect one hundred and twenty years of work."

"Oh?' | said, cocking an eyebrow at hen "I didn't know you knew so much about creating magical bottles."

She colored, but held her ground. "I1t's nowhere near as elaborate as your other bottle.”

"And how do you know that my home didn't take me even longer to create?' | asked, then | relented. "You'reright. The
magic in this oneis not related to itsinterior decor. It's something else entirely."

| had all of their attention now. Even Wong Pang stopped begging hopefully for scraps from the table.

"It will grant me wishes," | said softly. "Threeto be precise.”

"Three wishes?' Li Piao repeated. "For anything?"

"Within reason,” | said, "I couldn't end the universe or raise the dead or suchlike. Nor can it inspire a permanent change
heart in a person.”

"But we could wish that Viss had never been!" said Plum eagerly.

I held up awarning finger. "Consider the ramifications of that wish. If Viss had never been, what other things never wol
have happened?’

"Oh." Plum thought some more. "Oh. | see what you mean. Those three wishes aren't going to provide an easy answer,
they?'

"No," | agreed. "But they will be avaluable tool. Now, the first thing we should do is rescue Shiriki and Chamballa—anc
pups,” | added quickly, seeing Fluffinella's anxious look.

"Wish 'em here," suggested Ba Wa.

"I'd hate to waste a wish on something we can do ourselves,” | said. "Besides, we need to find the Walker—or at least |
what happened to him. We can hunt for him when we rescue the others."

"Can't just wish for him, too?" asked BaWa sadly.

"Not agood idea," | said. "We don't know where heis or if he's still alive. Besides, we're going to need those three wish
bigger things. If you're afraid, you can stay behind."

BaWalooked asif he didn't think that was abad idea at all, and | did not press him. Scrub demons were not known for
their courage or their reliability, and he had been behaving far beyond the limits of his type.

"I assume that we will backtrack Fluffinella's route to find Shiriki and Chamballa," stated Li Piao. "Can you make a gate
through the wall like the Walker did?"

"I think so," | answered, wishing | could be that certain. "Fluffinellawill go with me. She has aremarkable gift for traver
the planes."

"Y ou're not going with just a puppy to protect you!" objected Plum. "I'll come with you."

"My good lady"—I sighed—"what could you do to help? Thisis not a matter in which knowledge of feng shui would be
use."

"Still," she persisted stubbornly, "you shouldn't go aone. Y ou're not up to your full strength. Look at the trouble the Walk



into out there."

"I will go with Kal Wren," Li Piao assured his granddaughter. "1 do have magic—quite a bit more than | know how to en
And perhaps Spilling Moonbeams can be recruited to assist us.”

Plum might not like that ideaat all, but she couldn't help but admit that a demoness—even one of the unsubstantial youn
generation—would be a great help.

"Y ou and the scrub can remain here in the bottle and hold the fort," | said. "If my dream held any truth, Vissis not waitir
quietly for usto act. She's searching for us, even as we speak."

BaWalooked asif he was regretting his desire to stay behind, but Wong Pang bounced and barked sharply, clearly stati
desire to remain with Plum.

"Areyou willing to stay here dlone?' | asked Plum. "It could be dangerous.”

"Especidly if Vissfinds us,” she said, nodding. "I'll stay. | hate the idea of her getting ahold of the one place we know is

| smiled approvingly, "If you need something to distract you from the prospect of an invasion by Viss, you could remodel
landscape's feng shui—design it so that it will aid in our defense, perhaps.”

"I could do that," Plum answered, growing somewhat more cheerful, "especiadly if BaWaand Wong Pang use their ma
move the heavier items for me."

"Can't move mountains!" Ba Wa protested.

"I won't need you to do that," she assured him with asmile, "just afew rivers."

So it was decided. When contacted via Ba Wa, Spilling Moonbeams proved amenable. Within twelve hours of Fluffinell
arrival, we set out to rescue Shiriki and Chamballa.

TWELVE

With a sword borrowed from Seven Fingers concealed within sidewise space and some magic once more at my call, | fe
more myself as we departed the Bottle of Wishesfor the travel plane.

I knew well this confidence was foolish. | was far reduced from the demon who had some months before destroyed fou
scrub demons with barely an effort, far weaker than the arrogant creature who had swaggered about making inquiries anc
missing the forest for the trees. But | did feel good, and some of my confidence spilled over to my companions.

Li Piao had conjured the spirit of the dragon bowl (anew trick and one | had not needed to teach him) and it flew beside
sometimes resting on his shoulder and whispering in his ear. Spilling Moonbeams bore along, slender, polished piece of wc
resembled a staff, but | would have wagered what magic | still possessed that it concealed as many secrets as did one of |
bottles. Fluffinellatrotted in front, stumbling occasionally over her own paws. Her footing might have been less than sure, |
she led us directly to one of those complex spheres.

| did not seeit at first, but when in response to my query, she touched it with her nose, | could just perceiveit. My ego v
comforted in that Spilling Moonbeams also had to struggle to seeit; but, with ajoint effort, we brought it forth from whate
had shrouded it from sight.

This sphere was shaded mostly black and gray, with occasional seas of white. | spun it under my fingers.

"Fluffinella, can you tell us where you entered the Hanger Plane?’

"I can try."

While | slowly spun the globe, she set her nose to the sphere and sniffed enthusiastically.

"There!" she said, indicating atriad of dark cubes. "That's the place."

| had started to press down on the sphere to activate it when Spilling Moonbeams said:

"I wonder if we could go directly to that other plane— the one you told me the Walker had found was tangential to Origi

"Wemight," | said, "but there are afew problems with that course.”

"Oh?'

| had the impression of eyebrows arching within the shadows of her face and hastened to explain.

"One, we need to find the Walker, and he was last seen on the Hanger Plane. Two, | don't know how large that tangent
planeis. We could wander for along time before finding something that Fluffinella recognized. She has a better chance at
tracking from the Hanger Plane.”

Spilling Moonbeams twirled her staff. "But can't the dragon spirit guide us?"

Li Piao shook hishead. "It is only a manifestation of a scrying bowl—an automation of amap."

The dragon hissed, indignant.

"At least in regard to this," Li Piao clarified. "I'm afraid it knows no more than the fu pup. Its greatest virtueisthat it car
become confused in what it does know. Is there a particular reason that you do not wish to retrace her steps?’

Silver framing darkness nodded.



"Y es. Wouldn't the gods be wise to await us? Couldn't we be walking into an ambush?"

"We might,” | said firmly, "but we cannot be certain that they believe anyone is coming. The gods would be wiser to cen
their forces on Shiriki and Chamballa rather than scattering them hither and yon. | don't know enough about these Hanger
to guess what they will do."

Spilling Moonbeams relented then, but | could tell that she was still very nervous.

Not wishing to delay any longer, | pressed down on the globe and activated the gate. After we had hurried through, | shi
way behind us. Fluffinellaimmediately began snuffling the ground, while Li Piao sent the dragon ahead to mark the way.

"I smell the Walker," Fluffinella reported when we were afew hundred paces from the gate, her rough-edged voice ver
"The scent isfaint, though."

"Keep sniffing,” | said. "We will keep watch."

We strode on, listening for the metallic clanking that would herald the approach of the Hangers, al three of ustoo seaso
jump at shadows, yet jittery with aertness. Our route took us across an area divided into rectangular channels walled off f
each other by smooth, flat partitions. The partitions were not terribly high, so the effect was rather like being giants walkin
amaze meant for mice.

In the distance, we could see what might have been aforest of wiry, leafless trees. Beyond the forest was something
towering and black: a mountain range made from jumbled cubes. When a breeze blew, it rattled through the skinny trees,
carrying with it afine dust that made my eyes gritty and my nose run.

| longed to shift into another shape, but | did not want to waste my limited chi on something so incidental, so | bore the
discomfort and hoped that the dust was not interfering with Fluffinella's sense of smell.

After atime, she halted and, bidding usto wait, quested about, her flat face touching the ground. At last, she looked up.

"The Walker's scent goes that way," she said, indicating the forest to our right.

"The way to the gateisthis direction," chirped the dragon spirit, darting ahead.

"I know," Fluffinelasaid, "but the Walker went thisway."

"Of hisown accord?" | asked.

"The Hanger smell overlies his," she said. "I don't know."

"Canyou scry?' | asked Li Piao.

"I cantry," hesaid, "but as| have never met the Walker ..."

Severa minutes later, he looked up from the bowl and shook his head regretfully.

"Itisas| feared. Fluffinella'simpressions are not strong enough for me to use. Also, | have the feeling that this placeis
conducive to my magic."

Spilling Moonbeams nodded. "Y es. The chi isbound into the forms that surround us. It would be difficult to do much ma
here."

"So," | said, while Li Piao poured the contents of his scrying bowl back into aflask, "do we go straight or follow the Wal
scent?'

"Follow the scent,” said Li Piao.

Fluffinella panted agreement; even Spilling M oonbeams agreed with only minimal hesitation.

"Hisuncle values him," she said, glancing about nervously, "but let us hasten. This place makes me very nervous. | feel :
we are being watched."

We went away from the gate then, avoiding passing beneath the wiry trees for as long as we could without going too fa
the route dictated by Fluffinella's keen nose. There were no fallen |eaves beneath the trees, just a smooth, flat, metallic sul
devoid even of the mazelike markings. Since the ground rose dlightly as we penetrated more deeply into the forest, our fee
began to dide.

| longed for claws, but settled for stepping carefully and trusting the rubber soles of my hiking shoes. Eventualy, | had t
Fluffinella, periodically setting her down to ensure that we were still on course. A sound ominously like thunder rumbled in
direction of the Cubist mountains.

Li Piao gave an unconvincing grin. "I guess we're perfectly safe since we're standing under awhole forest of lightning ri

"I wish that wasthe case," | said, "but the ground could conduct, and | fear we will be in trouble then— especially if we
complete acircuit.”

"And where are the Hangers?' fretted Spilling Moonbeams. "We've been here for hours, and they haven't found us.”

"When the Walker fled here with Fluffinella, the Hangers did not emerge until the howls of the fu dogs alerted them to
intruders," | said with aconfidence | did not feel. "Perhaps we have been too stealthy and they have not yet detected us."

"Perhaps," she said, but she did not sound reassured.

| thought her nervousness odd. She was a demon, possessed of a demon's powers, but in many ways she was more timi
the merely human Plum. Was this because she was more attuned to the dangers we faced? Or was it because she had be
told for much of her life that she was somehow a diminished demon, whereas Plum was not only a competent human, but
specialized sorceress as well?

| put such mysteries from me and was preparing to set Fluffinella down to check the scent once more when a stray mot



caught my eye. Looking up, | found what we were seeking.

The Walker was suspended in the boughs of one of the wiry trees. His six limbs were contorted at uncomfortable angle
his centaurian torso and held firmly in place by cable-thick loops of "branch.” Other cables twined around hiswaist, his bar
and histhroat. So restrained, he could not speak, but his large brown eyes blinked rapidly. It was this fluttering of his eyelit
had caught my attention.

Lightning flashed again, and thistime | was certain that | felt the dight prickling of an electric charge.

"Don't anyone cry out,” | said, "but if you look into the boughs of the large tree ahead and dlightly to the left, you will see
Walker."

My companions did as they were bid, and | heard two suppressed gasps and a smothered yip.

"How do we get him down?" asked Fluffmellaquietly.

"] am open to suggestions,” | admitted. The situation did not look good. The Walker was firmly imprisoned, and | felt cer
that any effort to free him would aert the Hangers. It also might end hislife—I didn't like how that one cable in particular
wrapped snugly about his neck.

Moreover, an eectrical storm was moving in. Sparks jolted from the tree trunks. | had no doubt that in the midst of the s
there was to be aflurry of lightning bolts as well. That they might be directed at us seemed quite plausible. There were nc
places and the maze plain was along way below.

But what if ...

An idea so twisted that it seemed quite possible occurred to me then. | whispered to my companions:

"At my word, | want all of you to climb the Walker's tree."

"Why?" asked Li Piao.

"Just doit!" | said. "We don't have much time before the storm strikesin full.”

Fluffinelawhined in fear. "But | can't climb!”

"Don't worry," | assured her, already heading toward the tree. "I've got you."

The trunk of the tree was as smooth as a section of pipe, but | boosted Li Piao up, handing Fluffinellato him.

Spilling Moonbeams hovered beside me and, when | was ready, gave me a boost. Then she flew up into the branches.

Assoon asthe tree felt us, there was a powerful rippling in its boughs. Small branches wriggled and hooked our clothing
Larger branches flexed slowly, apparently trying to coil about us as they had about the Walker.

They met with immediate difficulty. There were too many of usto be effectively entrapped, especialy as all but the sme
branches moved in ponderous slow motion.

Spilling Moonbeams quickly grasped the situation and used her insubstantial form to complicate matters for the tree. Mal
an arm or aleg solid, she would leave it that way only long enough for a branch to grab her. When the branch was set, shy
would mist into light and shadow once more. The rest of us could not do as much to confuse our would-be captor, but we
struggled and climbed, keeping in constant motion, ruining our clothing and enduring myriad gashes from the sharp tendrils.

Asthe tree attempted to capture us, it was forced to loosen its hold on the Walker. He freed one arm first and used it tc
at the cable around histhroat. Then he gasped:

"The Hangerswill come! Flee while you can!"

"As soon asthe stormisover," | said, pushing a cable off of my leg and watching it coil over itself before beginning to re
for Fluffinella. "Quickly, tell me, am | right in assuming that the Hangers put you here?"

"Yes." The Walker looked puzzled at my query. "l fought as best | could, but they captured me and brought meto this pl

"Good. Have you been here through a storm?”

The Walker's face paled at the memory. "l have."

"Then we should be safe here for the duration of thisone." | lifted Fluffinella away from the cable and climbed afew fe
of itsreach. "I took a gamble that they would not have imprisoned you in a place where you would be killed."

"Quite agamble," the Walker said. "What if thiswas the first storm since I'd been here?"

| shrugged as best | could. "Then we would all have died."

"We would have anyway," called Li Piao. He had made hisway to arelatively stable place where two thick limbs met r
the main trunk of the tree. "L ook at that storm!"

It was even more impressive than | had imagined. Jagged bolts of lightning in retina-searing shades of gold, green, and b
plunged from the massed clouds. Sometimes they struck the taller trees. These then gouted forth smaller, but no less lethal
from limbs and branch tips. Sparks glittered along the trunks.

When the bolts struck the ground, the metallic surface below liquefied. The molten metal swirled along the polished surf
surrounding it, joining with other streaml ets, sometimes becoming raging streams that ran with eectricity aswell as metal.

How does it become polished again? | wondered, even as | basked in relief that my guess had been correct. Had we
chosen to flee into the plains below, most of uswould be dead. Even Spilling Moonbeams would have found escape difficL

Deafened by the thunder cracks that accompanied each lightning bolt, | did not notice when the storm began to abate. L
Piao's gestures directed my attention to where the Cubist mountains were becoming visible behind parting clouds.



"Can we get down now?" Fluffinella asked, when the last sparks faded some fifteen minutes later. She was trembling, a
shirt and trousers were downed with the green-and-orange fur she had shed in her panic. "I've got to pee."

| glanced at the Walker. With Spilling Moonbeams's assistance he had worked free of the branches, but they were coilir
after him again. His size made evasion difficult, but he was still a demon and brought his enormous strength to bear in orde
dissuade them.

"Wait," he said, pushing back a singularly stubborn branch. "There is more to come. Can you hear the wind?"

Now that he drew it to our attention, even my numbed hearing caught the rumbling howl that was building in the directio
the mountains.

"It will reach herein about thirty seconds,” the Walker said. "Grab on to something and hold on tight."

"The tree will get usagain!" protested Fluffinella.

"Thewind doesn't last long, but ..."

The words were literally blown out of his mouth. Despite hiswarning, it was all | could do to keep afirm hold on both tk
pup and the tree limb. My eyes screwed shut of their own volition—my ears would have done the same if | had possessec
spare chi. Tiny granules cut into my exposed skin, abraded the many cuts caused by the tree's tendrils. | felt, rather than f
Fluffinella's terrified howl.

Then, just as | thought | could bear it no longer, the wind died. When | could force my eyes open once more, | saw that
metal ground below had been polished smooth. Not a trace of the many spillways and channels that had marked it remaing

The Walker kicked away the branches that had been restraining him and floated to the ground. He held up hisarms.

"Toss me Fuffinella," he called. And then, as| did so, he smiled. "And thanks for coming to rescue me!"

The Walker told us the rest of his story as we slipped and did down to the plains, angling our route to where the dragon -
assured us the gate awaited.

"There isn't much you don't know," he said. "I turned back to give Fluffinella a chance to escape. The Hangers got me.
They're frightfully hard to fight. Their bodies are like the trees—not given to mass, but incredibly dexterous.

I've never had any luck going after them with an edged weapon, and it's hard to batter them. What works best is magic,
they have the chi tied up in some odd way . . ."

He shrugged. "So they got me."

"Did the fu dogs help them?' | asked. "The ones the gods sent after you?"

"No," hereplied. "l saw a contingent of Hangers go after the two at the Earth Gate. No fu dogs got hung in the tree witt
so | don't know what happened to them."

He glanced at Fluffinella, reluctant to discuss the detailsin her hearing. | could easily guess the options: escape, capture,
death. The last seemed most probable.

Li Piao conferred with the dragon, who was once more resting upon his shoulder.

"We don't have far to go," he said. "We should see the gate soon. The dragon says the only reason we haven't already i:
its frame blends into the surrounding surface.”

Fluffinella, till cradled in the Walker's arms, licking her wounds, craned her neck to look.

"l can seeit," she said, apparently puzzled by our blindness. "Another ball. This oneislots of different colors, blended to
in round blotches."

"We won't make it there without being discovered by the Hangers," the Walker said with morose certainty. "They put m
that tree for some obscure purpose of their own. | must believe that they know | have escaped.”

"You're awfully gloomy," said Spilling Moonbeams pertly. She was walking with us, partly substantial, conserving her ch
case of danger. "We rescued you, didn't we? Why shouldn't we get out of here, too?"

"Because thisisthe Hangers plane," the Walker said, "and they're very good at defending it."

| was about to suggest that he lope ahead with Fluffinella and open the gate when there was an ominous clanking and tir
metal on metal. Then, from the broken ground in front of us, the Hangers rose.

Or perhaps | should say The Hanger rose, for my first impression was not of many creatures, but of one great monster |
from intertwining segments of wire. The average section was about as big around as my index finger, but there were othe
twice or three times as thick. These, on closer inspection, proved to be several cables twisted together.

The Hanger elongated, becoming a steel-mesh barrier fifteen feet high and at least three times as wide. Its segments wi
roughly triangular, but too small for any of us except possibly Fluffinella and the insubstantial demoness to pass through.

The creature had taken advantage of the terrain, picking a spot where the maze walls rose higher than usual. We could
around it, but we could not go over. Even as| started to double back, | heard more ringing of metal on metal and a second
grouping began to emerge from behind us. We were well and fitly trapped. | had no doubt that given time the segments wc
merge overhead. Then .. . .

Would they care to capture us, given that we had helped the Walker to escape, or would they just figure we were a bad
realy didn't want to wait to find out.



"Out of herel" | ordered Spilling Moonbeams. "Y ou, too, Walker. Y ou can't help us from here."

Demons do not cultivate foolish nobility. We lost al of that tendency early in our wars. The two fled as | had commande
taking the fu pup with them.

"Any ideas?' | saidto Li Piao, as casually as| could. "Y ou're the one with the power."

The old man looked back and forth between the two converging Hanger clusters.

"I'vetried flying out, but something keeps forcing me down!"

The triangular segments of Hanger within the barrier were now moving up and down, irresistibly reminding me of movin
mouths. They might be toothless, but | had no doubt that they could crush and rend. Curved claws were emerging at the jc

Capturing us did not seem to be what the creatures had in mind. Above the sound of the barrier closing, a clattering nois
me that the Walker and Spilling Moonbeams were having troubles of their own.

"Oh, for apair of wire cutters!” Li Piao said mournfully.

"Conjure some then!" | said.

"l don't know how!"

There wasn't time to instruct him properly. Instead, | grasped his temples.

"Put your hands in front of you," | ordered, "and visualize what it is that you want. Be as precise as possible. | don't have
much chi, but . .."

"Wire cutters,” Li Piao muttered, "big ones, like bolt cutters, long handles, hard stedl.”

While he muttered, | merged my limited chi with his much greater store. It helped that his chi was related to my chi, fol
great powers had been activated by the charge | had given him back when | was till his healer. Our joined chi took direct
from me, shape from him. | heard his triumphant cry as the desired cutters manifested in his thin hands.

They were just what he had requested, complete with insulated handles, padded in rubber foam. He clipped the cutters ¢
the nearest section of Hanger and pushed down hard. The wirelike surface resisted for a moment, then gave with acry lik
broken guitar string.

"Got it!" Li Piao shouted.

"Go for the thicker parts,” | said. "We need to cut thejoints. I'll help push.”

He aimed the cutters, and | put my strong hands on the handles just above his wrinkled and age-gnarled ones.

"Pressdown!" | ordered.

We did. The doubled cable tried to wrest free, tried to uncoil, but we sliced it apart. A few more cuts and we had made
big enough for usto dip through. Aswe ran out of the culvert, my arm supported a heavily panting Li Piao. Conjuring can
hard work, even for a powerful natural magician.

Behind us, | could hear the rattling as the damaged Hanger barrier reoriented on us. Fortunately, at least for the moment
was blocking itsfellow.

Meanwhile, Fluffinella had reached the gate sphere and was in the process of activating it. Spilling Moonbeams guarded
dodging in and out of the grasp of small, hook-headed Hangers who defied logic and gravity to flap around her like weird |
The Walker stood afew yards away, dealing with another such cluster. Shiny blue ichor ran from numerous slashesin his

"Hangers!" said Li Piao, histoneincredulous. "They're Hangers!"

"I know," | said, hoping the strain had not broken the old man's mind. " Can you use the cutters to help Spilling M oonbear
think | can use my sword to snag some of the rest. We only need a few more minutes, and we're through."

"I can," the old man said.

We beat back the flying Hangers as best we could. The cut ones lost the ability to fly. The ones| snagged on my sword
chewed the blade up something fierce. Anything less than Seven Fingers's steel would have been rendered useless. | foun
| could sling a snagged Hanger at one of its flying fellows, causing them both to tangle and crash.

Yet for al our valor, we were near to being overwhelmed when we heard Fluffinella's high-pitched bark:

"[t'sopen! Hurry!"

Retreating side by side with the Walker, | caught glimpses of Spilling Moonbeams and Li Piao doing the same. We stum
through the opening in the air, and stumbled again on the soft ground on the other side.

Four-legged, the Walker kept his footing, damming the gate shut behind us and dropping the bar. On this side, the gate Ic
like adoor, and | was too weary to ask questions. Someday, | would ask the Walker for his theories about the appearance
gates, but not just then.

For now, my main concern was that the gods would have set someone to watch this gate, but Li Piao's dragon reported
areawas clear, Fluffinella sniffed the air, sneezing at the floral scents that perfumed it, and confirmed the dragon's report.

"They were Hangers!" Li Piao said indignantly as soon as he had caught his breath.

The Walker studied him, obviously wondering what insane creature | had found to aid me.

"Of course they were Hangers," he said. "What else would they be, demons?"

"No, | don't mean that," said Li Piao. "l mean they were hangers—metal clothes hangers, just like the ones | put my shir

He paused and considered: "Wéll, not just like. The ones at home have never tried to attack me. Where are we now, the



of lost socks?"

"Precisely,” said the Walker. "'l had heard the legend and ..."

"Wait!" protested Li Piao. "I don't understand.”

"Thelegend," repeated the Walker, glancing at me. "The legend that missing socks turn into wire clothes hangers—thisi
reason why you aways have too many hangers and too few socks. For that to be true, there had to be some continuity be
the planes. Everyone knows that drawers and cabinets often have access to other dimensions.”

"They do?' asked Li Piao, glancing at me for reassurance.

The Walker added socthingly, "It'strue. That's why things you are certain you put securely away get lost or end up
transferred to another place entirely."

"I've never studied the theory,” | said, "but I did encounter it in my work on bottles.”

The old man held his head. "I think I've been through too much. The lightnings must have fried my brain. Wherein all tr
we?"'

"Thisisthe Sock Plane," explained the Walker patiently. "It is contiguous with the plane we call Origin, although, naturall
two planes do not intersect. That's why the gods had no guards here when | passed through before. Like the Hanger Plan
chi isbound up in its own nature, so it is not an inviting place for our kind."

"Right. Just as you say, my good demon.” Li Piao held up hishand. "I don't think | want to know."

| decided the time had come for introductions.

"Vaiant Walker," said I, my tone at its most conciliatory, "most of you know each other . . ."

"That isso," said the Walker. "I am pleased to see Spilling Moonbeams again.”

"And | you," came her soft voice from the shadowed face.

The Walker patted the fu pup. "And | am delighted that Fluffinella made her escape. | wondered if | was dangling in the
all for nothing."

The fu pup replied by licking his face.

| then said, "But | do not believe that you have met my friend, Li Piao. He is ahuman, a sorcerer, and a master of kites.’

The Walker bent his head in aslight bow. "I am honored and grateful .

"And this humble oneis pleased to make the acquai ntance of the Walker Between Planes," Li Piao replied, "and begs th
forgive this one hisignorance and incredulity."

"There is nothing to forgive," the Walker said, "now that | know you are human. Our learnings are different. Had | studi
your aura, | would have known. The fault ismine."

| hastened to interrupt before the next exchange of apologies and compliments could begin.

"The tangential point between Origin and this plane cannot be far," | said, "if we understood Fluffinella correctly."

"Itisn't,” the Walker said. "However, | lack the tools with which | pinpointed it last time. The Hangers |eft me with little
my life."

"I can smell the way," yapped Fluffinella. "The odor is strong—gods and fu dogs both!"

"If everyoneisrested," | said, "then we should go on as quickly as possible.”

We did this, laboring across the soft surface. Li Piao looked bemused as we rounded mounds of balled socks, hiked acrc
unmatched socks, slipped over fine woven silk stockings or labored over the broken ground of coarse weave. The colorsy
brilliant and vivid, patterned occasionally in argyles or prints.

"Have we become small," Li Piao asked me, "or have the socks become large?”

"Neither, really,” said I, "just as you do not shrink to enter my bottle, so we do not change to come here. We merely ente
the Tao of the place.”

"If you say s0," he said, but he did not cease looking puzzled.

The place where the plane came closest to Origin proved to be—at |least as perceived from this side—a heap of oversiz
matel ess tube socks.

"Li Piao," the Walker said, "could you assist Spilling Moonbeams and me to pinpoint the best point to cut our gate?"

The two younger demons had been talking softly as we progressed, and | surmised that Spilling Moonbeams had told the
Walker of my mishaps. It felt odd not to be consulted on a magical matter, but | had to admit that they were correct in not
so. | covered my feelings by drawing my much-chewed-upon sword from sidewise space and standing guard. We had not
encountered anything dangerous, but that was no excuse to get lax.

Li Piao unwrapped the dragon bow! and, calling its wandering spirit back into residence, poured in water. Over this, he
piece of old Chinese cash through whose square center hole he had tied a silken cord.

"To theright of where you are standing, Walker," he said. "No, abit more to the left. Up afew inches. That's good. Nov
the left just atouch more. Put your thumb there. That point is the same one through which you passed last time you were

"Good!"

Spilling Moonbeams lifted Fluffinella so that her round golden eyes were level with the Walker's thumb.

"What do you see there, Fluffinella?’



"A thumb?'

"Anything else?'

"Just the socks."

The demoness set the dog down. "Well, that's not too good. The gods have sealed the Walker's portal ."

"Can you make another?" | asked, not ceasing in my restless scanning of the colorful hills. | was certain | had seen moti
there was no need to call alarm prematurely.

"I can," he said, "but the Hangers have taken my tools and my personal chi islow. I'll need help."

Spilling Moonbeams said, "I have chi stored in my staff, but no skill in making gates.”

"And|," Li Piao said, asif he was still uncertain about making such declarations, "am apparently quite powerful—thougt
have about as much knowledge of how to use my powers as would a child.”

"Gather round, then," the Walker said. "I've made a study of gates, natural and otherwise. What do you see out there, K
Wren?'

"Movement," | answered, "something amorphous. Do you know what dwells here?

"Socks, asfar as| know," he answered, "and some odd bits of lingerie. Still, this planeisfull of holes..."

("Sockswould be," | heard Li Piao mutter.)

". .. And anything might wander in."

"I'll keep watching," | promised, for | knew well that amagical operation such as was contemplated might attract anythir
hungry for chi.

Twice more | saw something move, something larger than me, soft gray in color and covered with dense fuzz. It did not
venture closer than the second range of hills, so | did not attack, but | did not doubt that it was building its courage.

"We have adoor," caled the Walker triumphantly, then, " Shit! They've moved the dogs!"

"We might have expected that," | said, backing toward my companions so as not to lose sight of whatever lurked out bey
the hills. "And they will have been alerted by the opening of this gate."

"We cannot waste chi to open ancther gate,” Spilling Moonbeams said decisively. "Fluffinela, sniff out your family for u

She lifted the pup through the gate and stepped after. With those two committed, there was little we could do but follow
hope that this was the best course of action. | came through last, seeing that we were in the same pea-green room | had
glimpsed through Fluffinellas vision.

"Walker, can you bar the gate, but leave it open for our retreat?"

"Eadily," hesaid. "Tastethe chi here!"

Indeed, even | could do so. It flowed into me, replenishing what | had exhausted on this journey and even a bit beyond. |
see from the brightening auras of my companions that the effect was universal.

"No wonder the gods are reluctant to share this plane!” said Spilling Moonbeams. Her silvery hair snapped sparks asiif t
by an eldritch wind. "And no wonder Viss wants to conquer it!"

"Can someone open the door for me?' whined Fluffinella. "My family went thisway."

Spilling Moonbeams made a casual gesture with her staff, and the lock popped open. She smiled, the shadowy curves of
features more solidly visiblein black and dusky blue. The door swung open, and the puppy pelted through before | could ol
caution.

Cursing, | ran after, sword in hand. | realized that my comrades were doubtless drunk from tapping into this wellspring ¢
Even Li Piao was running along as if he had eaten the Peach of Immortality, hisfeet agood six inches above the ground.
retained some judgment, doubtless because even with the additiona chi, my partially restored demon nature was less pote
than what | was accustomed to.

| sprang into the air and glided after, not really flying, more like aboy pushing a scooter. In thisfashion | drew even witt
Fluffinela

"Take care," | cautioned her. "The gods will not relinquish your parents easily."

The others sobered enough to heed, but their eyes still sparkled asif they were on holiday. The Walker was tossing a ba
raw chi from hand to hand; Spilling Moonbeams had gathered hoops of tiny stars about her staff and was spinning them il
rings around a planet.

Fluffinellawagged her tail. "They're ahead. All of them and more."

The wagging ceased as she realized what that "more" must be.

"Any other scents?' | asked. "Gods? Guards?"'

"I can't be sure," she admitted. "The air isthick with an awful god smell."

"Right," | said. "Walker and Spilling Moonbeams, hold back a moment. Li Piao, send the dragon spirit to scout.”

The dragon reported the corridor was empty right up to where it opened into alarge garden.

"A kennd," it clarified, "with giant fu dogs roaming about |oose. Shiriki isin one cage; Chamballa and their pupsarein
another."

"No wonder Po Shiang didn't worry too much about guards,” | said, motioning for us to start that way and thinking of the



massive creatures that had chased Fluffinella. "I don't suppose any of you know of a secret weakness of fu dogs?”

Heads shook all around.

"Y ou're the expert,” Spilling Moonbeams said, "unless—Fluffinella?’

The pup'stail drooped so that the feathery ends dragged behind.

"l don't know anything."

"Then we'll improvise," | said. "Remember. We're not here to fight awar. We're here to fetch Fluffinella's family.”

"But how to distract the fu dogs?' | heard Li Piao say, then his old eyes twinkled. His wrinkled hands gathered chi, ther
kneaded it as | might clay. When it had solidified some, he shaped it into a quadrupedal form.

"A cat!" he said proudly. "Do fu dogs chase cats?"

If Fluffinella's bristling mane and baby growl were any indication, they did indeed. Quickly, we shaped afew more. | fo
that if someone gathered the chi for me, | could work it more skillfully thanany of the others.

"You are good at that,” said Spilling Moonbeams as she tossed me a glowing lump.

"Years of practice," | said depreciatingly, as a seventh cat rapidly took form.

"I think we have enough," yapped Fluffinella, interrupting our fun. "Some of the dogs are getting our scent.”

"We don't want to be trapped in this corridor," the Walker agreed. He produced a couple of mesh bags from loosely wo
chi. "Put the catsin the bags. Spilling Moonbeams and | will handle delivery."

"And when the way is clear we'll get the cages open,” | added.

The Walker and Spilling Moonbeams rushed down the corridor, lifting into flight as soon as they were outdoors. A cacoy
of barking told us that the cats were out of the bags.

"Comeon!" | said, gesturing, for nothing less than a shout would have carried over the sudden din.

We ran. The kennel area reminded me somewhat of Origin Park in Kong Shyh Jieh. Bright outpourings of the five elem
conducted chi into shapes vaguely like fountains. We ran over bars of primary colors, feeling them break and blend under
feet. | suspected that had | been born here, | would have known how to recognize the equivalents of floraand fauna. Asi
I was like a primitive confronted with a painting but seeing only blotches of color.

In the midst of thisvisual and mystical cacophony were creatures only too recognizable. Whatever the gods had done tc
dogsin the thousand years since the last Demon War, | did not think it an improvement.

Shiriki and Chamballa had an elegance about them despite their obvious powers. These creatures were strength without
elegance. They also were apparently far lessintelligent, for they chased after the chi cats with single-minded attention. Tt
who spotted us became confused. Swooping above, Spilling Moonbeams and the Walker diverted these with atossed firet
a sarcastic meow.

| knelt by Shiriki's cage to inspect the lock.

"At last, Lord Kai," he said, not quite reproachfully. "We never gave up hope."

"Good," | said, thinking of thetimesthat | had. "I'll have you out of herein ajiff."

"I want Po Shiang's blood," the dog growled.

"You may haveto stand in ling," | said, snapping the lock open. "Come on."

Li Piao had opened the other cage, and Chamballa and the pups spilled out. Asthey milled about my feet, there seemed
dozens.

"How many are there?' | asked, leading the way to the corridor while Li Piao sent his dragon to retrieve the two younge
demons.

"Eight," said Chamballa complacently, turning from sniffing noses with her spouse. "All healthy and bright."

"Only eight?' | said, certain | saw more.

"They multi-manifest,” Shiriki said, herding a pup back into line. "It's a defense mechanism."

Pleased to learn that my recent trials had not driven meinsane, | sent Li Piao to lead the way back to where we had me
gate. Then | devoted myself to herding fu pups. | wasrelieved that | could still recognize Fluffinellaamong her similarly ¢
shlings.

"Don't let melose anyone," | told her.

"Right, Lord Kai!" she barked with a self-important wag of her tail.

We met no interference in the long corridors, athing | tried to convince myself was due to the presence of Shiriki and
Chamballa. Spilling Moonbeams and the Walker caught up with us just as we were funneling pups around the last bend. T
two young demons were laughing, heady from excess chi and success.

"The gods dogs are locked in their kennel," reported Spilling Moonbeams, "and the Walker has sealed the door tight as e
drum.”

"Good," | said. | would have said more, but a commotion from the front of the pack attracted my attention. A moment |e
Fluffinella skidded to a halt in front of me.

"Lord Demon! Li Piao needs you right away!"

| started running, darting around the fu pups.



"Why?' | asked.

"There are some people ..."

The pup didn't get a chance to finish before | skidded to a halt beside Li Piao. Fu Xian and Ken Zhao, Po Shi-ang's hum
lackeys, waited in the pea-green kennel room; they stood between us and our gate. The demon gambler Devor was with t

"Long time no see, Lord Demon," he said.

Devor still looked like a human conception of afallen angel, with his sweeping swan's wings and golden skin, but the dar
silver eyes were no longer expressionless. They looked worried, and no wonder. He and his pals were outmatched. Oned
and two human sorcerers were nothing against my team—even without the fu dogsto tip the balance.

"Hello, Devor," said |, sparing a nod for each of the other two. "Y ou don't think you're going to stop us, do you?"

He surprised me.

"No. That's what we're supposed to do, but we're not even going to try. Instead, we have shielded this room from outsid
observation. We want to trade you some information for afavor."

"Oh? Show me evidence of your good faith. Get out of the way, so we can start moving pups.”

With the barest flutter of hiswings, Devor did so. The humans were less graceful but equally prompt.

"Move 'em out, Shiriki," | ordered. "Now, Devor. What do you have for me?"

Ken Zhao looked apprehensive, "Don't tell him anything until we have his promise, Devor."

Devor gave me a demon to demon grin. "Sure, Kenny."

"What do you want?' | asked.

"We're taking arisk, meeting you like this," Devor said. "We want you to cover for us."

"Oh?'

"Makeit look convincing that we tried to hold you back. Knock the humans out. Whatever it takes. Then, if you beat Vi
Po Shiang, assure the folks back home that we were on your side all along.”

"Y ou're staying here?"

Devor nodded. "There are complications. Our servitude cannot be severed just on our say-so. Were we to depart now, t
consequences would be painful—if not fatal."

Chamballawas rounding up a confused and overexcited pup, so | turned to Li Piao.

"Y ou heard what the demon wants. Can you and Spilling Moonbeams create a bomb? Make it so that either the Walker
can detonate it. | want him to pass through last since he's the best at sealing gates.”

The old gentleman nodded, awicked twinklein his eyes.

"Consider it done, Lord Demon."

| returned my attention to Devor.

"Now. Give me the dope. And fast."

The noble head bowed in acknowledgment.

"Ka Wren, you may have the impression that Viss and Po Shiang have solid backing for their plot. That's far from true.
has managed to charm and intimidate enough demons so that she does have afollowing, but my impression is that most of
would love an excuse to back out."

| didn't ask why they couldn't. Demons are like humans in possessing a herd instinct. Combine that with the fact that the
couple of rebels would be shredded to set an example for the rest, and Viss had a convincing argument against backsliding

Devor went on: "Po Shiang's position isworse. Most of the major gods are happy with the status quo. They don't want t
demons here and they don't share his lust for our real estate. Hisreal backing is with the younger set, the ones who think
will make their reputations.”

| nodded. Ever since | had tasted the chi of Origin, | had wondered what the gods had to gain by taking Kong Shyh Jieh

Fu Xian cut in somewhat morosely: "That's why Po Shiang needed our magical support, but he's put us on the fringes sit
got the dogs. | don't think he'll need us at all once the coup is complete.”

"We might even be," Ken Zhao added, "something of an embarrassment.”

"And you, Devor?' | looked at the demon gambler.

He shrugged, shedding a stray pinion. "They've been using me. | didn't care at first—it kept me in imbue. But some
masochigtic streak has kept me from reacquiring the habit, and the longer my head is clear, theless | like the situation.”

"So you've turned traitor."

"I prefer to think of it as reassessing the odds.”

Thelast pup was out. Li Piao was tossing an interesting blob of multicolored chi from hand to hand; doubtlessit contain
something that would trash the room without quite killing the three who would remain behind.

"Thisisinteresting,” | said, "but not quite enough. If you don't want Vissto learn of your betrayal, tell me one thing more

"What?' Devor's eyes narrowed into dlits.

"I want to know Po Shiang's god name.”

"But | don't know it," he protested.



Ken Zhao shook his head, his eyes widening with terror as he imagined Po Shiang learning of their treachery.

"WEell, then," | said, motioning to my companions to pass through the gate. "Well move on."

"l ..." Fu Xian swallowed hard. "I may know it. | learned a name early in our association. It may be his. Will that be
enough?'

| nodded. Spilling Moonbeams was through the gate. Li Piao had tossed his blob of preprogrammed chi to the Walker by
stepping through the oval.

Cautioudy, for spoken names can attract attention, Fu Xian conjured a pen and paper, and wrote: "Belcazzi."

| swallowed hard, filled with arush of fear and horror that rapidly became something like delight.

Nodding to the Walker that this was sufficient, | took the paper and tucked it into my pocket. It seemed to whisper to mi
the darkness.

Belcazzi.

Behind me, as | stepped through the gate, | heard the rumble of the chi bomb exploding.

Vibrations raced through my frame, my sight blurred. Again | was temporarily deafened, but through all that happened, |
remained centered. At last, | knew my enemy's name. | knew the one who had corrupted my beloved Viss with his cordia
ambition and chi. | knew him, and he would die.

Belcazzi.

THIRTEEN

Belcazzi.

| dwelled upon that name throughout al the long journey to our most recently established refuge, chewed over memorie
millennium and more old as | ran with the pack of fu dogs across the planes.

We had been enemies, he and |, for he had been squire to Chaholdrudan and had taken his master's death most personal
The Demon War had ended, however, before that enmity came to aterminal resolution. With the Truce, | believed it over
forever. Seemsthat all the Bad Old Things had not ended then, as | had naively believed.

If the Others thought me silent, they also respected that silence. | might have lost much of my power, but | was still Kai
Lord Demon, Godslayer. That reputation meant much to them. Thinking of Belcazzi, | wondered at the enemies those wor
had won for me.

| wondered, and | felt a sudden surge of pride, for | knew that however | had sought to deny it, | deserved those titles.

But Belcazzi!

It was no wonder | had not recognized him during my brief meetings with Po Shiang. Po Shiang was atall, thin aesthete
Belcazzi manifested most commonly as a powerfully built creature somewhat like a minotaur all of brass and iron, with cur
horns like scimitar blades and just as sharp. Despite this solid exterior, the pale eyesin that bovine head were shrewd and,
our demon troops had learned to their dismay, histactical sense was anything but plodding.

Habitual shapes mean much to us who can choose our form. Belcazzi's shape during the Demon Wars proclaimed that |
would batter through all that stood in hisway.

What was | to make of his mandarin guise? Perhaps nothing. He might have chosen it to impress his human recruits. In
case, it held no message for his foes. However, we demons have lived alongside humanity long enough to respect the
mandarins, for their training and guile permitted them to survive when emperorsfell.

Those ways have vanished now, along with the emperors and their courts. A system more modern reigns where once e
the least peasants knew that they lived in the center of the world, beneath the eye of Heaven. Y et the Red Army's new sy
have not won demon hearts— even as they have not won the real heart of China. We still answer to the potency of old thi

Po Shiang—Belcazzi as | now knew him to be—had donned scholar's garb. Did he seek to conceal the warrior he was,
was this a new self gestated in the thousand years since last we warred?

I mulled and | mused. Even as | did those things | knew that | was yet seeking to avoid doing what | must if | wereto w
war that had been given unto me. To do that, | must remember, and when | remembered | would know that for a thousan
years and more | had been a dupe.

In this state of mind, | was almost relieved to return home to a battle.

Shiriki scented the trouble first, even as the Walker was rigging one of his remarkable spheresto provide a bridge to car
fu pupsinto the green-and-orange bottle.

"Trouble, Lord Kai," the great green dog said to me. "I smell gods and demons.”

| did not doubt him. "How many?'

Shiriki turned his head where the Walker was keying his bridge and took a deep sniff.

"More than four."



"Of each?'

"y es”

That was not good. On our side, we had three demons, one human sorcerer, and amess of fu dogs. | ruled out Shiriki ar
Chamballa as combatants right away. They would be busy enough keeping their pups out of danger. | also could not count
Plum and the two scrub demons. Quite likely they were aready dead.

"Walker," | said, "don't activate the bridge yet. There has been a new development.”

| gave aquick briefing. When | was finished, Chamballa spoke; "1 agree with Shiriki, but | can add more. Among the de
is Tuvoon. Po Shiang is not among the gods."

"And Viss?' | couldn't decideif what | felt was hope or dread.

"Not her," Chamballasaid firmly.

"Do you recognize any other scents?' asked Spilling Moonbeams.

"Just Tuvoon."

"Good work, Chamballa," | said. "Now, thisismy plan. The four of uswill scout ahead. If Plum or the others need rescu
well doit. Otherwise, the first order of businessis staying dive. If that means abandoning the bottle, we will."

"But the wishes!" protested Li Piao.

"Our enemies don't know of them," | assured him. "Nor can they use them. We have other places we can hide. |'d rathe
one of them."

"How do you think they got in?' the Walker asked.

| shrugged. "Viss was searching for me. She may have found Plum's house and searched all the bottles. She may have
some bit of god magic. Y ou remember how much chi the gods have to burn. How Tuvoon got there isn't important for noy

| laughed bitterly. "Maybe Tuvoon has cometo join our side."

"Do you really think that?" asked Spilling Moonbeams.

| remembered the Smoke Ghost's arrogance, how | had defeated him in aduel he thought a foregone conclusion.

"No," | answered honestly, "but we cannot completely disregard the possibility. | would never have believed that Devor \
help us either."

The adult fu dogs protested that one or the other should accompany us, but | was adamant.

"We went through alot to set you free. I'm not taking any chances with you now. If we don't make it, go to either Sever
Fingers or He of the Towers of Light. Or flee now to some other plane. There's no reason for you to hang around.”

Shiriki looked offended. "There is plenty of reason, Lord Kai."

Fluffinellawanted to go with us as well, but fortunately her parents quashed that. No doubt she would be formidable in ti
but for now she would be just one more person to protect.

Without the fu pups, we did not need to enter the bottle via anything as obvious as the Walker's gate. Instead, | guided u
through aback entry | had kept secret until then. We emerged into thick forest and made our way as stealthily as possible
where we had made our camp.

Even aquick glance showed that Plum had not delayed in reconstructing the area's feng shui. A couple of large boulde
been positioned more advantageously, and the bed of alarge stream had been diverted a dozen or so feet to the south. Thy
were also afew rocks scattered apparently at random and a rather oddly angled fallen tree.

But aquick glance was al that any of uswere taking. Looking down from our concealed position, | quickly dismissed ar
faint hopes that Tuvoon and his party had come to talk truce. They had made themselves right at home in our camp.

Four of Tuvoon's stag-beetle guards were standing watch about the fringes. The long-barreled weapons they held so eas
their upper hands did not appear to be theronic rifles, athing for which | was deeply grateful. | wondered if Viss had refus
trust her son with the weapons.

Tuvoon himself stood in the center of the guarded perimeter accompanied by five creatures that | assumed were gods. -
merry band was occupied with something they had suspended from a sturdy sapling. It swung back and forth as Tuvoon p
it with the tip of one of his guard's spears. | heard afaint squeal and realized that what was hanging there was the scrub d
BaWa

My sense of irony noted immediately that the first time | had encountered Ba Wa he had been engaged in much the san
game with the body of Oliver O'Keefe. Thistime, however, there were afew differences. For one, BaWawas still alive.
another, he was working for me,

Li Piao started to rush to the rescue, but | restrained him with alight touch to his arm. The Walker and Spilling M oonbes
being demons, of course, felt no such surge of pity.

"Don't," | said. "That's what they want"

"But they don't know we're here," he protested.

"It tells us that someone is—someone they want to provoke. | would guess that Plum escaped, and they don't dare go af
her."

"Why?" said Spilling Moonbeams. "She's just a human.”



| felt aflash of annoyance. Thiswas no time for silly femalerivalry.

"Because sheisawizard in her own right,” | said sharply, "and I'd guess that she has attuned the bottle's chi to her use.’

The Walker had been studying the layout below. "Y es. She must have. That fallen tree has smashed one of the demon
guards. It's ill aive, but Tuvoon mustn't want to spare the resources to freeit sinceit's useless to him now."

"It'sawonder the other guards don't mutiny,” said Li Piao.

"They don't dare," | said. "Tuvoon istheir master."

Our discussion was interrupted by a deep, rumbling sound from the hills above the camp. This slope was covered with re
and now those rocks were beginning to roll.

" She's awakened the dragon!™ | gasped admiringly.

And the dragon emerged. It was less magnificent than the Lung Shan of my residential bottle, but then, it was younger.
the precise shade of Iapis lazuli absorbed the sunlight so that the sinuous body glowed. Its teeth were sapphire, and its eye
darkest shade of violet. | had been in a blue mood when | designed it, | suppose.

The blue dragon of the mountain caught the air currents and swam aloft. | thought | saw something small and black rise
meet it. Li Piao confirmed my guess.

"That's Wong Pang. Why is he till a Pekingese?"

| shrugged. "Who can figure the ways of the scrub? Plum must be down there in the vicinity from which Wong Pang ce
we're quick about it, we can get to her while the dragon keeps Tuvoon and his goons occupied.”

"Let Spilling Moonbeams and me join in the fight," the Walker suggested. "We can turn ourselves invisible and what hari
cause will be credited to the dragon. In that way, we will not aert the enemy to our presence.”

"Good idea," | said, "but | cannot help you. Even with our sojourn in Origin, | have little more power than a scrub.”

Spilling Moonbeams had already begun to fade from sight. | heard her voice croon softly:

"Tuvoon ..."

The name was a curse, and | recalled how Tuvoon would have taken this beautiful and dangerous creature as if she we
nothing but avessd to bear him young.

"Be careful,” | said, "and free BaWaif you can."

The Walker nodded. Then he, too, faded from sight.

"Will they be safe?" asked Li Piao. "Can't demons and gods see invisible forms?”’

"If they care to search for them,” | answered. "Let us hope that these do not. Come, we don't have much time to find Pl

During our conversation, | had kept my eye on the black, furry blot that was Wong Pang. When it landed after giving th
dragon whatever message it bore, | had noted where.

We kept to the cover of the forest, Li Piao and |. | had power enough to carry the wizard when aravine interrupted the
direct route. He concentrated on making us not so much invisible as uninteresting. Aslong as he maintained his spell, al b
most disciplined observers would dismiss us as things they expected to see—something no more important than arock or 1

In this way we rounded the meadow, crossed the rocky escarpment from which Plum had drawn this lung shan, and &
another stretch of forested land. Aswe traveled, | spared what attention | could for the battle below.

Tuvoon's demon guards were firing their rifles at the dragon, but it was taking little harm from their fire. No wonder. In
vicinity of its own terrain, amountain dragon is a fearsome thing, aliving embodiment of the area's chi. Although possesst
fangs and claws, its greatest power lay in its ability to command the ground itself.

| felt the first rumbles of the budding earthquake and lofted Li Piao into the air. Unattuned to the bottle, those below had
such warning.

What had been a pleasant meadow rippled like a bedspread being shaken by an attentive housemaid. The ground lifted,
rippled, shook once more, and rippled flat. Flowers and grass were mostly undisturbed, but trees toppled, including the one
which BaWa hung.

Tuvoon launched into the air with the aplomb one would expect from Viss's son, but two of his godly companions were |
prepared.

One, a chubby monstrosity with a tusked boar's head, was pinned beneath several trees. The other, a purple octopoidal t
that recalled alarge beach ball possessed of aring of bright yellow eyes and many legs, attempted to jet above the falling «
and only succeeded in becoming entangled within the limbs of aslowly falling tree.

| saw the Walker'srole in both of these mishaps, but their victims did not. Tuvoon guffawed rudely at his allies' distress,
attention on the dragon. No doubt he thought fighting it good sport to divert him while he awaited my return.

"My sword isiron, Dragon!" he called as he flew into the air.

Chinese dragons are notoriously afraid of iron, but never would | have left any creature of mine so obviously vulnerable.
Spilling Moonbeams did not know this, of course. She caused arain to fall that ate Tuvoon's blade into rust in his grasp. H
shrill laughter blended with the shriek of the winds upon which the dragon swam.

The dragon spat fire, which Tuvoon parried with his armored forearm. Then their battle was joined, the dragon's coils hic
from my view the finer details. | knew, however, how | had crafted my lapis dragon, and knew also that Spilling Moonbea



vindictive magic would play its part.

Meanwhile, Tuvoon's guards were prevented from assisting their master (had they wished to do so) by a plague of horn
that swarmed from the wood. The three gods who were not occupied with freeing themselves from the suddenly animate |
of the fallen trees found themselves confronted by small tornadoes of mist and sand.

Li Piao and | located Plum before the battle ended. Although clad in the same artfully torn jeans and tee shirt in which s
made her escape from the Earth plane, she wore her sorceress's aspect. Never more had | seen evidence that her top hat
€laborate costumes were mere props, for with nothing more than a pocket mirror and afew pieces of raw quartz crystal s
was involved in awakening the spirit of the lung shui, the water dragon who inhabited the closest stream.

She had marked out the appropriate trigrams from the 1-Ching with dark red lipstick. Wong Pang, faithfully on guard, w:
first to see our coming.

The fluffy black tail wagged welcome, but he did not yap or otherwise disturb Plum's conjurations. | did thisthing, clearil
throat so as not to startle her—abad thing with a sorcerer of any type.

"Plum?’

She looked up, and | absently noticed that her artistically cut hair could use a combing and that she had a smudge of dirt
her nose. Her hands, however, held the pattern of her spell and | could see the crystalline chain of water chi which conne
her to the lung shui.

"Ka Wren?' she said.

"Let drop your spell," | answered, "and recall the lapis lung shan. We are here."

Her gaze sought and found Li Piao, who gave her an approving nod.

"Grandfather!" The single word held both relief and joy. Then she looked to me once more. "If | drop the spell, will you
promise to save BaWa?"

"It isalready done," | said, gesturing. The Walker had poured healing chi into BaWa, and the scrub demon had burst his
bonds and was scampering to cover beneath the aegis of acloud of mist. "Withdraw the lapis dragon. | don't want him har
Li Piao, can you contact the Walker and Spilling Moonbeams?'

"l can," hereplied, pulling out his scrying bowl. "What should | tell them?"

"That they should withdraw from the field. We'll never win in adirect attack, but | have something in mind."

Li Piao cocked abrow at me, but did not ask. "I'll pass on the word, Lord Demon."

For her part, Plum touched the chain that linked her to the water dragon. | heard her command it to lie still and await fur
orders. Then she tossed the prettiest of the quartz crystalsinto the water as a gift.

"I promised the lung shan pearls,” she said. "It wasn't interested in anything else.”

"A connoisseur,” | said, amused. "1 hadn't known that about him, but | will make good your promise.”

She relaxed some and began recalling the lapis dragon.

Waiting for my lung shan to get clear, | studied the situation asiit stood. The Walker had done his work well, as had Spil
Moonbeams. Three of the five gods were neutralized along with Tuvoon's stag-beetle guards. Still, Tuvoon and two of his
alies remained free, and the others could be freed. | must act now if | hoped to take advantage of what the others had gai

"Wait here," | commanded, and plummeted like an arrow to where a brace of Tuvoon's guard were battering away the |
the hornets. What | did next would gain me no honor on a human battlefield, nor, indeed, on many others, but it was neces
and fitting.

Drawing my sword from sidewise space, | plunged it where the first guard's chi glowed brightest. It was akilling blow,
unfairly given. Aswhen | had dain the god Rabla-yu, | tasted the dying demon's energies in the air about me. | sucked the
myself, temporarily restoring my depleted resources. Then | twisted free my blade and did the same to his companion.

| wished | could have so dain one of the gods, but killing agod isn't that easy. That's why they givetitlesfor doing it.

The energies so gained would not last long, but they were enough to restore what | had lost since departing Origin and
perhaps a bit beyond. Tuvoon had located me now, so | dared not drain another guard. Instead | scooped up one guard's ri
and aimed it at Tuvoon.

"Hello, Tuvaoon. Nice of you to drop by."

His cruel smile did nothing to improve his battered appearance.

"Kai Wren. | won't call you Lord Demon, for you have barely more power than a scrub demon. Still, that was anice tric
pulled during our last meeting. My maother was not pleased with me."

"So she sent you out to find me?"

"No. | came on my own initiative."

"Oh. She didn't think she could trust you to get it right, huh?"

That hit home.

"Shewas busy," he said curtly. "And | had my own score to settle.”

"How'd you find me?" | asked, buying time for the others to withdraw from the field. BaWa had done so, but the Walke
Spilling M oonbeams continued to hover, still invisible. | could tell that they weren't going to heed my orders.



"Wenobee"—he indicated the purple octopus with atoss of his head—"tracked down your most recent lair on Earth. Th
searched the bottles. Y ou didn't hide this one very well."

"Y ou brought agod to Earth,” | said, tut-tutting slightly. "Doesn't that violate the last treaty? Wasn't the agreement made
the Earth plane was to remain exclusively demon property?'

"Those treaties don't matter anymore," Tuvoon said brusquely. "My mather is now the law—she and Po Shiang."

"Smoke Ghogt," said Wenabee, his voice thick and glotta, "why do you parley with this weak thing? Kill it or captureit a
us be gone."

| grinned at the god.

"He's afraid to," | said conversationally. "l've beaten him twice before. He's scared I'll do it again.”

Tuvoon nearly solidified, he was so angry.

"l am not afraid!"

"So, come and get me.”

He motioned to the others to cordon off my escape. | yawned and ran my free hand through my hair.

"Can't do it alone, Tuvoon? Got to bring on the gods, too? While you're at it, why not call for Mommy?'

Savagely, he growled, "Back, al of you. I'll take him aone."

"Isthat wise?' queried another of the gods, a vaguely human-formed being that appeared to be woven from panels of
multicolored light. "He isthe Goddayer."

"Shut up, Moxabanshy!" Tuvoon replied. "If you're scared to tackle him, I'm certainly not!"

Then he sprang at me, hislower body aswirl of smoke and glittering particles of dust. He didn't even draw a weapon, b
talons growing from his hands were easily the equal of most short blades—and he had ten of them.

AndI?

| leveled therifle that | had held al this time and pulled the trigger. The weapon had afully automatic setting and | let th
empty. It might not have been atheronic rifle, but it was loaded for demon—for me, in fact.

Solid bolts of pure energy vomited forth. They burned lightning bolts into my retina and made the air rumble like distant
thunder at their passage. When the clip was empty, Tuvoon the Smoke Ghost lay mere inches from my feet— that's how
he had been moving when he leapt at me. His chest was aruin; his gut aswell. Below that, his smoke was dissipating. On
face remained untouched, twisted with wrath and pain.

"Who's next?' | said, facing the gods and scooping up another rifle. "Want to see what else the Godslayer can do?"

Moxabanshy glanced at his comrades, then at Tuvoon. For amoment, | thought he was actually going to attack. One of
alies must have thought so too, for unsummoned by me abolt of purest blue came forth from the sky. | heard ahowling ir
distance, the baying of some multiheaded monster.

"Well?' | said. "Who's next?"

Wenobee gulped air from below, rather like ajellyfish.

"I was only here to help Tuvoon."

"Then get out. | have no quarrel with you—yet."

He vanished, taking with him the guy with the boar's head.

I'd gotten into a better position, one where the Walker or Spilling Moonbeams might be able to cover me. | had no doubt
my chances taking on a god alone—even one of these punks. Still, | would if they forced me, and they seemed to know it.

Moxabanshy strolled over to inspect Tuvoon's corpse, then he glanced at me.

"I don't think | want to play just now," he said, then he glanced where the two remaining gods hovered indecisively.
"Skywamish, Zvichy, pick up this mess."

Moxabanshy grinned at me. "'l can think of an easier way to get you killed, Kai Wren, far easier than dealing with you a
with those | sense around us."

Skywamish and Zvichy vanished, holding Tuvoon's body between them.

"I think well show Tuvoon's doting mother what you've done to her little boy."

Moxabanshy laughed unkindly then, and dissolved in a puff of evil-smelling, sickly yellow smoke.

When | was certain he was gone, | looked where my companions had gathered. Wong Pang growled at the remaining
stag-beetle demons, but the fight had gone out of them. They could have been held by a child, much less by a particularly \
Pekingese.

"I don't think Vissis going to be very happy,” | said. "I don't think she's going to be happy at al.”

Later, | popped out into Plum's house and gathered up my bottles. Typically cocky, Tuvoon had left them where he had 1
them. | was carefully wrapping all but two in dishcloths borrowed from the kitchen and setting them in a storage box wher
achangeintheair.

"Hello, Plum," | said without turning.

"How did you know it was me?"

"The bottle told me."



"Of course. | should have known."

She crossed to stand beside me. "I came back to get afew things. Are you almost done?"

"Almost. | took some of your sweaters out of thisbox, so | could useit."

"That's fine. What are you going to do?"

"Hide al but the green-and-orange one and this cut-crystal one."

"And how are you going to do that?"

"Nosy, aren't you?"

"Well"—she cocked an eyebrow at me—"last time you hid a bottle, my house got ransacked by gods and demons.”

"Fair enough, I'm going to drop this box in the ocean. Moving water tends to mask scrying. Then we're going to move ot
temporary headquartersinto this bottle." | pointed to the crystal one. "l picked it because it can contain the green-and-orar
one"

"Anyone living in there?'

"No. A very old Buddhist sage did for a couple of hundred years. Then he got tired of seeking solitary enlightenment an
moved into another bottle with atraditional Taoist. They've been contentedly debating finer points of religious philosophy s

"Oh."

Plum was still looking at me. | found | rather liked it.

"And why did you come back?"

"I wanted to get some more ammo for my gun. Grandfather's dragon says the odds of us getting into a fight are pretty g

"Oh."

| felt vaguely disappointed—about her motives, not about the prospect of afight. 1'd been rather figuring on afight. My
disappointment bothered me. | didn't really want to like Plum too much. Spilling M oonbeams was a much more appropriate
partner, and the political advantages of being allied to her father could not be overlooked.

| especialy didn't dare spurn her in favor of a mere human.

"Better get your stuff then," | said brusquely. "I'll be ready to go in afew minutes." "Right."

She departed, and | could hear her rummaging around somewhere upstairs. When she came down, she had a satchel in
hand and her top hat in another.

"Might aswell have the trims," she said. "They help me concentrate.”

"Good. Can you sgueeze those two bottlesin at the top of your bag?'

Shetried and did, giving the green-and-orange bottle a curious glance. "It seems odd to think of Grandfather and the res
inside there."

"They're not, precisaly."

"I know." Sheraised her dark gaze from the bottle and met my eyes with what looked like guilt. "Kai Wren?'

"y e

"Y our spirit sword . . ."

"Yes?' | felt atwinge of anxiety, knowing what she must be about to say.

"It'sgone. I'd hidden it under the bed in my room. It's not there now."

| didn't ask if she was sure. | knew she was telling the truth. | also knew where that sword must be.

"Tuvoon didn't use it when we fought,” | said, "and you know what that means.”

Plum nodded, pain mixing with the guilt in her eyes.

"Visshasit," she said so softly that | could hardly hear.

"Y es. Tuvoon must have given it to her as away to make reparations for his letting us escape with the bottles. | wouldn
surprised if he had been searching for it when he found your house. He must have sent the sword to Viss, then come afte
himsdf."

"Y ou don't seem very worried."

"I am concerned," | admitted. "However, thanksto your discovery, we now know that the damned sword isin enemy h:
once more."

"I'm very sorry," she said.

"Y ou didn't know they'd come after it. | wasthefool.” | frowned. "Again.”

| didn't like where that train of thought was leading, so | straightened my shoulders, gave her asmile, and said briskly:

"Would you take the other handle on the storage chest?"

"How heavy isit?' she asked, setting her hat on her head.

"It's not very heavy. However, I'm going to attempt to transfer usinto the traveling plane. With my currently reduced pc
it's easier for me to move both of us and the gear if we'rein physical contact.”

A flurry of emotions crossed her face. | don't care what the client says. An Oriental is not always inscrutable— especia
when she's awoman and she's mad at you.

"Why don't you just put me back into the bottle!" she said angrily,

"I thought ... | mean, | supposed ..."



| stopped, took a deep breath, and tried again. "I had thought you could accompany me. It's an interesting trip."

Shedidn't look completely mollified, but some of the anger was muted.

"And I'm to hold one end of this plastic box?"

Light began to dawn.

"Unless you would do me the honor of permitting this humble one to hold on to your ever-so-delicate hand."

"Don't overdoit," she said severely, but she held out her free hand.

| took it. There was a funny fluttering in my chest. | hoped sincerely | wasn't blushing and had aterrible feeling that | w
Therewas only onething | could do, and | did it.

| got us out of there.

Oncein the traveling plane, | regained my composure. Plum watched with interest when | consulted a globe.

"That looks like what the Walker used.”

"It'srelated,” | explained, "but his are better. Thisisjust amap.”

"You haveit turned to England."

She leaned closer, and | could smell her perfume. Jasmine.

"No," she said, drawing back, "Ireland. | thought you were just going to dump the box in the ocean?"

"I am, but I'm going to hedge our bets a bit. I'll drop it in waters ruled by the Irish sidhe. They've made clear they don't v
to get involved in our wars. That should mean they'll keep out anyone who comes poking around.”

"Clever!"

"Thanks."

The journey to the Irish Seatook longer than it would haveif | possessed my full powers, but with Plum's slender hand t
in mineit ended far too quickly for me. | leaned out of the traveling plane just long enough to drop the box into the water.

"Good luck," | said, asit vanished beneath the crest of awave.

"I hope it doesn't wash ashore," Plum said when this was done.

"It shouldn't. I'veinstructed the bottles to become unreasonably heavy. The chest should stay in this genera vicinity."

"Good." Plum withdrew her hand from mine. "Now what?"

"Into the crystal bottle with you, Lady. Take the wishing bottle with you. I'll bring our friendsin anonce.”

"And what are you going to do with the crystal bottle?"

"I thought I'd have the Walker stow it on the Sock Plane.”

She laughed, having been regaled at length by her grandfather with tales of that improbable place.

"That's agood idea. Who can ever find anything in a sock drawer!"

Even the fu dogs chose to join us in our new hideout.

Now, | sat in front of afirein acozy stone cottage. The interior of the crystal bottle had been devoted to afairy tale of
winter. The key word was "fairy tale." Therefore, the weather was cold but not unpleasant, just perfect for sitting by abla
fire sipping tea or hot chocolate.

| was having tea. Several others had chosen the chocolate, so the air was redolent with sweetness and spice and damp «
Unlike the green-and-orange bottle, which | had barely finished before my troubles commenced, this bottle was an older pi
well-appointed with al those luxuries that make living pleasant.

The Buddhist sage who had resided here had followed the middle path and thus did not believe in excessive deprivation.
his departure, | had restocked and commanded the servitors to keep things fresh.

My companions were near drowsing when | spoke;

"I believe that | have been less than honest with myself about the development of events, for when | study myself and h
have lived my life these past centuries, | see contradictions that | cannot resolve."

Li Piao stirred and blinked himself awake.

"What do you mean?'

"I mean that | find myself a demon who believed that demons were solitary when there was ample evidence to the
contrary—even within my own knowledge. | smply chose to ignore the contradiction.”

"Contradiction?' asked Spilling Moonbeams. She had again taken on her Chinadoll shape and looked quite lovely inaro
jade-green silk.

"Y ou reside with your father and a host of servants. He has apprentices and customers that you both visit with as well. |
had quite amob of cronies. Even the Walker—who has often explored in solitude—has friends and relations he visits. Y el
lived alone but for my creations and one human."

"That is odd, now that | know you better," Spilling Moonbeams agreed. "We all believed you arecluse by choice and did
invade your privacy."

"Yes, by choice," | said, "but whose choice? | am beginning to suspect that it was not my own."

"Viss?' suggested the Walker.



"Perhaps," | agreed. "Most likely. There are other contradictions within my behavior as well. | was awarrior— agreat
Then, after my greatest battle, | became a hermit and practically a pacifist."

"Wethink you tired of kicking ass," BaWasaid. "What do big shot Goddlayer got to prove?’

"Yes, | can see how you would think that,” | said, smiling abit at his choice of words, "but | hever recall making that chc
just stopped fighting. | retired to my bottle and started making bottle after bottle—with an occasiona interlude to make ab
cup. Though | shared afew, sold afew more, why did | keep doing it?"

"A search for perfection?' suggested Spilling Moonbeams, who, as an artist herself, might be said to know the impul ses.

"Perhaps," | said, "or perhaps someone who aready owned such a bottle was looking ahead to a day when she might ne
many more."

"Viss, again," commented the Walker.

"And why," | continued, "am | so susceptible to emotions that demons usually cannot feel? Viss herself stated that | love
Oliver OKeefe like abrother. | did. Why? When my own sister died in long-ago battles | don't recall feeling so grieved an
bereft. | accepted the loss of my parents as the way of things, yet if Li Piao should die, | would mourn as if he were my o
grandfather,"

Li Piao looked only abit surprised at this confession. Perhaps humans recognize affection more easily than demons bec:
they fedl it so easily.

"Could it be that your solitary existence made you more prone to affection?' he suggested.

"I don't think so," | said. "l suspect ensorcellment. When | was changed human, | felt as a human. What if something wi
changed within me long ago so that | would love as a human even while functioning as a demon?”

"But why?" protested Spilling Moonbeams, vaguely disgusted by my admissions. No wonder. As | had often discussed w
Viss and Tuvoon, demons feel hate more easily than love. We have loyalties and codes, but we view love as a weakness
peculiar to humanity.

"Why?" | answered. "l think to make me vulnerable to manipulation. Look what loving has done to me! | have risked my
and property to avenge Oliver O'Keefe— not out of indignation that my rights were trespassed upon, but out of love! Lool
my love for Viss has done to me! | have been twisted this way and that, ignored advice and warnings, and been disposses
amost al | value."

| was shouting now. Chamballalooked up from where she was dozing with the fu pups, Fluffinella nursing sleepily from
bottom of her paw.

"A bit quieter, Lord Kai, if you please.”

"Sorry."

Plum said hesitantly, "Then you love Viss?"'

"I did, once," | said honestly. "Now that | know it to be a delusion of sorts, I'm not quite certain what | feel for her. Hate
think."

"Oh."

The Walker broke the long silence that foll owed.

"Y our theories are interesting, Kai Wren, but is there any way to prove them?'

"Li Piao might be ableto do so," | said. "If he can scry into my past. There will be spells set to block it but . . ."

"But | am getting very good at this," the old man said, "and if you will add a drop or two of your blood to my usual mixtu
water and oil, | think it can be done."

He worked for half an hour before he got the answers we wanted. There were spells set to block him, but he got past tt
Even then the images were patchy and vague. Still, they were enough to confirm what | had guessed.

Viss, with the help of Belcazzi, had neutralized me, then given me a compulsion to create as many bottlesas| could. Th
been planning even then, but there had been no rush; there had been too many details to get just right. Why worry about g
when you are nearly immortal and detail work may mean the difference between success and failure?

When | was turned human their control spell had become uncoiled since it had been linked to my demon chi— to my so
also learned something | had not even suspected. | had not found Shiriki and Chamballa by accident. They had been sent t
entry to my home and to keep an eye on me.

Viss and Po Shiang hadn't figured on the fu dogs' changing sides.

"They were crudl to us, Lord Kai," said Shiriki smply. "They |eft us starved and homeless. They compelled usto serve ¢
believed an anathemato all creation.”

"Thanks," | muttered.

"You," Chamballa continued, "gave us home and food and freedom. Our only sorrow was that away from Origin we cou
breed. And when we were permitted to return, the gods perverted even that."

She licked the closest of the drowsing pups in apology.

"Y ou didn't want pups?"' asked Plum.

"We did," said Shiriki, "but not born as slaves and breeding stock for gods. We wanted them to live as Lord Kai let usliv
companions and friends."



"They stole us," Chamballa said, "because we would not let them into the bottle to harm you. Po Shiang knew old wayst

compel us, and these he used in addition to chloroform, but he learned quickly enough that he must keep us prisoner or we
flee"

| felt immensely honored.

"You'll have a home with me once this madnessis ended,” | promised.

"Weknow," Shiriki said.

| realized everyone was staring at me, even Wong Pang, who had, till that point, been sound asleep on the hearth rug at
feet.

"What'swrong?"' | asked, and my own voice sounded strange to my ears.

Without aword, Plum handed me one of her ubiquitous feng shui mirrors. | looked into it and froze—a demon'’s face | ot
back at me, blue of skin, with black patches about the eyes. | realizeded that | wastaller, that a hand with talons curled ab
my teacup.

| was myself again, with my demon chi coiled hot in my belly.

"The last of the spell isbroken," said Li Piao, and | knew as | would not have a moment before that he was channeling t
dragon from the bowl. "Aslong as you were ignorant of its existence, the spell supplied an impediment to keep you from
reclaming yourself."

"I am reborn,” | announced, "and ready to go after those who have used me these thousand years."

The Walker smiled fiercely. "Let's get in touch with my uncle and Spilling Moonbeams's father. It's time we learned wh
been going on back home."

FOURTEEN

We went after the gods at dawn, backed by the forces of He of the Towers of Light and Seven Fingers. We'd planned our move care
choosing atime when Viss was due at a meeting with some holdouts to her cause. The meeting was being held in her bottle, and | plan
keep her from interfering with us by the simple expedient of sealing all means of entry and egress from her bottle once the meeting
commenced.

She might not even know what | had done, but if she did, she was going to be rather angry.

"Oh, why can't we just leave her in there?' said Spilling Moonbeams wistfully as| set the seal in place. Viss had not bothered to pro
the mausoleum beyond routine wards, so certain was she of her power.

"It would be aviolation of her civil rights," responded Seven Fingers.

Although | had turned invisible for the journey, he had escorted me there since his presence would not be questioned and would shi
to some extent. Spilling Moonbeams had come with him as a matter of course— or perhaps of privilege. He of the Towers of Light and
Walker had taken the rest of our group via a roundabout route to where we knew Belcazzi had his headquarters.

"Asif Viss hadn't violated Kai Wren'srights!" Spilling Moonbeams exclaimed indignantly.

Seven Fingers's tone became parental and admonitory.

"Laws do not exist only until the other side breaks them. They exist despite the other side's behavior. The aternative is chaos or wo

"Worse?"

"A situation where the strongest make the rules—rules that are only to their advantage and are meant solely to entrench their positi

Spilling Moonbeams might have her full share of arrogance, might be the favored child of a powerful demon, might know herself bea
beyond belief, but she was not such afool as to forget that Viss had numbered her among those inferior.

"I wonder what place | would havein Viss's new order," she said thoughtfully.

"Tuvoon the Smoke Ghost's bride most certainly,” Seven Fingers said. "With him dain . . . That would be an interesting question. St
might ostracize you for not taking her son's part."

"Asif my only value was to breed!" Spilling Moonbeams said angrily. "Y ou'd think that Viss could see farther than that."

"Mothers have their blind spots,” Seven Fingers said mildly.

"Asdo fathers?' She smiled at him. "When we were in Origin, Father, | felt such power—the chi was unlimited. No wonder Viss war
access to that place.”

"Unlimited chi may not be the asset that it would seem," replied the smith, "but | would like to see the reproductive problem solved.'

| spoke for the first time in this exchange, for although | had been busy, | also had been enjoying the byplay of these two.

"1 have some thoughts on how to solve the problem,” | said, setting the bottle back into its niche in the mausoleum, but thoug
guestioned me, | refused to say more.

"First, let us deal with the gods. If we fail there, the rest is moot."

"True," said Seven Fingers somberly, and we made our way from that place to another.

There are conduits between Origin and Kong Shyh Jieh, and these have been contested points many timesin our history
After the last Demon War, these points were sealed and locked with rituals that required cooperation on both sides to ope
them. This truce had held a thousand years and, indeed, had not yet been officialy violated.

Belcazzi and Viss had gotten around this difficulty by crafting summoning rituals that would carry a single individual bac



forth. They were expensive and exhausting—thus the desire for my bottles—but they did work. Since Belcazzi could not «
back and forth at will, he had established a headquarters. There were few places on Kong Shyh Jieh where his presence v
not be instantly detected. The most logical of these—and the one he had chosen—was within Origin Park.

Using adeific version of our shen coins, Belcazzi had transported sufficient chi from Origin to permit him swiftly to cor
asubsurface lair. It was well disguised, but working with He of the Towers of Light, Li Piao had pinpointed it within ama
hours.

"It lies beneath the Speaker's Rostrum,” HE told us. "A good choice, for it obviates the need to build a concealing structt
Since the Rostrum is also the site of a great many gatherings—concerts, dramatic performances, and the like—any mover
of troops or gear could be done under that guise and no one would be the wiser."

"Isthat where Viss has stored the weapons she stole from the Armory of Truce?' | asked.

"y es"

"On Kong Shyh Jieh?"

"y es"

"Wouldn't someone have noticed the unauthorized traffic?' asked Plum.

HE smiled at her. "Demons are like humansin that if somebody moves about with sufficient confidence and importance
assume that they must know what they are doing."

Plum nodded. "Y ou're very like us, aren't you?'

"And very unlike," HE said, "as you will most certainly learn.”

While we were sealing Viss's bottle, HE had been directing the erection of a barrier around the park. Our purpose was
simple. We had established that all the gods on Kong Shyh Jieh were in that place at thistime. We did not want them to fl
Also, we did not desire that any other participants join us, for we could not be certain on whose side they would fight.

Superficialy, Origin Park is quite like Origin, but although filled with abundant chi, it lacks the heady superabundance th
had encountered on Origin itself. This was to our advantage. The gods would be working with fewer resources than they !
accustomed, while we would have more. Y et that more would not be sufficient to play havoc with our thoughts and judgm

Or so | hoped. So many of our tactics were based on hope and supposition. In reality, we were badly outclassed. Evenv
the forces Seven Fingers and He of the Towers of Light had brought, we were no match for gods.

Asaresult of Visssspell, | had never built a personal army, so my forces were limited—all my servitors weretied to th
bottles and bowls. What | could gather here consisted of two humans, two fu dogs (Shiriki and Chamballa had insisted on
coming, but had agreed to leave the pups behind), and a band of scrub demons recruited by BaWa. | was uncertain what
count Wong Pang, since he adamantly refused to be anything other than a fluffy, black Pekingese.

Our situation did not look good. We had been unable to ascertain exactly whom Belcazzi had at his disposal, for any dete
scrying would alert his defenses. For the same reason, we had not been able to tell exactly where the stolen weapons wer
hidden. Cursory scrying had not revealed them. We dared not do more.

Thus, when all barriers were in place and the troops were arrayed, | called out in stentorian tones:

"Belcazzi! Come forth. Y our hour of reckoning is at hand."

Histrionic, | know, but circumstances rather demanded such words.

Nor did Belcazzi disappoint. Shaped as a minotaur with a head of steel and horns of needle-tipped bronze, he appeared ¢
Rostrum.

The Rostrum is a simple structure, an oval lozenge of polished stone four feet high, the edges decorated with bas-relief
sculptures depicting great eventsin the history of Kong Shyh Jieh. There's afrieze devoted to my slaying of Chaholdrudar
there had been talk of adding one depicting the slaying of Rabla-yu.

Storage areas and such are underneath, dug beneath the ground and accessed by tall doors at the base of sloping ramps
doors are big enough to admit large pieces of stage scenery and would certainly have admitted Belcazzi, but he eschewed
to appear before usin a thunderous wash of fire and smoke.

That set the tone. A moment later, smaller explosions heralded the appearance of other gods. | recognized M oxabanshy
Wenobee, Zvichy, Skywamish, and the guy with the boar's head. There were at |east a dozen of the monster fu dogs al ong
ahorde of things that resembled sheep with acid dripping from their writhing wool and six-inch fangs.

There was no discussion, no negotiation. All knew that the point for such was past. So, without even aword of comman
Belcazzi charged directly at me.

| fired afull clip from arifle Seven Fingers had given me—hit, too, but there was no effect beyond making Belcazzi laug
he'd been tickled.

"You'll need to do better than that, Kai Wren," he bellowed.

| tried, pulling my sword from sidewise space while commanding his right hoof to turn to stone. It grayed alittle, but he ¢
an irritated shake and came on.

As| waited for himto close, | fired off spell after spell: Fire Fall, Water-in-the-Lung, North Windstorm, Pale Lightning.
shook them all off, though the water spell made him cough.

| saw him try a spell, too. Something in an ominous shade of lime green formed at his fingertips, then dissipated. | rejoice



| knew that Plum was doing her job.

She and HE had worked out a process by which she could use her feng shui manipulations to render ineffective the dre
chi-sapping green fire of the gods. If the gods could use that, the battle would be over before we had a chance. But now |
proof that she could negate it and, hidden as she was beneath a caul of unnoticeabiliry, the faithful Wong Pang guarding h
should be able to continue negating it.

Belcazzi reached me, but he could not use hishorns aslong as | kept him outside the reach of my blade. He wasn't all
bullheadedness, though; his work as Po Shiang proved that. With an annoyed gesture, he flicked a theronic rifle out of
nothingness and stepped back to take aim. Needlessto say, | didn't wait around.

Instead, | launched mysdlf into the air, coming down behind him, and scoring abroad dicein his hide. My blade broke in
process, but | had been prepared for that and pulled another out as he was turning. His shot went wild, destroying a sectio
the Rostrum and taking one of the acid sheep along with it.

| cleared out again, jJumping over afallen scrub demon and noting with a gladness that surprised me that it was not BaV

The gods had not broken out the theronic weapons in any force yet, probably conserving them against the planned coup
their homeland. Still, one or two werein evidence, and | silently hoped that the Walker would be able to carry out his own
mission of locating the cache and sealing it.

Continuing to dodge the shots that Belcazzi sent after me, | caught sight of Devor in the company of Po Shiang's two hu
dupes. The three lay half-buried in a pile of bodies, but when | glanced at their auras | saw that they still lived. Badly wour
then, or feigning death in the hope of surviving the battle and then claiming alliance with the winning side. Quite agamble,
thought, for not al the fighting was person to person. They could easily be slain by a stray spell or weapon burst.

As Belcazzi closed once more, | glimpsed Chamballa tangled fang and claw with a monster fu dog, of Spilling Moonbea
shedding a cold hard light into the eyes of Moxabanshy, of Ba Wa coiled within the tentacles of Wenaobee. | had no chanc
interfere, no timeto help, for Belcazzi was upon me once more.

He'd grown an extra set of hands and was using one set to ready the theronic rifle while he worked a spell with the othe
tangled the rifle with a glob of Contracting Spider Silk, but that Ieft me vulnerable to the Comet of 111Omen he targeted on
hit me squarely in the left shoulder, leaving a bad burn and knocking me on my ass. That turned out to be lucky, because n
head wasn't there when one of the acid sheep took a chomp at it.

| rolled out of the way and, while flying clear, assessed our situation. I'd thought we were at least holding our own, but n
that | could see | realized the truth.

We were losing, and it was imperative that we win. There was but one choice, and | made it without regret or delay.

Touching the green-and-orange bottle with the hand that did not wield my sword, | spoke the strange and awful keywori
would trigger the wishing aspect of the bottle. When | felt the bottle acknowledge my command, | said aloud, but not with
great volume:

"l wish that al the gods and their minions, including Belcazzi and his followers, be barred from this plane now and hence
this barring to be absolute and without end, to revoke any previous or future invitations or summons, and to last until |, Kai
the one known as Lord Demon, Godslayer, and the Bottlemaker, do so revokeit. So | wishiit, and so it shall be."

And so it was.

The gods vanished in an eyeblink, in mid-swing, sash, or shot. The monstrous fu dogs vanished as well, but Shiriki and
Chamballa remained, proving beyond a doubt that they were no longer under the gods' control.

There were many cries of surprise and shock, accompanied by not afew of delight and relief when this happened. Li Pi
ceased hurling lightning bolts and looked at me.

"What ..." Then he saw where my hand rested upon the green-and-orange bottle, and he understood. "Y ou used awish
send them away."

"Wewerelosing," | answered simply, not just to him, but to them al. "There was no choice. My only regret isthat to sor
will seem like a coward's solution, Belcazzi was afoe who deserved more."

He of the Towers of Light grunted. "Seemed like an intelligent solution to me. | wonder that you waited so long to emplo

"My resources are limited,” | said, "and | entertained a hope that we could win without using them."

"Did you wish Viss away, too?' asked Plum eagerly.

| shook my head. "Viss of the Terrible Tongue is a demon problem. We must deal with her by our own laws."

"But she has been trying to break those laws!" the human protested, unaware that she echoed Spilling Moonbeams's wo
maybe an hour—wasit only that long?—ago.

"Thereisno law against trying to become absolute ruler,” corrected He of the Towers of Light, "if you can convince the
of ustofollow."

Plum shrugged and straightened her top hat.

"Demons! Sometimes | think I'll never understand you.”

"| anticipated that you would say something like that," said HE, and she colored.

| interrupted, though | was greatly amused by this exchange.



"My seal upon Visss bottle will not last forever. | suggest that we send summons to al of demonkind to gather herein C
Park and witness our resolution.”

BaWaleapt forward. He was smeared with ichor in a curious shade of purplish gray, but otherwise seemed hale.

"l doit, Lord Demon! | fetch 'em all here, slick as shit!"

"Then thejob isyours, BaWa. Enlist some of your fellows to help you. | will pay in shen coin."

The scrub demon nodded and vanished.

"Good," said Seven Fingers. "'l will go to the mausoleum and bring Viss's bottle here."

"It iswarded against removal," | warned him.

The massive demon smiled. "Then | will bring the mausoleum aswell, if | must.”

He departed, Spilling Moonbeams with him.

"And what would you have the rest of us do, Kai Wren?' asked HE.

" Succor the wounded, gather the dead for burial." | looked at the ruined walls about me, at the gaping holes torn by therc
rifle balts, at the pools of blood and ichor. "And clean up this mess. It looks like a charnel house."

"It has been," said HE simply, "and | fear it shall be again."

We cleaned, but we did not repair, for it was essential that evidence of the battle remain. The corpses of the few slain g
puddlied into goo after | made my wish, but the corpses of the demons remained. These we displayed upon platforms that |
constructed from light and afterthought.

Assisted by a half dozen scrub demons, Plum did some quick relandscaping. Now all who entered the park must pass cl
where the dead were displayed and the feng shui of the park itself emanated sorrow and regret.

In answer to the messages that Ba Wa sent out, demons filed into Origin Park at the Hour of the Rooster. Some arrived
clusters, somein twos or threes, some alone, but all looked upon our dead, al gathered in the natural amphitheater facing t
Rostrum.

| read their reactions in the subtle shading of their auras: curious, nervous, excited, angry, afraid, horrified.

| cannot say for certain whether all the residents of the demon realm not currently entrapped within Viss's bottle were tt
but to me, the focus of all their attention, it seemed to be so.

Lord Swizzlediz stood in the midst of a crowd of admirers and hangers-on. Storrnmiller stood alone and watchful. Night
Bride's multiple eyes gleamed with fanaticism and |cecap's with nothing at all. A band of scrub demons milled about, some
wailing loudly for their dain kindred, others holding their silence but radiating a curious pride that so many of their number
among those to die in a battle with gods.

Many shapes, many sizes, many colors, demonkind gathered and turned their vari-shaped faces to study me. From wher
stood on the Rostrum, letting them look upon me and make their conjectures, | heard mutterings from the crowd and knew
until that moment many had thought me dead, others gone mad, still others committed to Viss's cause.

When HE signaled that the last latecomers were straggling in, | began my speech. Simply, eloquently, | summarized the
that had brought us to that point. | gestured to the mute testimony of recent battle on the Rostrum and its environs. | remin
them of Vissand her plans, told them of her aliance with Belcazzi.

There's an advantage to orating for demons, if you're telling the truth. Too many of us have tricks or devices that enable
tell honesty from falsehood. They don't protect against misleading emphasis—that's how Viss managed—but they do spar
from tedious accusations.

| finished by saying:

"There is no question that Viss must be dealt with. The only question is how we shall do so. Many of you were content t
follow her. Perhaps many of you are still so prepared. If so, | shall step down and let you call her queen, although | shall n
do s0."

From the crowd avoice called out: "I suppose you want us to follow you now!"

| shook my head. "No. Not at all. However, no matter what this assembly decides, | have my own score to settle with \
I do so with your support, all the better. | have no real desire to spend the next hundred years cleaning up vendettas.”

"Viss offered us Origin and the chance that the next demon children would be as strong as our most powerful ancestors,
called someone el se (Pigeon Eyes, | thought). "What do you have to offer?"

"I offer," | said without a pause, "to remake the essentia chi of the Demon Realm so that no more degenerate children :
born. Moreover, | offer to do so in such afashion that these children will be as resourceful as any demon who has ever
lived—whether born before the Exile or after.”

| had their attention now,

"l have the power," | said, "to remake the Demon Realm so that it would precisely duplicate the Origin plane, but | do nc
desireto do s0."

A tumult arose at these words—some accusing me of exaggerating, some of bragging, some simply demanding clarifica
These last | chose to answer.



"l have spent the last one hundred and twenty years constructing three wishes of almost absolute power. | will employ c
restructure the chi of the Demon Realm. My reason for not extending the wish to give us equivaent chi to Origin istwofc

"Thefirst reason is simple. | do not know what the ramifications would be for the universe at large. That much chi mus
from somewhere. The questions we must consider are where and what it will mean to us. Unless you are willing to wait a
hundred years while | do the research to answer these questions, | do not think such awish would be prudent.”

Relative silence met this declaration. We all knew how difficult was the task that had faced those first Exiles. No one bt
most foolish of the scrub demons believed that Kong Shyh Jieh could become as Origin without cost— perhaps aterrible ¢

"My second reason,” | continued, "isthat | believe that demons since the Exile have become a different people—a peopl
are more resourceful, more creative, even more intelligent than those who were exiled from Origin."

| glanced at He of the Towers of Light, one of the few remaining of those Exiles, but far from disagreeing with me, he
nodding in agreement.

"I have visited Origin," | went on, "abeit briefly. The wash of energy was so powerful that | could hardly think straight.
Moreover, we have evidence in the actions of the gods themselves. They have done little since our peoples separated. We
furnished a barren plane, created a new and multifaceted culture, learned to interact with humans and the native spirits of
Earth. The abundant chi of Origin isacurse—atrough that fattens pigs. We all know that the only thing a fattened pigis
for is slaughter.

"Therefore, while | will use awish to make over the essential chi of the Demon Realm so that our unborn children will r
longer suffer, | will not do any more. The wish will be made before | face Viss, so that the benefits you accrue will not be
contingent on my winning—only on your permitting me to face Vissin single combat.

"Consider my offer. Discuss it among yourselves. At the beginning of the Hour of the Dog, | will ask you to vote. A vot
'Y es' accepts my offer and permits me to deal with Viss on my own and with no vendettas to follow.

A vote of 'No" will reject my offer now and for al time. | still will deal with Viss. . . and aso with any who careto troul
me."

Without answering any of the questions that were shouted at me, | turned my back and descended into the caverns beng
the Rostrum. He of the Towers of Light and Seven Fingers had agreed to deal with the inevitable chaos. | was content wi
this. They were wise and respected. Moreover, they knew | would not compromise and so would make no compromisesii
name.

"How did it go?"' asked Plum, She and her grandfather had chosen to remain beneath the Rostrum and watch the procee
within the dragon bowl.

"You know aswell asl," was my answer. "l think they will support me. A few radicals, eager to make their names, will
after me someday. If | survive Viss, I'll bein good odor to deal with them."

"And your reputation,” said the Walker, shimmering in through awall, "will go up another notch or two."

"True," | said, "though | have yet to see what good that reputation does me."

| spent most of the period of debate resting and meditating. However the vote turned out, | would be fighting Viss soon.
that, | needed a cool head.

Fifteen minutesinto the Hour of the Dog, Spilling Moonbeams appeared.

"The vote istaken, Lord Demon," she said, kowtowing before | could stop her. "By athree-quarters majority, the demor
have agreed to accept your gift and to let you settle matters with Viss—if you can."

| grinned wryly at her. "Thereisthat, isn't there?"

"Thereis," she said solemnly. "The reasons of the quarter who did not vote for you varied—at |east as debate revea ed.
felt you were niggardly with how you would employ the wish. They would have you wish the Demon Realm to hold the pc
of Origin and leave the consequences to others.”

"Tough!" said I.

"Others had relativesin conference with Viss or truly desired her as queen. These may be your enemies someday.”

"I'll deal with that as need arises," | said. "Maybe I'll pay BaWato drop rocks on their heads. My worry now is Viss. |
barrier in place?'

"Itis," shesaid. "It walls off two-thirds of the Rostrum top as an arena. Once you enter, you will be sealed in place.”

| looked over at the bottle | had made for my beloved teacher, Viss of the Terrible Tongue. Did she know yet that it wa
prison? | suspected so,

"Then let us go. Thereisno need for usto wait. | will make the wish, then | will fight."

"You'll have quite an audience," the Walker predicted, "most of whom will be framing speeches to explain to Viss how tl
werereally on her sideall along.”

"l know," | said. "Let's be about it."

The Hour of the Dog was half over before | had finished speaking to the assembled demons and making my wish. Then
privately thanked those who had supported me without question: BaWa, Wong Pang, He of the Towers of Light, Seven F



Spilling Moonbeams, the Walker, and, of course, Plum and Li Piao. With their good wishesin my ears, | strode through the
barrier in the center of the arena.

Using lore known to none but me, | lifted the seal on the bottle, lifted it to permit only one egress. | could not force her o
she did not disappoint me. As soon as the way was clear, Viss of the Terrible Tongue streamed forth in afury of red stea
took solid form upon the Rostrum.

She wore the shape that | had |east resistance to, the lovely young woman with eyes of dark power and a body of lithe
strength. By this, | knew that she had learned— whether through divination or natural cunning—who was her enemy.
Therefore, | wasted little breath on speeches.

"Viss, you have wronged me. Our people have agreed to let us settle this between ourselves without interference. Surre
to me now and accept banishment to some plane from where you will never return, or fight me. Only by my death will you
your freedom."

She surveyed the crowd, seeing no doubt many who had cheered her every statement just the day before. The gaze she
upon them was contemptuous, but the one she turned to me was filled with sorrow.

"You killed my son, Kai Wren."

"Yes."

"Y ou banished my dlies."

"y es"

"Why? Y ou were aways the favorite of my pupils.”

"Maybe so, but | have no wish to be your lapdog.”

"A pity. Were you less proud, someday you might have been my king."

"Isthat intended to tempt me?"

"No. We are past that. | was just stating the truth."

Then, without warning or declaration, as | had known she would, yet even so, amost missed, Viss drew my spirit sword
sidewise space and lunged at me.

| dodged. | could do little else. Unlike my duel with Tuvoon, now that | had resumed my full chi the blade had power to:
meif Visslanded asolid hit. | might permit her anick or alight dash, but nothing more.

My weapon was by no means as potent. Seven Fingers had once forged a spirit sword attuned to Viss, but it had been s
along with the other weapons from Truce. Even as | dodged her thrust, | wondered if the vulnerability that her spirit sworc
offered might have been one of the main reasons Viss orchestrated that raid.

| would never be able to ask, for when this fight was over one or the other of uswould be dead.

Knowing that my skill with asword could not equal hers, | concluded that | must resort to magic. Thiswas arisky choic
Viss's honor was such that she would not introduce magic against a weaker opponent, but once it was introduced she pos:
more than afew tricks of her own—though | was the greater in the Art.

Coming up from the floor after dodging her second strike, | raised my blade to parry athird. Simultaneously, | fanned my
fingers, coating the surface of the Rostrum with a substance both slick and sticky.

Visslunged. Viss slipped. | dared hope that she might fall as her right leg overextended. Faintly, | was aware of the roa
the crowd, but my entire universe was centered in that moment, so centered that | was only faintly aware of my own arm
bringing around my blade to parry—or to attack—as need demanded.

With a contemptuous snort, Viss aborted her lunge and leapt into the air. When she came down again, her feet were cle
like those of a harpy. My faint hopes that the sticky surface would restrain her vanished as she continued her
attack—apparently, she had counteracted that, too.

Not bothering to banish my first spell, | tried another gambit. | shifted my shape until | resembled Tuvoon the Smoke Gh
had hoped she would balk at attacking her dead son; | waswrong. If anything, her attack became more ferocious. Since |
possessed Tuvoon's appearance, but not his facility with abody of smoke, | must needs swiftly relinquish thisform and ret
one more familiar.

During al of this, | had kept pressing with my blade as much as possible, but Viss parried my attacks as if they were not
Increasingly, | was held to defense, and even that was weakening.

Vissdrew first blood from my forearm, a slight wound in normal circumstances, but the spirit sword traced a burning tra
transformed each blood drop to acid. She drew second blood as well, a short cut that bounced off my rib. If it hadn't, the b
would have punctured my lung.

| spared some chi to give myself an armored carapace and greaves on calves and thighs, only then realizing how severe
two wounds from the spirit sword were draining my chi. If | did not defeat Viss soon, she could switch to pure defense wi
my life's energy drained drop by bloody drop.

Frantically, fearing that the tactic would have as little effect, | generated aflurry of attacks as | had against the god Belc

| bombarded Viss with firestorms and lightning bolts, sent a miniature tornado to twist her from her feet and a hail show
batter her. As| lunged and was parried, parried and beat past her guard to land athin slice along her hip, I, too, suffered fi
the attacks, but less than did my opponent.



However, she did not lack her own power. With a single adamant gesture, she canceled my magics.

I might have cast more, but hail adhering to the substance of my earliest spell had cobbled the arena floor with ice.
Simultaneously, we launched into the air. | grew wings, but Viss had the power to ride the air currents without them.

Her next attack sent a shower of my wing feathersto the floor. | summoned winter's cold to diminish the air's thermal
currents, and we both sank downward. When we were scant inches from the ice-covered floor, | essayed a powerful bea
my wings and surged forward.

With my blade | parried her attacks, even as | shifted shape, lengthening my arms until my free hand could wrap arounc
delicate human throat. | squeezed, while | pressed her back onto the ice where she could not get purchase for areturn thr
with that deadly spirit sword.

Harpy talons raked against my armor. Breath coming short, Viss shifted shapes, seeking to escape my grasp: a piteous C
venomous serpent, atiger, aflea. | shifted the shape of my hand, accommodating each change, preserving some chi to co
her increasingly creative forms, some of which sought to slay me, othersto fool me into letting go. She became ahorse, a
dragon, agoldfish, achunk of sharp obsidian, a bit of slime, athorn-covered vine, a stinging wasp.

To each | held, though | was torn and bloodied, and every musclein my body cried that death would certainly be prefere
such continued punishment. And with every moment, | grew weaker.

Viss had let the spirit sword fall in her initial panic, for a snake or aflea cannot hold a weapon. She realized her error nc
groped after it, but though | straddled her and strangled her, | had not forgotten that deadly blade. My free hand still pinne
theice and a my will the ice wastaking it, encasing it, enclosing it in solid glass.

Screaming in terrible rage, Visslifted both of usfrom theice on afountain of fire, dragging meinto the air by the hand t
would not release from her throat. She knew the spirit sword was lost to her. My hold on her throat was unrelenting, but |
not quite break her neck. My sword arm was free now, so | brought my blade into play once more.

She lacked a sword, but parried with an arm covered in iron. | struck sparks, sometimes | drew blood. From memory of
many lessons, | recalled what she had taught me and turned it against her. Yet, | doubted that this would be enough.

Then, suddenly, we fell back onto the arena floor. The hail had melted beneath Visss fire, but the prison | had conjured ¢
held the spirit sword in its glassy embrace. Aching in every limb, | believed thisfall one moretrick of Viss's, until | saw he
and knew the truth. She was beaten, her chi depleted, her body exhausted, her weapon taken.

She had |apsed at last into the form in which she had entered the arena, but the young woman was no longer beautiful, €
my eyes. Her skin was gray with fatigue and her eyes bloodshot, red, and filled with pain. From those eyes, she looked up
and her bruised mouth spoke:

"Kill me, Kai Wren. If you ever loved me, kill me here and now. Tuvoon is gone. My dreams are as dust. | do not caret
live"

"And if | refuse?’

"| cannot suicide. It isagainst my nature. You will have condemned meto alife | can no longer bear."

| looked out into the milling crowd of demons beyond the barrier. Ugly expressions were plentiful, and ugly thoughts, too
had insulted and manipulated them all. They might have forgiven her for that, but she had failed them aswell. For that the!
could be no forgiveness.

"There might be others who would be happy to grant you your death if | refuse.”

Viss of the Terrible Tongue looked out at the throng and spat contemptuously. Her spittle was pink with blood. Her brea
came only with pain.

"Them? Would you prefer to have me die at their hands when | might have at yours?”

"I might."

"But you said that you loved me!™

She looked so genuinely puzzled that | was vividly reminded that Viss was a demon—capable of hatred, but not love, at
as humans knew it. She truly believed that my admission of love gave her power over me, and she sought to use that pow:
force me to do her bidding. In thisway, even in defeat she would have her victory. Not such asmall thing for a demoness
had been ranked among the most dangerous of our kind.

"l did love you."

"Then do thislast office for me, Kai Wren. Kill me! Why did you enter this arena if not to kill me?"

"Y ou left me no choice, Viss. If | did not confront you, then you would have continued to hunt me, and innocent peoplev
have been hurt."

"Y ou do not deem yourself innocent?’

"No," | answered bitterly. "I have been afool. You and Belcazzi used me, and | wastoo stupid to see.”

The emotion that filled those bloody eyes was not pity, but it was as close to it as a demon could come.

"Ka Wren, we made certain that you would be too stupid to see. How can you blame yourself for that?"

"l do. That'sal."

She smiled and shook her head, once again the teacher | had known and trusted.

"Don't blame yoursdlf, Kai Wren. Don't. Y ou are free now of the compulsions we laid upon you. Make what you will of



life”

| studied her, nodded, then lifted my blade and took her head as neatly and cleanly as she herself had taught me. Viss he
moment's warning, for none better knew my style, but she did not protest, did not offer any defense. | killed her as she hac
asked, my final gift to one whom | had sincerely, and with most undemonlike intensity, loved.

FIFTEEN

It was over. Viss of the Terrible Tongue lay dead at my feet. Beyond the barrier, a crowd cheered me, as crowds alwa
cheer the victor. In their cries| heard fear, ambition, greed, and perhaps some relief, but no rea joy. Demons don't know j:
just asthey don't know love.

Seven Fingers was waving for me to come and acknowledge the crowd. | recalled the last time someone had 'insisted tt
give the crowd its due. I'd just killed the god Rabla-yu. Then the one insisting had been Viss. Now there was no one | care
obey in that fashion.

| looked at Seven Fingers and shook my head. Then | vanished.

| brought myself into being within the blue bottle that was my home. Back in the Demon Realm, evening was rapidly
becoming night, but here the sun was high, a permanent noon.

Rebuilding was under way. There was a sky above, the sound of wavesin the distance. The battle scars in the vegetatic
were healing. | could sense the darting, delighted presences of the invisible servitors as they greeted me.

My palace was till in ruins, of course, and the Lung Shan no longer dwelled beneath the mountains | had created to evc
Taoist painting. My ogres and milkweed fairies were gone as well, along with nearly every living creature in that self-encl
ecology.

There was much for me to do, but my contemplation of where to begin was interrupted by a fearsome howling deep witl
mist-shrouded peaks. Two deep howls and a chorus of howls more shrill. | looked in that direction and smiled.

Breaking through the clouds was a streak of jade green and one of cinnabar orange. In their wake, like sparkstrailing a
meteor, came smaller streaks in sherbety mixtures of orange and green. The fu dogs were coming home, and my heart lift

| crossed the fields to greet them, meeting them in afield bright with flowers suddenly burst into bloom.

"Welcome," | said, bending to pat Fluffinella, who had set small, muddy paws against my leg.

"Thank you, Lord Kai," answered Shiriki. "Can we take up residence in the Lung Shan's old cave once more?"

"In his old one and his newer," | said. "The Lung Shan was slain by the forces of Viss."

Chamballaturned upon me a gaze that motherhood had made far too wise. "But certainly you plan on reawakening the
dragons of the mountains and the waters, Lord Kai!"

"I hadn't thought about it," | said, not quite truthfully for I had asked the servitorsto preserve the Lung Shan's bones. Tt
truth was | doubted that any could replace my old friends. "Do you think | should?"

"You mugt!" she said indignantly. "The feng shui of the bottle cannot thrive without the dragons."

"True," | said, amused. "Have you been talking with Plum?"

"A little," she said, "but fu dogs understand feng shui ."

"What else do you understand, | wonder?' | said.

"Y ou never asked." Chamballa chuckled. "And I will never tell. You'll simply need to learn by observation.”

"I see." | knew that she was offering a puzzle to awaken a spirit made curiously dry and uninterested by the events of tt

"Lord Kai," said Shiriki, "you'll want to be getting clean and to start preparing for guests.”

"Guests?' | said, amite indignantly. "I invited no one. Who is coming here?'

Fluffinella began, "BaWaand Wong Pang ..."

"And Plum and Li Piao," interrupted another, yapping shrilly to be heard over her sister's voice.

"And Seven Fingers, Spilling Moonbeams, He of the Towers of Light, the Walker ..."

The chorus of puppy barks stopped and round golden glances met each other as the pups reviewed their list.

"That'sal," said Fluffinella

"That's quite enough!" | said sharply. "Especially since | did not invite aone."

"They wanted to speak with you," Chamballa explained, "and tell you of the aftermath of the battle."

"There were decisions that had to be made," Shiriki continued, "such as what to do with Devor and his human alies, and
whether to return the stolen weapons to the Armory of Truce."

"Let othersdecide,”" | growled. "I have done my part.”

Chamballa gave me another of those too-discerning looks.

"If you do not care to speak with your friends, then they can visit our family."

| bit back a protest. | had told the fu dogs to consider my bottle their home. | couldn't well do that and then refuseto let



have guests. A bit ill-temperedly, | bowed to the inevitable.

"Take abath, Lord Kai," Chamballa advised. "Y ou'll feel more civilized when the blood is off and your wounds have beg
mend,”

Grumpily, | acceded, walking to the waterside where my sailboat was berthed. Unbidden servitors brought me soap and
towels and clothing retrieved from the ruin. They'd even found my hat with the red feather, miraculously intact.

| scrubbed and used chi to mend my wounds, until only those from the spirit sword remained. They would need to heal i
owntime. As| cleaned myself and dressed in bright colors, my spiritsrose. | found myself anticipating visitors.

When they arrived, | entertained them on the beach, | had no silken cushions or fine carpets, but the sand was purest wt
and clusters of bamboo along the shoreline offered shade. | didn't need to worry about refreshments, for HE and Seven Fi
brought enough for even the greedy fu pups.

A moment of awkwardness—quite understandable, given what | had done an hour or so before—was broken when Wa
Pang went pelting down the beach, chasing his own shadow in the seafoam. The fu pups followed behind, and we all wat
laughing to heal the soul.

"BaWa, is Wong Pang ever going to change back?' | asked.

"Don't guess so, boss," the scrub demon said, helping himself to sticky rice balls from one of the hampers. "He like being
dog—or he too stupid to change back."

"I don't see why he should,” Plum said. "If he wantsto, he can come home with me. He may be a stupid demon, but he'
smart dog.”

"Ask him." BaWa grinned a pointy-toothed grin. "I bet he go with you."

Seated cross-legged in the sand, Li Piao had made a simple diamond kite out of food wrappings and thin strips of bambo
noted with amusement that he had carefully set the dragon bowl in the sand and offered its resident spirit something to eat

"Do you have any string, Kai Wren?' he asked. "It seems far too great atime since | flew akite."

| started to shake my head regretfully "no" when Seven Fingers reached into a pocket and produced a ball of thin twine.

"Here," he said, handing it to the old man. Then, his voice oddly gruff, he turned to me. "Lord Demon, if | could have a
moment of your timein private."

"Of course,”" | said. "We can walk inland."

We did this thing, and Seven Fingers kept his silence until even the barking of the puppies faded into the distance.

"Lord Demon," he said formally, "do you recall how once | intimated that my daughter might be available if you wanted
your bride?"'

| recalled what he had said when we dined at the Conventicle and nodded. "Y es. She seemed quite interested, too."

"l ..." The hulking, three-eyed swordsmith bit into hislower lip, looking for all the world more like a nervous boy than a
powerful demon. "l regret to say that sheisno longer available."

"Oh?" | cocked an eyebrow at him, wondering at the curious lightness of spirit | felt. " ou have contracted another
marriage?’

"More correctly, she has contracted one, without my consent, even though she knows my feelings on such matters."

"Demons are not ancient Chinese," | said, "and Spilling Moonbeams has her rights. Do you disapprove of the demon she
chosen?’

"No," he answered honestly, "I do not. He is a powerful demon and his house is among the best. She wants to marry the
Walker."

"Hishouse is good,” | said, "and HE agrees?'

"y es"

"Why has she changed her mind?" | asked. "Isit because | never offered and the Walker did?"'

"That is part of it. The other part is. . ." Again Seven Fingers chewed hislip. "The other part is that she says you are to
human for her tastes.”

"Too human?'

"y es"

"The human-style emotions?"

"The love, particularly. Spilling Moonbeams views it as a great weakness."

"Ah. Itis, | suppose. She doesn't love the Walker, of course.”

"No!"

"But she wants to make a contract with him."

"Y es. She likes his company, his courage, his point of view. She also thinksthat his urge to travel will make certain that
the primary authority in their home. After being second in prominencein my home, | believe sheis eager to stretch her
boundaries.

"Then it sounds like a good match."

"Y ou will not sue for breach of contract?"'



"We never made one," | said, "only discussed it in the most general fashion. | will give them my best wishes. Perhaps th
might like a bottle as agift. | have alot on my hands just now."

"l am certain. They would be honored to have a bottle."

"It would need to be a sort of long-term lease, I'm afraid. | don't think I'll be selling any more. | learned my lesson from'
I'll' keep track of them al now."

"They will understand the wisdom of alease.”

"Very good. Now, shall we rejoin the party?"

"Let's."

When we returned, Seven Fingers excused himself to find the Walker and Spilling Moonbeams, who had gone for a stro
beneath the waves. Li Piao and He of the Towers of Light were down the beach aways, flying the kite. The dogs were
romping farther down the shore. Only Plum remained.

She was sitting with her top hat beside her in the sand, looking out over the ocean, but for all her apparent absorption, sh
knew at once when | came up.

"How are you doing?" she asked.

"Fine." | sighed. "It has been aday, though."

"Did you hear about the Walker and Spilling M oonbeams?"

"y es"

"And?'

"And | think that it's nice. They suit each other."

"You're not hurt?'

"Oh, maybe my pride, just alittle. It's not easy to have a demoness go from idolizing and adoring you to wanting to marr
someone else. Still, | think it's the best choice. She's right about me.”

"What about you?"

"I've become too human.”

Plum looked at me, seeing a creature eight feet tall with deep blue skin, talons, claws, and fangs. She began to laugh.

"You!" Then she quieted. "Maybe Spilling Moonbeams s right. Appearance isn't what makes a person. | should know tt
My clients prefer when | dress a bit outre. They take comfort from my top hat, the way | wear my hair, my clothing. Nev
mind that | could analyze the feng shui of their property just aswell if | was wearing gym shorts and atee shirt.”

"So would you be more comfortable with meif | looked like this?' | shifted shape to the human form | used most often.

"Well, it'seasier to think of you as'human' then."

We sat there for awhile, watching the gulls and sandpipers.

"Plum, can | ask you a question?"

"| reserve the right not to answer," she said.

"Can | hire you to help with the feng shui here?* | asked.

She looked offended. "Y ou don't need to hire me! | would consider it a privilege."

"I'd hire you anyway," | said. "When I've retrieved my bottles, I'll have wealth and resources to spare.”

"True."

"Tell me, do you think me still at all human?' | asked after apause. "1 wonder if | lost the capacity to experience emotiol
when the spell was broken."

She studied me. "How did you feel when you dew Viss?"

"Terrible," | answered honestly, "yet it needed to be done.”

"Viss asked you to kill her,” Plum said. "I heard her."

"That, too."

"Isthat why you did it?"

"y es"

"Because you loved her once?"

"y es”

"Did you hate her at the end?"

"No."

"Even after everything she did to you?"

"No. | hated some of the things she had done. | hated the death of Oliver O'K eefe and of the denizens of my bottle, but
think | hated Viss."

Plum turned to face me. "Then you're human in your loving, but you might be something else in that she didn't make you
her. | would have hated her if she had done that to me."

"But I'm at least somewhat human?' | prompted.

"y es”

"Human enough for you to consider marrying me?"



Her brown eyes went wide with surprise and disbelief.

"Y ou can't mean that! I've heard how demons speak of humans. I'm not one of you."

"Nor am I, any longer."

She till didn't answer, so | continued, explaining myself to me as much asto her.

"For the last thousand years, I've lived with emotions that demons don't usually feel. My closest friends in recent centuri
have been human—Ollie and your grandfather. I've been lonely. | know that now, but | wouldn't be content with a demon
might love her, but she would never be ableto love me."

An"Oh," from Plum, very soft, but nothing more. | forged on.

"So.I'm asking you. Y ou are an outsider in the human world—your magic makes you so, just as my emotions separate n
from demons.”

"But I'll age and diein just afew years, asyou seeit."

"| offered Li Piao the Peach of Immortality.”

"Youdid!"

"He refused, said he wanted to live out hislife as a human, to finish growing old."

"I can hear him saying that," she said, looking to where the kite flew, a spot of red and white against the blue sky. "He's
that. Look at him, flying a kite when he has magic enough to fly himself."

"Y ou don't need to make his decision, Plum. | don't despair of getting Li Piao to change his mind someday. He's had ma
strange experiences these past few weeks. They may have altered his point of view."

"True

We sat in silence for along while, listening to the cries of the birds and the barking of the dogs.

"Do you love me, Kai Wren?' she said after atime.

In answer, | touched her face, turned it so that | could look into those deep brown eyes. Within me, love was still tanglec
with the discovery that it made one vulnerable. Could | make myself vulnerable to this human-born sorceress?

Looking at her, | played across the tablet of my mind scenes of her courage, her steadiness, her patience, her humor.

"I think | could. How about you, me?"

"It'spossible,” she said with agrin, "but I'd never considered the thought. | need to get used to it."

"l see" | said. | frowned. "1 guess you aren't going to throw yourself into my arms, weeping with gratitude for my propo:

"Sorry. Why don't we try dating?' she offered. "Get to know each other better first. Immortality is abig offer. Y ou shou
hand it out lightly."

"I'm not!"

"Well, then"—she patted my leg comfortingly—"try to see things from my point of view. | don't want to make the wrong
decision. Y ou've given me two tremendous offers, immortal life. . . Does that come with youth and health?"

"1t does," | assured her. "No Tithonus here."

"And you've offered me marriage,” she finished. "Two amazing, astonishing, impossible things. Let me think."

"My wounded pride!" | exclaimed theatricaly. "My fate must be to be spurned by beautiful women!"

"I'm not spurning you," she said, exasperated. "I'm just thinking."

"I know." | laughed, daring to enfold her in my arms. "I know. Can | buy you a pizza this Saturday night? Tony's on at Pi
Heaven."

"Sure," she said, leaning her head against my shoulder.

"And we could go visit the sages who live in the other bottles. |'ve been concerned about them.”

"I'll need to check my schedule,” she said, "but that could be fun.”

Thinking of other things we could do, other wonders we could explore, | tightened my hold on her. Somehow, | knew | w
never want to let her go.

Thetelling thing was that | knew that | would never hold too tightly, for such isthe mystery of love.



